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j Sundry Remarks on Religious Metaphors

e To embark upon so vast and complex an enterprise as attempting a new
‘ theary or definition of metaphor would he both naive - for what remains to be
sard onsuchaweary subject 7 — and ambitious — forwho has ever mana2ed 1o
findawholly satisfactory formulation 2 The amountofliterature on metaphor
has grown so vast that anyone but Warren Shibles (1) would be frightencd by
the hereulean task of reading and compiling it all. The subject. then. must be
approached with considerable care und modesty Itis possible and instructive,
however. tostart from a number of texts in w hich metaphorical discourse. or a
particutar kind of metaphor prevails. and thus. following the lines of thought
thathave been trodden before. 10 glean [rom each theory the elements that are
borne out by once’s corpus. 1t the present essay. the corpus is constituted by s
series of prose texts that Fwould label religrons thought — texts whose centril

point of reference ts the word or concept ™ God ™ (2). or the relationship

4 between God and man The phrase religious thought is meant to include

‘ professional and popular theology. though not uniquely. and to exclude

“ religious texts ” such as the Scriptures. hyms. or prayers Inthe texts | have

| perused the divine is not addressed orlistened (o, but referred to and reflected
upon

frs notthe asm of this essay to enter into the nature of religrous discourse.
For the present purpose it is sufficient to note thai a divine being or reality is
taken for granted and referred 10/in a highly metaphorical language’because
that reality is considered 1o transcend the limits of what can be directly
expressed by the words voined to describe what exists and tukes place in our
world The pointisnotwithoutimportance for our study : the pre-supposition
ol given reality or mode of being exterior and prior to the expression is a
working-hy pothesis we must necessarily adopt as it is implicit in the kind of
languige we have chosen o deal with

Whether human Linguage however obligue achieves an adequaie refe-
rence Lo divine categories is another problem | must leave to the philosophers
of theology 1w solve 1 the comman basis of their otherwise diverging viewsis
the gap between hiuman language and divine reality Whereas for the most
extreme forms of logical positivism. the chasm cannot be bridged. most other

i (by SHIBLES (W ) Aeraphor  An Annotted Bthlingruphy und Histary Whitewater. Wise -

The Language Press. 1971 References o works and authors quoted in the present study cun
he faund is this bibliography
(2) CT CRYSTAL(D ) & DAVY (D) Investiguting English Sivle London : Longman, 1959,
pp 165-166
MCcQUARRIE(J) God-Tulk  An Examingation of the Lunguage and Logic of Theolagy
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hypotheses venture o leap across the abyss of meaninglessness by positing
human tanguage as deseribing relations and realides analogical wo divine
relations and realities To ussert that this analogy should be * given 7 by Gad
to provide man with an insight into His nature ¢the puath followed by Aguinas
and Korl Barthyisconceivable within the frame ofa theology of revelation but
otherwise untenable : the fact of representing the immaterial by means of the
material does not necessarily predicate the physical as a manifestation of the
spiritual

The appositive view also supposes a metaphoricat or analogical relation.
but here the process finds its origin with human thought and expression and
hence can only reflect a tentative insight into divine nature and reality Ac-
cording to Paul Van Buren. human language must be ™ stretehed “bevond the
paint of its everyday use and reference in order 10 cover categories which do
not belong to the common meaning-world In the process. the words lose their
physical reference. their apophantic status. and when extended beyond the
“edgesoflanguage 7 lapse into the void of meaninglessness {an Ramsey . the
late Bishop of Durham held the view now become classic that human lan-
guage describes and constitutes o~ model ™ atthe human scale. which is only
given & metaphysical dimension by a number of * gualifiers ” which should
lead to asituation of * disclosure ™ — a dawning of insight upon the user The
drawbuck of this hypothesis. as of the cartographic projection (33 which
nevertheless stresses the incompleteness of the transposition. is that it presup-
poses a pictorial. rather than o parsdipmatic relation between the word and its
referent To endow religious discourse with an essentially mimetic. or des-
ariptive quality leads to the identification of God hy means of a = picture 7in
one s mind — a process which often results in the construction of a » myvth “or
verbal idalin which the image or projection retains the realities and potencies
of its referent

Apparently. il we exclude the act of faith which allows one to accept
God-statements as somehow deseribing the Divine and what Alasdair MclIn-
tyre calls the ™ atheistic " alternative which translutes them inwo language of
human concern. (the line tuken by Feuerbach, and in a different sense by
Bultmann) we are feft with a linguistic phenemenan which Fveature to call
metuphor - relations. qualities attributes beionging w one category of reality
are referred to in terms of another. different reality or substance In this
particular case. the divine the "~ otherworidly 7 the relatively unknown is
spoken aboutin terms ol the human the thissworldiy the familiar It is not
surprising that many of these metaphors are based vpon the words which
describe quite common humun experiences The fact thatall men are submit-
ted o, say. the effects of the law of gravity provides a useful basis for the
anziogical communication of meaning just because ihe experience is so com-
monplace Yet " common ™ is not meant to imply * universal 7 — the value
assoctated with a phenomenon may change or be jost as one crosses the bar-
riersofa culture orcivilisation Theimages used are us numerous and varied as
the sources from which they stem, and may be bound to a particular period's

(3) Cf BAILEY (D M) Godwasin Christ Faber. 1948 p 109.
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world-view ** Made by ™. " rebelled ™ and " redeemed " are respectively
metaphors from homo faber. social oppression. and slave ecopomy : the
Deists related God to the universe as a watchmaker 10 a watch ; Durothy
Sayers proposed to substitute the relation of a playwright 1o his play ; accor-
ding 10 Hurvey Cox. man is now 1o find an idiom which is relevant to the
inhabitant of the present-day  Hinopohs whose symbols are the " swith-
board " and the * cloverleal ™ Ginerimages of a wider appeal. are rooted in
the language of anthropomorphism or interpersonal relationships (Loving
Futher), temporal (Ererna! Gody and spatial relations (the imner Christ, the
profound truth. the fighest Being) Itis upon this listsetolflimages that 1 shall
more particalarly focus my attention throughout the re-ussessment of the
phenomenon metaphor.

In the exampie ™ the disciple stands in a decisive position between Christ
the Lord and the world over which he s Lord " positionand berween(aswellas
stand wnd iny are borrowed from the arsenal ol spatial terms to express a
relation of a wholly different nature. Christ and the world. one mightsay. are
viewed. indeed imagired as two points in space. and the disciple as a third
potnt, line or medium establishing o relation between those two This sort of
analysis. however, conducts 4 meta-reasoning, and formulates @ mental
transfer-process which is not consciousty or deliberately applied by the author
— except when creating a highly original metaphor Beneeen, basically a
prepositionalindicator of s spaticed relationship, here pointsto the pature of the
* position " and relites nonphysical entities. The instance allows us to make
the classic distinction between the two termys of the metaphor. Something is o
be expressed or communicated — in this case a religious relation. the ™ func-
tion 7 of the disciple with regard to Chirist and the world. This meaning,
apparently prior to the metaphor. we shall label the tenor and the word used o
convey that meaning vehicle, since the terms for the purpose have already been
provided {Richards). The vehicte is smid 1o stand for. or replace a ** proper
term " —which on the one hand suggests that the metaphoris ™ improper 7.7 a
kind of lie ", " smuggled in from cutside ™. and on the other. thata " proper
or literal term for the tenor exists The reasoning held by those regarding the
metaphor as a * mere ornament 7, as saying in an oblique and imaged way
what could have been said more clearly and directly in nonfigurative kinaua-
ge. is not applicable to ail instances of metaphorical expression Though it is
possible indeed o find expendable metaphors, and to substitute literal equi-
valents for them. the procedure remains theoretical as fong as we deal with
given exampies. Insubstituting tnvelvemens, a more commonly accepted
image. for ™ ghsorprion into the world . we cannot be cerlain to translate the
whole consteliation of meaning intented by the author. Excepi when the
metaphors belong to a set of generally adopted images (seurce for origin).
univocal equivaients are bound to remain lentative unless they are provided
by the author himsell. Thus one could consider ' froni withour " expendabicin
“revelalion is something given * from without ', from the God whont by nuture
we cannot know ™

Whalt becomes clear in the argument is not the ™ impropriety 7 of the
vehicle, but the existence of its two different levels of reference  the subvidiary
subject or toriginal " referent of the word used. and the principal subyect the
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new and different meaning it acquires when used as a metaphor This leature.

a sine gua non in the definition of metaphor. is usually referred o as pfuri-

signation (Wheelwright). In the example * The Church’s orthodoxy ceases to
be the right way and becomes a prison in which she tries w entrap the living
spirit 7. privon refers o the Jack of Bberty suflered by the spiritin an vrthodox
scheme of thought Literally. it means a place of captivity. The original. local
meaning has given way to something belonging to a different category. The
same happens when Godisspoken aboutas the Cenrre orsinasawaf/between
man and God © a state. being or circumstance is defined. described or expres-
sed by means of anotherword which has another. spatialor locat referent This
does not mean that all the attributes and quatities associated with the original
referent are lost: they may indeed constitute the very basis upon which the
metaphor or its ¢xtension 15 constructed.

When the transterred meaning of a word comes. through frequent use. 1o
be commaonly accepied, even to the point of losing its original denotation. the
metaphoris * dead " or "~ lexicalised 7 since the dictionaries ackpowledge
these meanings (as figurative or ordinary usesy under the entry of the basis
word To* stand 7 in a relationship no longer suggests an upright position: the
image of God sitring on His throne. unless mythified. will hardly be undersiood
as ¢ localisation Yetitis possible for a dead metaphor to be ressuscitated ina
new context @ whereas ground, in its figurative use, means foundation. basis.
motive. justification. the word takes on a theological meaning in Tillichian
usage and may. in particular coltocations. come w stand for God in which case
itiscapitalised : Ground of Being, Divine Ground. Ultimate Ground Butthis
new dimension of meaning remains elosed w whoever keeps thinking in terms
of * ground-floor. ground-bass, ground-level 7 (4) A similar misunderstan-
ding condemns the qualifiers which attempz to span the chasm beiween lan-
guage and divine reality Whereas * supremely good 7 seems to put God's
goodness no ™ higher 7 than the quantitative peak of human performance.
“infinitely 7 shoultd be understood as placing divine attributes beyond the
limits of the human, in the realm of the qualitatively different. the utierly
transcendent. Nevertheless, itis a dangerous language-game to define a polar
opposition in terms of a binary one —and the vast misunderstanding springing
fram itshould inspire its users to caution

Genuine creations or original extensions are relatively rare When the
image Is unexpected, the author feels the need to expliciiate its meaninge ¢ by
agenitive of-phrase * Spokes ol relationship “ makes sense only as partof the
totat image * wheel ™ in which the categories of centre and periphery are
thrown together

When the metaphor is read univocally. 1e when only the original mea-
ning 15 attributed to the vehicle. u logical or empirical absurdity may arise.
Primu fucie contradictions like “ raising things to a profounderlevel 7 (a4
phrase intended as a joke by its author) are not impossible when a same mea-
ning is associated with vehicles of opposiie dimensions @ ** transcendent
depth ™. understood at its face value, seems 1o confuse the dimensions = abo-

(4) Cf PACKER (}1) Keep Yourselves Fram fdols Church Book Room Fress. 1963 p b
VIDLER (A ) Soundings. Cambridge University Press 1966 p 208




ve "and ™ beneath ™ Butas Beardsley points out, the contradiction is inherent
in the mechanism. in which different units are thrown wgether The ™ polar
circle of the mind " will remain invisible o anyone expecting a round figure;
give a geometrical form to a non-physical entity is what Ryle culis a
*category-mistake " material attributes cannot be predicated of the spiri-
tual, lest the proposition give rise to a non-sense. * God is in heaven ™, com-
pared with the empirically verifiable statement ** Joyce isin the kitchen ™
sounds like an acceptable proposition. But the former predicates personality
and localisation — two attributes which do notapply to God in non-incarnaied
form. To apply categories which do not produce a first-sight absurdity to
divine realities may increase the danger of mistaking the vehicle’s subsidiary
meaning for the literal truth about the tenor. The absurdity is not always
obvious or striking Only the more original and unusunl images require a
mental effort (which often amounts o finding the unaiogy ) to overcome
the feeling of non-sense To the average reader it might not be immediztely
clear whatis meani by * God is the pole " unless he enters the frame of thought
set by the following context * the pointaround which all our existence pivots
When the vebicle is nol self-evident the tenor must be given or otherwise
explained More often. however. the absurdity is harder to * see 7 than the
sense of the metaphor — even il the image daes aot draw upoen reserves of
commonly accepted material To speak of Christas ** transparent " or ™ a
window through the surface of things into God 7 is not usual: but the contra-
diction is strong enough to render a literal understanding highly unlikely. The
reader is forced ook for a meaning on another level than thatof immediate
reference in this particolar instanee. the more traditional images of God-as-
fight snd understandig-as-seeing will puthim on the righttrack

If 4 mewaphor were coined by the arbitrary substitution of one word for
another the proposition would be ™ merely sbsurd 7 whereas the effectio be
reached is. as Beragren points out, one of " significant sell-contradivuon 7
The opposition between the termms must be counteracted by arelative simils-
rity: the equilibrium berween resembiance and difference constitutes the
metaphorical tension (Black. Wheelwright) Theimplicitoresplicitpresence of
g common feature between tenor and vehicle s what retates metaphar ta
stimile. and causes one o be occasionally detined interms of the other. espe-
cially by the adherents o the literatisi theory (Buchanan Ushenko)

Tareferto the commaon field of meaning thatlings tenorand v ehicle and
justifies the choice of a particular image ibis refatively easy o speak in general
terms of * resemblance 7. comparison 7. analogy T Douglas Berggren's
classifications aim at describing the various mechantsms by means of which
meaning is transferred from ene term upan another. On the whole. such
distinctions are easier to make m absiracio thian on the basis of actual exam-
ples @ in the mujority of instances. the metaphors belong to the fietd of inter-
section between two or more clusses [Uis possible, however to extrapolste
some eloquent cases for the suke of illustration

In the previousty quoted example " orthodoxy . becomes a prison © ihe
assacisted commonplace of the vehicle ¢  the fack of freedom. 1 found o
apply to the tenor and justifies the choice of the particular image The re-
semblance between orthodoxy and a prison is not only pretended, it is inten-




ded (Turbayne). This relation is usually referred o as epiphor In diuphor. an
aitribute of the tenor is projected onto a vehicle which is felt to be a suitable
bearer of the intended meaning Here. the similarity does not aniecedently
exist. butis created by the meta phoritsell’ Thus. when we speak of a hereafter
in heaven. the locus becomes, th rough a verbal twist. charged with the mea-
ning of eternal bliss and union with God. This does not mean that the choice of
the image is arbitrary: the vertical dimension to w hich the concept ™ heaven ™
betongs hus profoundly rooted. archetypal ressons for its associztion with the
reatm of the divine (3)

To the possibilities of epiphor and diaphor one could add the instance of
finibo and purgatory in diaphor. attributes of the tenor are predicated of a
vehicle which refers to a real” locus: in the case of fimbo. the process is
apparently the same. but the vehicle has no titeral referent outside itseif. in the
empirical world : it has the pseudo-focal status of a town drawn on 2 map
which describes an imaginary country — it exists nowhere but on the map
iself. This phenomenon. which appeurs in localisations of the Diving Com-
media as well is called self-referential metaphor Mathematical descriptions of
ihe physical world are self-referential in the sense that their “literal” meaning
belongs 10 a system of mathematical relations. while their “metaphorical™
referent is transcendent to the system : “La mathématique traile exclusive-
ment des relations des concepts entre eux. suns considérer leurs relations avec
Fexpérience La physique aussi traite de concepts mathématiques: ces con-
cepts acquitrent cependant un contenu phisique grice i la déermination
précise de leurs relations avee les objets de lexpérience™ (6).

Some words. finally, have both a physical or historical referent and a
meaning on a different level The setting of a novel. for instance. may refer o
more than the ocus of the action. In the Johannine narratives (which fall
outside the purview of our study ) the process is frequent @ the hill of the mira-
culous feeding. the well where Jesus meets the Samaritan womuan, the water
changed into wine — all are charged with messianic mesning in addition to
their literal denotation The referent points both to tself and 10 a meaning
beyond itself This mode of expression Isuggest to call sy mbol In “the pilarim
making his ascenr 10 the temple”, ascent is used literally. as when we speak of
catching the “up™ train to London: Itisa metaphorin “the ascentof man to the
divinelevel™ and in “man’s ascent to heaven™ this metaphor takes the form of
a localisation The picture changes when ascenr is applied to Christ @ I ihe
ascension event is nor held to be a historica! fact in space and time. of the same
status as the crucifixion. we are dealing with mere metaphor: butif the fact is
considered to have literally taken place, the lord refers both 1o a physicalevent
and 1o a religious meaning also represented by vertical ascent, and which
might be paraphrased as Christ’s glorification In liturgy and hymns, literal
S
(5) CF FAWCETT(T ) The Svmbolic Language of Religinn. London : SCM Press. 1970

BEVAN(E) Symbolisem and Belief, 1938 republished Fontana 1962, Chs. H and 1]

ELIADE (M ) Das Hedige wnd das Prefane Hamburg : Rowonlt. 1957,

BACHELARD (G ) £'direrles Songes. Paris - Costi. 1943
(6) EINSTEIN(A) in: Conceptions Scientifiques, Morales. of Soviales. Paris - Flammarion,

1952 p.47.




and metaphorical meanings are inextricably bound together : “He suffered
and was buried. he descended into hell. and the third day he rose again accor-
ding w thescriptures. and ascended into heaven. and sitteth on the right hand
ofthe Father”™ When the historical events become churged with a religious or
metaphysical meaning. it becomes difficult to discern one from the other In

extreme cases. the metaphor may be mistaken for the historic ruth We shull-.

deal with this kind of fallacy which tends 1o erystallise misunderstandings
when speaking sbout “myth”

[n the sirucrural metaphor. a comparison of ratips is always present
Posited between tenor and vehicle isa recurring or comparable setof relations
{A:B = C:D)which allows the substitution of a term in the first ratio for the
corresponding term in the second The example “God is the pole. the point
around which all cur existence pivots™ can be analysed as follows : Our ex-
istence i related 10 God as a (circular) movement is related to its centre point
(pole). The comparison gives way 1o an identity : God is the pole. the poinit.
and our existence is the movement around it Such comparisons are notalw avs
explicit norare they always necessary, since the connexion muy be based on a
set of associated commonplaces In “the risen body of Christ becomes the
source of life™ the paraphrase spells @ *as a river is reluted o its source so life
is related to the risen Christ™ {river. incidentally. is an intrapolated third.
obviously implied by source). The reader is left to infer what the meaning of
the comparison amountsto In this particular instance, there are, once more. 4
number of clues that may help him. Origin. besinmine are usual figurative
meamngs associated with sowrce. they only partly account for the image used
here. for the proposition *Christ becomes the origin of tite™ still sourds like an
empirical absurdity The religious context furnishes an indication that “Tife”
may tike onan additonal component and come to mean “eternal life”™ — a
made of being to which the rules of biological causality do not apply This
simpression iscorroborated by the meaning of “source”™. “source ol tife™. and of
water-imagery in general throughout the Judaeo-Christian tradition In the
Old Testament and above ull in Johanaine theology. wateris often associated
with spirit life. and eternal life (7)

When the common deneminator between tenor and vehicle is not the
relation buta quality. value. or emotional charpe translerred from one term
apon the other. (depending on whether the metaphor is epiphoric or diapho-
ric) wespeak of sexrural metaphor Whereas the vse of struciural ratios is
particularly usefulin the construction of scientific models. the connexion by
meins of values and emotions associated with & word (inevitably, a more
subjective process) is a technique often applied in the creation of poetic ima-
ges The basis for such metaphors is constituted by Einithluns empathicor
kinesthetic projection (the sad moon, the rise of the empire, ) Spatial meta-
phars are textural when. say. a place or a dimension is attributed a value which
does notspring forth from its literal, topological meaning. Though it might be
{73 CF RICHARDSON (A Y 4 Theologival Wardbook of the Bibles v warer it London © SCM

Press 1957 p 280
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argued thatin speaking of a “full fife” or “full and loving relationships™. fife
and relations are viewed as receptacles with a capacity. the connotations of
perfection. satisfaction, of ultimute sense (or any other tentubive equivilent)
associated with fuiness are not dependent upon this comparison.

A fair number of transferred Viextures”. emotional charges or connote-
tions. helang to the commonplaces associated with a spatial concept (impor-
tance with place. positive evolution with forward motion. ) many of these.
however. depend on a deeper mode of association which one might plausibly
label"archetypal” — images whose meanings are known by “intuttion™. w hose
origins draw upon vast reserves of universai or culture-bound symbolism,
whose motivation is (o be sought beneath the surface of consciousness Fliade
and Bachelard have conducted admirable investigations into the origins of
these fields of meaning Images of height, for example, have become particu-
tarly charged with emotive value: they are the traditional carriers of connota-
tions of excellence. perfection, autherity, and ~ in a religious context — divi-
nity They provide an excellentexample of how a meiapher conditions a whole
dimension of thought and constitutes a “frame” within which other imuges
cian be constructed : When heigheis associated with God. the "Highest Being™.
various Jevels between the “above™ and the “helow” can be imagined (“the
descent of God to the human fevel”): God can be localised “up there in hea-
ven™. the Christiuns “hit their hearts to their ascended and triumphant Lord™;
their souls “proceed to scale the spiritual heights, ascending from glory to
glory”™ None of these rich assoctutions is inherent in the wpological concep-
tion of height; und the offered structural explanations (Cr Isa 55 : 9and Ps.
103 1 11) do not account for the full richness of the imuge. Yet to interpret
Biblical usage in terms of ordinary language or anthropological categories
means a neglect of the original insight Appareatly. the imuges do not bear
explanation - though adopting their texture as an accepted a priori may
presentserions problems.

The fine between the structural and textural modes of transfer is hard ©
draw : more often than not. the mechanisms interact 1o build up an image in
which emuotive values are projected upon structural ratios. The dimensions of
dgepth and interiority. both of which presuppuse the atiribution of some cor-
poreality, provide clear illustrations of this phenomenon The translation of an
identification like “God is the deep Centre™ could read : God is related w0
fman ?ife 7the world "Jasdepthis to the surface of an object. and as the centre
to the periphery : He is present though invisible: essential to movement
though himself unmoved: the point of reference and definition. as the centre
defines the circle™ Deprh, however. is nota mere vertical metaphor : the deep
and hidden regions have come tosiand fora realm of uliimate truth masked by
a deceptive surface: itis linked with the mysterious the unconscious. but also
with heart and the realm of the spiritual In Tillichian theology, “to know
depthis to know God™ Nor is centre restricted to plain geometry lis associa-
tion with interiority provides additional nuances of inclusion. of proximity. of
belonging and ullimately of spirituality (“inner life”yand divine immanence.
These shades are “intuitively felt”. — basicaily a dangerous assumption ! —
rather than grasped by reason However, explanations overlooking such
associations fail in their purpose because they tend o stress the metaphor’s
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limitations and structural irrefevancies rather than to highlight its evocative
puwer.

Like any medium of expression indeed. the metaphor has its linmvis, 1f it
achieved full identity between the tenor and its vehicle, the tension between
them would be nil, and either of them would become “semantically super-
fluous™. Resemblance-in-difference and difference-in-resemblance are com-
plementary : the vehicle offers a conjunction of semantic features. only a few
of which (though not always the same ones) are disjoined and selecied as
relevant : Jine may be used to denote either connexion. separation. or pro-
gression. In other terms, a number of potential meanings are excluded by the
context. itis logically unsound. therefore. to brand a metaphor as inadequate
because itis accurate only up to a certain point. When the relation between
God and man is referred to as the umbilical cord of man’s existence. the
implication is the link of dependency — not the fact that the umbilical cord has
tobecut Theanalogy, indeed. remaing subordinate to the insight and need not
be extended beyond the scope of the implied comparison

Itis interesting to note that the selective process is reciprocal @ the tenor
borrows only the relevant meanings of the vehicle. and the vehicle in turn
highlights but certain aspecets ol the teror, whose meaning transcends its
L\prusaon Thisis known as the “filter” theory of metaphor. The image “God
is the pale, selects butone particular quality of the geometrical point:in the
same proposition, only one quality of God, His “function” as support and
substance of life. is highlighted. Tospcukof'God as “here' or “away” focuses
on his accessibility or degree of involvement in human affairs We recognise
here the fallacy of identifying God by a single image in our minds : the meta-
phorreflects only a partial insight into the transcendent truth it is referring to,
and secondly. irrelevant associations of the | image may be pmjeun_d into 1t by
users unfamiliar with the language-game bc_mg played ; In the theological
version of Copernican cosmology. says Dr Robinson. God is indeed the
supreme Being. the sun of his universe around whom all revolves. But like the
sun. he s still “out there™ from the puint ol view of urman life™ (8} Positional
superiority is substituted for the essential superiority of the supernatural. An
imagery which “places”™ God in a heaven bevond at s distance from man is
convenient to a theology of transcendence, whereas a secular world may
interpret itas an expression of unconcern — quite the contrary of what was
intended. Such meta-reasonings, again, must be manipuluated with care @ one
cannotexpectanimage toreflect an insight which itwas notcoined to express:
nor can one discard a metaphor without the risk of dismissing its positive
contribution and the insight it reflects. Such is the mistake occasionally made
in Honest 1o God when an image is interpreted in the hypothetical perspective
of u ncar-sighted Man Come of Age

This 1s not to suggest that a metaphor cannot be poorly chosen or even
inaccurate A proposition like “The Via Negativa cuts desd across the Em-
maus Road™ is frankly puzzling. In the light of the context itshould be taken to
mean that Christ is met, not by interior denml but through deep concern for
others. Cleopas and his friend met Christon the way to medus —agreed. But

{8} ROBINSONUJAT) Exploration inte God. London : SCM Press 1967 p 73




when Christ met them, they were running away from it all. and not “in the
i way” on any “ultimate concern for others™ (93, In addition to a formulation
2 cryptic to any oulsider. the metrphor misses the pomni it was meant o make

To retrn for a moment to the duality of sense posited between principal
and subsidiary subject: In the “siereoscopic vision™ theory it is asserted that
both meanings of the vehicle interact to create a new category of meaning. thus
rendering the metaphorindispensable. able to transtate categories beyond the
scope of normal language. and untranslatable into unbvocal paraphrases oo
lexicalupproach which deals more particularly with the signifiaar itis difficult
to assess the communicative value of a particular image. or its accuracy with
regard toa signifid which we have no means of knowing outside the given
contlexts Formally speaking. however. we may {ind a few indicators that
the principal and subsidiary subjects operate as a hoth/and rather than an
either/or: that metaphors do not rule out all the other propesties or aspects
of the subject described and of the image used. In other terms. if the vehicle
atracts quabihers applying to its oniginal meaning, one may argue that part of
that literal meaning is maintained. though in distunction from the components
upon which the metaphoris based In o fish new ideas out of the streams of
contemporary thought™, the additional smage of fishing s an extension of the
more usual phrase "stream of thought™ Tt is bused upon the properties of the
subsidiary subject “stream™. Conversely. in "Christiens as the Body of Christ
— the visible sphere in which life is declared. realized. and extended™. vivible
! applies to the Church manilest. i e to the principal subject. and not to splere
The vehicle has retained a qualification which applies to the principat subject.
and not to itself

Although I should hesitate lo assert that there are "degrees” of metapho-
ric expression. one must admit that the metaphorical pature of some propesi-
tions stands oul more clearly in certain contexis and cotlocations than in
others. The difference between wide in “wide influence”™ and "wide sense™ is
: slight o whereas the associated commaonplace of both is “invelving much/
' many” the former is perhaps casier 1w visualise as a physical “arca™ oo
certasn size than the latter. More interesting is the instance of the image
belonging to what Fsugeest to call a metaphorical frame. Once se agree w

oo i e

speak about say. the reality called “heaven™ us a place. we can refer to its
tmportance or relevence in ferms of size o1 location. even without believing in
: its spatial existenve Prepositions. used metspharically. indicate relations

analogical to spatial relations, but not between spatial objects — a fact over-
looked in calling their use literal, albeit that it would be difficult to find a
nanspatiad equivalent for the relation. In “Exploration inro God ™ “insightinim
truth™. “a jouraey i the subconscious™ the prepasiton “sounds™ hieral
because used within an agreed frame of thought — inthis case one which grants
acertamn carporeality and content to God. truth and the subconscious Thus. a

E metaphorical mode of thought may create a frame within which other terms
seem to be used in their natural cotlocations Tension is reduced as the prinei-
pal subject causes no absurdity at the sentence fevel, and the metaphor is
f (9) FIELDING CLARKE({O) For Christ’s Suke Wallington : Religious Educaton Press.

§963 p 31 note !
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Uweitkened™ Knowing that depth stands for truth, one can start “dipging
deeper™, “sounding the depths”™. or “bring the truth w the surface™: but the
images of digaing, sounding and even surfuce remainsubordinated 1o the busic
“depth” category Carrying this reasoning to extremes. one could reduce all
spatial metaphors to a few basic directions or dimensions But whereas this
may be a useful technique in classifying signifianss, one must abandon the
illusion that the structure of the lexical bulk therefore reflects a univocally
corresponding structure in the signifiés — a mistake frequently committed in
the lexicat approaches to Biblical theology (10).

Thecase fornon-translatability of metaphoris interesting, As pointed out
before. a paraphrase must remain tentative lesta component of meaning be
lost in the process. Generally speaking. it seems more difficult to explain a
textural than a structural metaphor Traditionalimages like head. heart. ar sun
can be explained away in terms of the relations they represent or imply (es-
sence. dependency. excellence. ) with fittle 10ss other than the metaphor’s
economy and. possibly. poetry And even as complex a structure as a “conical
universe” could be eticitaied by pointing oul the analogy between the out-
standing geometrical position of the apex (both climax and centre} and the
equally excelling status of Christ with regard 10 the universe. Textural meta-
phors. on the other hand. are based on more subjective synaesthetic or
kinaesthetic categories. and their univocal equivalents somehow do not seem
able to carry across the full meuning sensed by the reader Wherea test speaks
of “the heights of hopes and the depths of fears™ a retranslation in terms of
intensity or contrast. of a replacement by another pair of relaied opposties hike
“glory and despaic” leaves out much of the image’s textural import: the ima-
ges, rooted m mtuition or perception. acquire un existence of their own. and
resist rationalisution The argument for metaphor as a unigue meuns of
expression transcending the abitities of Hiersl fanguage finds at least some
corroboration here But it becomes clear that the use of such a refatively
subjective means o refer t ineffable realities involves an increased risk in
misunderstanding On the one hand, the metaphor muy be understond at its
face value and “mythified™; on the other hand. 4 more serious threat is cons-
tituted by the metuphor torn out of its vriginal perspective and interpreted
within a different context The importance of this areument, particularly with
regard to religious lunguage. will become clear in my final paragraphs

By "myth” I'mean the failure 10 recognise the difference betw cen the two
levels of reference in the vehicle. and the subsequent belief'in the metaphoras
rhe literal truth about the principalsubject 1tis thus. if we build aur case upon
the previousty established premises, a “belicyed absurdity” (Turbayne) As
painted out. only those propositions in which the absurdity isnota prisma facie
offence to reason or thought within a determined frame are liable 10 be my-
thified — and even so. only by the less sophisticated. The reader of popular
theology may not uaderstand “God is in heaven™ or “The Kingdom of God is
within thee” with its full implications of transcendence and immanence. but a
crudely literal understanding is hurd 10 find. In 'l imagine God as a figure (.}

0y BARR (3} Biblical Words fur Time Studies 1in Biblicat Vheology. seres oo 33 Londen
SOM Press 1502 pp 159-109: and Semwnne s of Hibl albunpuage OLP 161 Ch FHI
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Heis in a white robe () some strong big man sitting in the sky with all the
angels around him™ (11} we must distinguish between literal belief in the
images and indirect. textural reference introduced by "imagine as.

A more serious attack on metaphor is made by the argument that spea-
king of a reality in terms of a particular model may distort. not the'way in
which the reality is viewed or represented. but the very concept of that reality
within the user’s thought-hubits. To speak of God as @ man, complete with
beard. robe. and throne, is a crudely anthropomorphic representation that will
be rejected by a majority of Christians. But thinking of God in personal cate-
gories, whileit throws alighton the way in which man experiences his relations
with the divine. finaily obliges God to die “the death of a thousand qualifica-
tions” to escape from the limitations imposed upon Him by the metaphor

Religious statements presuppose at least two parametres — God and man
— refated in terms of spatial ratios or referred to in terms of spatial loci.
“Localisation™ as a metaphorical mechanism among others 15 usualy a pard-
cular case of transfer from the immaterial to the material. responding to a
specific transference rule (12). The question “where are we to ‘place” Gad 77
does not aftfect the reality prior to the expression : to locate a reality mec
identify it in spatial terms. to associate with ivlocs] qualities whese tesiurai or
structural imports reflect an insight into an aspect of that reality The problem
is not really that people fail w elicit the metaphors and understand them at
their face vaiue. but that the projection may distort the reality it was there 10
express. 1tis on behalf of this kind of reasoning that Dr. Rebinson (13) wages
war on the image of God “up there”, or any image that represents Him as
external or peripheral to the processes of the world or man’s exisiential situa-
tion. Our understanding of metaphor as expounded above now entitles us to
make an appraisal of this attitude.

One cannot blame Dr Robinson for making both authors and readers
beware of a mode of expression which must be rightly understeod if 1t is to
have any communicative value: but one may counter-argue that any form of
communication presupposes a consensus We must. therefore. nuance our
approach according to the kind of image taken under fice.

To rejectan image on the basis of its ohsolescence. or its decreasing
appeal ina modern situation means runsing the risk of throwing out the
insight with the metaphor. The critique of Biblical modes of expression inter-

_preted in terms of the words” contemporary values wrings the terms out of their

original context 1o place them in a situation which betrays their original
import The Welthild whichis presented as being thatofa “Man Come of Age™
is remarkably static and anthropocentric in spite of its claims on scientific
status It has very little in common with the Biblical 1opology of the Heils-

(11} LOUKES(H) Teenage Retigion London : SOM Press. 1961 (passim)

(12y LEECH (G ) Towardya Semanne Descriprion of English London @ Longmans Linguisic
Labrary. 1969 p 90

(i3) ROBINSON(JA T Honestio God London SCM Press 1963 Chapter [ passim - Explo-
rution into God. op cit p 38
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geschichie and the linguistic process should not be viewed as a common
denominator able w bridge the gap (14),

Indealing with “myth™. one should keep in mind thu linguage us a
system is self-referential and avoid projecting upon the lenor the syntactic
refationships in which the vehicle occurs There is no necessary analogy of
being between God and God-language outside o theology of revelation

The criticism of metaphor may apply. however, (o instances such as the
reduction of a polur situation to a binary one. This. indeed s a projection
entailing a distortion w hen thought s forced to move fram one ‘dimension” to
another. In this respect. the “model/qualifier” theory sounds like a lempting
solution. But only an investigation into the readers’ understanding of the
meaning intended by the author can revea! whether the process is practically
valuable Asto the relation between the word of man and the reality of God.
weare bound to remain in the dark; for to us, as to Gibran's prophet. " Thought
is a bird of space. that in a cage of words may indeed unfold its wings but
cannot fly”,

J P ovan NOPPEN
{University of Brussels)

(1) SZEKERES (A} Le Chrisi Cosmique de Tetthard de Clardin Paris © Seuil. 1969, op
412-434
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