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Introduction

It is no surprise that many Christian statements about God are metaphori-
cal: metaphorical language can be very appealing, and is appropriate to
express new experiences. Some modern theologians assume that metaphor
is the best, or even the only way to speak about God. However, if all Chris-
tian statements about God were metaphorical, their meaning could hardly
be understood and a theoretical explanation of their content would be very
difficult. Therefore, in order to understand the Christian belief in God, to
communicate it with others, and to reflect systematically upon its implica-
tions, literal language is also required. But is non-metaphorical talk about
God possible? Classical theology has always maintained the possibility of
non-metaphorical, literal talk about God, but it has construed literal talk
about God in different ways. Aquinas, for instance, argued that we can talk
about God both metaphorically and analogously, but not univocally. Scotus,
by contrast, argued that analogical terms for God have a univocal core
meaning, and that transcendental or transcategorical terms such as “to be,”
“good,” and “true” can be used univocally of God and creatures. The con-
troversy between a Thomist and Scotist approach to religious and theologi-
cal language remains a matter of intense debate.1 Aquinas’s account cannot
be fully understood apart from its ontological presuppositions, such as, for
example, the categories of Aristotle, a fixed hierarchical order of kinds, and
ontic participation. In his view, terms for perfections of created beings can
say something about God the Creator because all beings participate in
being, the source of which is God, Ipsum Esse Subsistens.2 Because the
Creator does not belong to any kind,3 is simple,4 and is not a univocal cause
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of creation,5 we cannot talk about God in univocal terms. But we can talk
about him analogously because he is the perfect cause of all being, who
himself in an eminent way possesses and is all the perfections he causes
in his creatures.6 Scotus grounds the possibility of univocal and analogical
talk about God in the univocity of “being”: although divine being and
created being are different in that divine being is infinite and created
being is finite, the concept of being can be applied univocally to both
Creator and creatures.7 In addition, he argues that perfection terms that are
applied to both God and creatures have a univocal core meaning.8 A
modern doctrine of analogical talk about God is offered by Barth in the
framework of his theological epistemology.9 His actualistic account raises
serious problems. Although Barth is trying to determine the specific
meaning of terms for God as precisely as possible in his theological reflec-
tions, his theory of analogy does not explain why some words can be
applied to God and others cannot, nor how the words rightly applied to
God acquire their specific meaning.10 As a result, according to Trevor Hart’s
discussion of Barth’s treatment of God’s love, we do not know what we are
saying when we say that God is love and we cannot hand on to others what
we “know.”11

It is not my aim in this article to examine Aquinas’s, Scotus’s and Barth’s
views on analogical talk about God and their ontological and epistemological
presuppositions. Instead, I will investigate whether modern arguments for
the claim that all Christian talk about God must be metaphorical are com-
pelling by exploring whether it is possible to understand at least some Chris-
tian statements about God literally. Although, of course, the ontological and
epistemological aspects of the problem, which have been discussed exten-
sively by Aquinas, Scotus, and Barth and their commentators, cannot be
completely ignored in the following discussion, I will not focus on them but
on the linguistic question of how to make a clear distinction between meta-
phorical and literal language, and on the question of whether Christian talk
about God can be literal. In addition, my primary concern here is with the
religious language of the Christian faith, not with the language of theological
analysis and argument.

The main arguments for the claim that we can only metaphorically talk
about God can be roughly summarized as follows:

(1) When we use the same words we normally use to refer to and describe
entities in our world in order to talk about God, we transfer these words
to another domain. Transferring words to another domain is using them
metaphorically; so when we talk about God, we talk metaphorically.12

(2) Because we cannot talk about the transcendent God in the way we
talk about objects in the world, we can only speak indirectly about God
by using models; to speak indirectly by means of models is to speak
metaphorically.13
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(3) Because the words with which we refer to and describe God are normally
used to refer to and describe created entities, and because God the
Creator is different from created reality, it is impossible to determine the
specific meaning of the words we apply to God. Therefore the words we
apply to God cannot be used literally.14

(4) Because we cannot know the essence of God at all, we cannot describe
him, but only express our conjectures about him.15

The fourth argument is valid; if God’s essence cannot be known at all, talk
about God cannot be literal. So, if one accepts the premise of (4), the problem
is resolved. If one thinks that God can somehow be known, one could still
deny the possibility of literal talk about God on the basis of the first three
arguments. In what follows I will examine these arguments, and discuss
whether it is true that 1) the transfer of words to new domains makes their
use metaphorical; 2) the transcendent God cannot be referred to and
described without models; and 3) the specific meaning of words applied to
the Creator cannot be determined.

My discussion will focus on the language about God of the Christian faith,
which can be found in the Bible, the Christian tradition, and the practices of
contemporary believers. I will follow the lead of Janice Thomas’s suggestion
that many statements about God are made in the same way as statements
about human persons:

(. . .) if I write (about someone), say, “he is trustworthy” (. . .) I am making
a judgment of his character as I think it has been revealed in his actions
and those actions are both my evidence for the judgment of trustworthi-
ness and the material I would use if asked what I meant in calling him
trustworthy. (. . .) Some believers might insist that God intervened in
their lives and that, from the sort of intervention they are aware of, they
are able to make a judgment that God is trustworthy which is as well-
confirmed as any judgment we might make about the trustworthiness of
any man.16

I believe that something like this has happened in biblical talk about
God, and is still happening in the Christian community today: experiences
of God’s revealing actions are narrated, and a concept of God emerges on
this basis. For Christians, the story of Jesus Christ is the center of these
stories. Christians believe what this central story tells them: that Jesus
Christ was sent by God into this world, lived, was crucified, was raised
from the dead, and is alive and present among us today by God’s Spirit.
Reading this story, they can be addressed by the living Christ in the power
of the Holy Spirit. With Dalferth, we can say that the subject of this address
is what they call “God.”17

When we investigate the possibility of non-metaphorical talk about God,
much depends on how the terms “literal,” “metaphorical,” and “analogical”
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are defined in relation to each other. If, for instance, someone were to accept
that “literal” is equal to “univocal,” he would have to consider both meta-
phorical and analogical language as non-literal. Therefore, in order to assess
the arguments for exclusively metaphorical Christian talk about God, I will
first try to define precisely the difference between metaphorical and literal
language. Of course, a full account of the nature of metaphorical language
cannot be given here; important aspects of metaphorical language such as the
creativity of the “living” metaphor will be left aside. Then, I will discuss
whether the referent of Christian talk about God can be literally referred to
and literally described. Finally, I will draw a conclusion.

The Difference Between Metaphorical and Literal Language

Let us begin with the observation that at least one word in a metaphorical
statement is used without any of its standard meanings. Therefore, we have
to reflect on the notion of the meaning of a word in order to understand the
nature of metaphor. A word normally has a meaning in the context of a
particular sentence, but its meaning(s) can also be considered in isolation. For
the purposes of our discussion, it is crucial to understand how the meaning
of a word is related to its reference, and how the meaning of a word is related
to its use. Let us first briefly consider the relation between meaning and
reference.

Meaning and reference of a term must be distinguished because terms with
different meanings, such as “morning star” and “evening star,” can refer to
the same thing. According to Frege, the reference of terms is determined by
their meaning; it is by the meaning of “cat” that we can use this term to refer
to cats. An exception to this is the use of proper names, words by which we
directly refer to individual entities or states of affairs.18 Leaving aside its
etymology, the term “Peter” has no specific meaning in a given language
system. It is just a name for the person called “Peter.” Because many persons
bear the proper name “Peter,” the reference of this proper name cannot be
understood without further descriptions—for instance that Peter is my
brother, who was born at a particular time and place, etc.19 But this does not
mean that the word “Peter” as such is a descriptive term. As Saul Kripke has
argued in his so-called causal theory of reference, a proper name is fixed to its
particular referent if this referent has been “baptized” by that name, and if
this name is used by a chain of successive speakers who know that this is the
proper name for this particular entity.20 A proper name can only refer to this
particular entity; it is, to use Kripke’s language, a “rigid designator.” A “rigid
designator” can refer to a particular entity without having any meaning. As
we will see later, the reference of proper names is important for the definition
of metaphor and the problem of literal talk about God.

Hilary Putnam has extended the causal theory of reference to terms for
natural kinds like “water.” He argues that such words have an indexical
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component: “water” is stuff that is similar to a standard instance of water,
a paradigm we can point to, such as the liquid in Lake Michigan. When the
physical microstructure of water (H2O) was discovered, the meaning of
“water” in the language community as a whole changed.21 Leaving Put-
nam’s concerns aside, I conclude from this example that there are cases in
which the meaning of a word is determined by paradigmatic referents and
can change by the discovery of properties of these paradigms. This change
of meaning of “water” by the discovery of its physical structure (H2O) can
be explained by the theory that the meaning of a term is constituted by
components of meaning, or semantic features.22 Before the discovery of
H2O, the meaning of “water” in the language community included “fluid,”
“colorless,” “tasteless,” and “transparent”; after this discovery it also
includes “H2O.” The semantic features “fluid,” “colorless,” “tasteless,” and
“transparent” are not removed when the new semantic feature “H2O” is
added to the meaning of “water.” Therefore, the new meaning of “water” is
more precise, more complete than the old one, but it is not totally different.
The meaning of “water” has been further determined by the discovery that
water is H2O. Not only the meaning of natural kind terms, but also the
meaning of adjectives or property terms can change by the discovery of a
new property. Richard Swinburne gives as an example the discovery of a
new kind of blueness, a property similar to the blueness known until then.
When the entities which have this newly discovered property begin to serve
as paradigmatic instances of blueness, the meaning of “blue” will change,
and a new meaning of “blue” will emerge.23

Let us now consider the relation between the meaning and the use of a
word. Meaning and use should be carefully distinguished.24 The meaning of
a word is the standard conceptual content attached to it in a language com-
munity, which can be described in general or specialized lexicons; use is the
application of the word in particular contexts and situations. Meanings
belong to a given language-system; use of words is a matter of actual speech
or writing. The standard meaning of a word can be analyzed in terms of its
semantic features. Semantic features of “bachelor,” for instance, are “man”
and “unmarried.” By application of a word in a particular context and situ-
ation, the word acquires a special interpretation. Thus, the interpretation of a
word in a given context and situation is determined both by its meaning and
by its use. When someone tells me “I hit my leg against the corner of the
table,” I understand that this particular table is not round. “Not being round”
is part of my interpretation of “table” in the context of the sentence in which
it is used, but it is not a semantic feature of the standard meaning of “table.”
Of course, not all words have a standard meaning. Deictic terms such as
“this,” “that,” “here,” and “then”, which point to the actual situation of the
speaker, for instance, are used to refer to particular things without having a
standard meaning. But descriptive terms do have one or more standard
meanings, which can be distinguished from their use. If, with Wittgenstein,
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the meaning of a word were reduced to its use, a word would no longer have
a standard meaning in the given language of a language community, and
literal and metaphorical language could no longer be categorically distin-
guished. However, Wittgenstein’s famous analysis of the various uses of
“game”25 does not show that “game” has no standard meanings at all; it only
shows that it is impossible to define one complete standard meaning of this
word in all its usages. According to the Dutch linguist Anton Reichling, the
word “game” has several related standard meanings which can be ordered in
a sequence in such a way that successive meanings have central semantic
features in common; not all the meanings in the series need to have central
semantic features in common in order to be related meanings.26 David
Burrell, who is very sympathetic to Wittgenstein’s approach, also acknowl-
edges that the interpretation of “game” is not completely determined by its
use in a particular context and situation, and that metaphorical uses of
“game” must be distinguished from normal uses of “game” as a generic
term.27

A word can have more than one meaning, and the relation between these
meanings can be different. In the case of homonymy, these meanings are
totally different. “Bank” can mean the slope alongside a river or a money-
shop; the word “bank” as such, out of its context, is equivocal. When a word
has the same meaning in every context in which it is used, its meaning is
univocal. A word can also have meanings that are not completely different
but are related to each other (polysemy). If this relation between meanings is
a relation of similarity, these meanings can be called analogical meanings.
The analogy between meanings can be explained in terms of their semantic
features.28 “Sharp” can be used in “this knife is sharp,” and in “she has a
sharp mind.” A “sharp” knife and a “sharp” mind are both “penetrating”
and “acute,” but only a “sharp” knife includes the semantic feature “suitable
to cut some stuff,” and only a “sharp” mind includes “quick.” The meaning
of “sharp” in “a sharp knife” is analogical to the meaning of “sharp” in “a
sharp mind.” An objection to this distinction between equivocal and analogi-
cal meanings might be that the equivocal meanings of the “bank” of the river
and the “bank” (building) where I can get money have the semantic feature
“material” in common, and could therefore be considered as analogical as
well. However, although it may be difficult to draw the line between equivo-
cal and analogical meanings in particular cases, there is still a difference: the
common semantic feature “material” is not central to, or distinctive for the
meanings of “bank,” but peripheral.29 By contrast, the common semantic
feature “penetrating” is central to and distinctive for both meanings of
“sharp,” and that is why these meanings are analogical. Thus, univocal mean-
ings have all their central semantic features in common; analogous meanings
do have some central semantic features in common; equivocal meanings have
no or only peripheral semantic features in common. All these meanings are
standard meanings in a given language.
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Two points in this account of the meaning of words in a given language
are important for our discussion of the possibility of literal talk about God.
First, this account does not presuppose or imply that meanings of words
immediately and fully represent the essence of the entities and properties
they refer to. Moreover, meanings are not considered as complete and fixed.
As the example of “water” has shown, the meaning of a word can change by
the discovery of new characteristics of the thing(s) to which it refers. The
meaning of a word can also change by extension of its application. If there
was a time when “sharp” was only being applied to things like knives,
“sharp” acquired a new analogical meaning when it was applied to a mind
for the first time. When the application of “sharp” to minds became quite
common, this new meaning of “sharp” became a standard meaning. So by
change of meaning a new standard meaning of a word, a more determinate
meaning or an analogical meaning, can be established. Second, all kinds of
words can have standard analogical meanings or can acquire new standard
analogical meanings, and the analogical meanings of a word can be
explained in terms of semantic features. The establishment of a new standard
analogical meaning of a word by the extension of its domain of application is
quite common in the development of a language. Therefore, there is no need
to restrict analogical language to special classes of terms with a natural
affinity for extended use, “intrinsically analogous terms” such as “transcen-
dental terms” and “appraisal terms,”30 for example.

Now that we have explored what it is for a word to have a meaning, we can
discuss the difference between metaphorical and literal language. First of all,
in a synchronic perspective on language as a system of syntax and vocabu-
lary at a given time, literal use of words should be distinguished from
figurative use of words. The distinction between literal and figurative applies
only to the use of words, not to the meaning of words; strictly speaking,
words as such, as elements of the system of language, do not have a literal or
a figurative meaning.31 A descriptive word is used literally when it is used in
one of its standard meanings, and a proper name is used literally when it is
used to refer to its bearer. Because analogical meanings are standard mean-
ings, words with analogical meanings can be used literally. So the word
“sharp” is used literally both in “a sharp knife” and in “a sharp mind.” A
descriptive word is used figuratively when it is not used in any of its stan-
dard meanings, and a proper name is used figuratively when it is used to
refer to something else than its normal bearer. Metaphorical language is a
form of figurative use of words among others like metonymy and synecdo-
che; it is that figurative use of words in which the standard meaning of a
descriptive word or the normal referent of a proper name is used to provide
a model for something else.32 In “the chairman plowed through the discus-
sion,” “plowing” provides a model for leading the discussion with difficulty.
The literal understanding of a metaphorical statement is necessarily false.
Interestingly, not only descriptive words, but also proper names can be used
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metaphorically. When it is said of Jones in a particular situation “here comes
Ronald Reagan,”33 the proper name “Ronald Reagan” is used to describe
Jones on the model of the person to which this proper name refers or on the
model of the commonplaces associated with that person. Although descrip-
tive words as such cannot have a metaphorical meaning and proper names
have no meaning at all, the metaphorical use of descriptive words and proper
names can result in a metaphorical statement, which does have a meaning.34

So, in contrast with words, statements can have a metaphorical meaning.
We should consider a metaphorical statement primarily as a linguistic

phenomenon.35 The understanding of “Bill is a wolf” requires knowledge of
the associations and implications which are connected with the term “wolf”
in a given language community. These associations and implications, a
system of commonplaces, constitute the model on which Bill is indirectly
described.36 Besides the linguistic set of associated meanings, which I will call
a linguistic model, other kinds of models can be effective in a metaphorical
statement such as physical events, visual images, and mental images. It is not
always necessary to consider physical, visual, or mental models in order to
understand the meaning of a metaphorical statement. Only the linguistic
model is a necessary condition for a metaphorical statement to be successful.
Mostly, the linguistic model of the metaphorical statement remains implicit:37

one can understand “Bill is a wolf” without reflecting upon the associations
of the term “wolf.” A model is in some respects similar, or analogous to the
reality it models. If the model exists extra-linguistically and extra-mentally,
this analogy might be called ontological analogy.

From a diachronic perspective on the development of a language, an
important objection to this account of metaphor can be made. Repeated
metaphorical use of a descriptive term can lead to a change of its meaning.38

When someone called the last part of a river near the sea its “mouth” for the
first time, the word “mouth” was used metaphorically: the mouth of a living
being was taken as a model of the last part of the river near the sea. But in the
course of time this surprising, new use of the word became familiar, and
“mouth of the river” acquired a new standard meaning. Now, “mouth (of
the river)” is one of the analogical meanings of “mouth” in the lexicon, a
meaning in which such semantic features as “bodily organ” and “can be
closed and opened” are no longer included. Thus, repeated metaphorical use
resulted in a new analogical meaning. This change of meaning in the devel-
opment of a language suggests that there is no stable standard meaning of a
word that can be separated from its use, and that, as a consequence, literal use
of descriptive words cannot be defined as use of words in their standard
meaning and cannot be distinguished from metaphorical use.

Nevertheless, I think the distinction between literal and metaphorical use
of descriptive words should be maintained for three reasons. Firstly, the
instability between meaning and use during the process of change of
meaning is only temporary. When the metaphor has died, the metaphori-
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cally used word has acquired a new standard meaning, which can be used
literally. Secondly, not every repeated metaphorical use of a word results in
a change of meaning. We employ many conventional metaphors such as
“the evening of my life” and “Emily is the sun of our family”; the meta-
phorical use of “evening” and “sun” in these statements does not change
their standard meaning. Thirdly, and most importantly, as Janet Soskice has
argued, metaphorical use of words is a phenomenon that should be distin-
guished from analogical extension of a word’s domain of application.39

Analogical extension occurs by application of a word to newly discovered
or created entities which are in most important respects similar to the enti-
ties or phenomena the word referred to before.40 If we discovered intelli-
gent life on Mars which communicated with us without uttering words,
and we said that “they told us something,” most people would not con-
sider this as metaphorical use of “to tell,” but as a justified extension of
what “to tell” really means.41 By this transfer to a new domain, “to tell”
acquires a new analogical meaning in which the semantic feature “to utter
words” is no longer included. It is even possible that a word is extended to
a new domain without acquiring a new analogical meaning. Consider “to
ride.” Once, going on a bicycle was called “to ride a bicycle” for the first
time. Is “to ride (a bike)” an analogical or a univocal meaning of “to ride”?
If it were an analogical meaning, it should have common and different
central semantic features. Common semantic features are “to sit on” and
“to control movements”; a different semantic feature of “to ride (a bike)”
could be “to control the movements of a non-living instrument.” Is this
semantic feature central or peripheral to the meaning of “to ride (a bike)”?
I think most speakers would consider it peripheral. Construed this way, “to
ride (a bike)” is used with the univocal standard meaning of “to ride.” So
we can apply a word to a new domain with a new analogical meaning or
with its standard univocal meaning. In both cases, the word is transferred
to a new domain without metaphorical use.

Soskice’s distinction between analogical extension and metaphorical use is
criticized by Garrett Green. According to Green, no categorical distinction
between metaphor and analogical extension can be made because both are
based on ontological analogy, and the understanding of both requires imagi-
nation.42 However, the ontological analogy on which analogical extension of
application is based is different from the ontological analogy between the
model and the subject matter of a metaphorical statement. In metaphorical
use, there is a striking difference between the model of the metaphor and the
reality it refers to. A creative metaphorical statement is characterized by
“tension” and discloses an analogy not discovered before:43 surprisingly, a
mouth is in some specific respects similar to the last part of a river. This is
why a metaphorical statement cannot be understood literally. The literal
understanding of “this river has a big mouth” was a category-mistake when
it was heard for the first time, and in this literal understanding the statement
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would be necessarily false: a river has no bodily organ. Even when the
metaphor has died, its model can be made explicit again as a tool for fruitful
reflection, as Soskice rightly points out.44 Our understanding of the function
of the last part of the river may be stimulated by thinking about it on the
model of a mouth, for example to consider whether it is useful to shut it by
a barrage or dam from time to time. By contrast, in cases of analogical
extension, the described realities are very similar. The literal understanding
of “the Martians told us something” was no category-mistake when it was
heard for the first time, and the statement is not necessarily false in this literal
understanding. Therefore, the distinction between analogical extension and
metaphorical use should be maintained.

The result of this discussion of metaphorical language can be summarized
by the following definition. A statement is metaphorical, if and only if 1) at
least one descriptive term is used without any of its standard meanings, or at
least one proper name is used to refer to something else than its normal
bearer; and 2) the metaphorically used word provides a model.

In this definition of metaphorical language the notion of “transfer” plays
no essential role. Transfer is a very general notion. It already occurs when a
verb, common noun, or adjective is univocally applied to a newly discovered
entity, for instance “to ride” to riding a bike, “fluid” to a newly discovered
fluid, or “red” to a newly discovered red entity. Analogical extension, such as
the “telling” of Martians, is another case of transfer. So it is not the transfer
to another domain that makes the use of a word metaphorical; it is the use of
a word to provide a model in order to describe something indirectly in terms
of something else. By contrast, literal language describes by words in their
standard meaning, i.e. directly.

The Proper Name of God

Now that we have seen the difference between metaphorical and literal
language, we are able to ask in a precise manner whether Christian talk about
God can be literal. A statement about God is typically expressed in a sentence
with a subject and a predicate. The predicate of the sentence describes the
entity which is named by the subject. Let us first consider the subject of
sentences about God. The subject of such sentences may contain nouns such
as “(our) Father” and “(the) Lord” or adjectives such as “(the) Almighty” and
“(the) Most High.” Although these expressions might be considered as
proper names of God, the words “father,” “lord,” “mighty,” and “high” as
such are general terms that can also be used in order to name or to describe
something else. I will not discuss here whether these descriptive words are
used in any of their standard meanings when they are used to name God.
Instead, I will only ask whether in Christian talk about God proper names of
God can be found, names, that is, that cannot be literally applied to other
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entities. If this turns out to be the case, these words are literally used when
they are applied to God because God is their normal bearer.

Could the term “God” itself be construed as a proper name of the Christian
God? Richard Miller and William Alston have argued that “God” is a proper
name because it originates from real experience(s) of and contact(s) with the
one God of all religious traditions.45 This would mean that all its users would
apply this term to one and the same divine entity in any context in which it
is used. However, as Katherin Rogers points out, the characteristics of the
Father of Jesus Christ and of Odin may be so different that we have no reason
to assume that these two are one and the same God.46 Therefore, the term
“God” as such is no proper name of God in Christian talk about God.
However, the term “God” can be used as a proper name in specific practices
and contexts of Christian talk about God. For instance, when Christians use
the term “God” in prayer and praise, they address the One whom Jesus
Christ named his Father. In this particular use, the term “God” is causally
linked to the one Jesus called his Father. When Christians use the term “God”
in this way to address the Father of Jesus Christ, they use the term “God” as
a proper name. Thus, although “God” is not a proper name in general, it can
function as a proper name in a specific context and situation in which it is
causally linked with Jesus’ naming of God.

An objection to this might be that “Father” is not a proper name, but a
descriptive term used metaphorically to describe God. This is true, but when
the term “Father” is used to address God, the word loses its descriptive
character, and acquires the character of a proper name. This use is initiated by
Jesus. “On the lips of Jesus, ‘Father’ became a proper name for God.”47 Jesus
invited his disciples to call his Father together with him their Father.48 There-
fore, “Father” can sometimes be construed as a proper name in Christian talk
about God. This is not because “Father” as such is a proper name of God. As
such it is a descriptive term, which can only be used metaphorically to
describe God. But in specific contexts and practices of Christian talk about
God, it can function as a proper name.

The God Jesus named his and our Father is the God of Israel. In the Old
Testament, “YHWH” is the proper name with which this particular God is
addressed and identified; it is not a descriptive term or a concept.49 “YHWH”
is the “ultimate referent of the biblical texts.”50 According to Exodus 3,13f., the
God of Israel wants to be addressed with this name by Moses and by all who
come after him. Thus, in this text, “YHWH” is introduced as a rigid desig-
nator. The name “YHWH” is not pronounced by Jews because of its holiness.
Terms that are used as equivalents for the proper name “YHWH” such as
“LORD,” “Eternal One,” and “Being” may all have certain standard mean-
ings in their normal use, but when they are used as a rendering of “YHWH,”
they function as proper names for this God. In Christian talk about God, the
proper name “YHWH” directly refers to the God of Israel, the Father of Jesus
Christ. Thus, “YHWH” can be literally used of God.
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Can God be Literally Described?

Let us now consider whether general terms can be used literally in the
predicate of a sentence about God in order to describe him. This would be the
case if there were descriptive terms which could be directly applied to him in
one of their standard meanings, and if the resulting statement could be
understood without a model. Are there such words? And if so, how and why
would they differ from words that cannot be literally applied to God? And
what kind of words could not be literally applied to God? It is most conve-
nient to start with the last question. Most people will agree that usual state-
ments like “God is our king” and “God is carrying me” are metaphorical. The
unusual statement “God is green” should also be understood as metaphori-
cal; it is necessarily false if understood literally because God has no color.
“King,” “to carry,” and “green” cannot be understood in one of their stan-
dard meanings when applied to God. A king is a concrete human person,
who can be seen on his throne or in his palace; to carry involves bodily
movements; green is a visible property. These concrete terms directly
describe perceivable entities, actions and properties in our world. Because
God is not visible as an object in our world, they cannot describe God directly,
but only indirectly, on the basis of a model. However, not all descriptive
terms for God are such concrete terms. “Creator” is an example of a term
which has been invented in religious language precisely to describe God as
an entity which is different from all the objects in our world and from our
world as a whole. Terms like “infinite,” “perfect,” “simple,” “independent,”
and “unconditional” have been given theological meaning in order to
describe God as different from created reality. These are abstract, technical
terms which try to describe God apart from his relation to and his active
involvement in creation. They are not experiential, but theoretical because
their meaning can only be understood in the framework of an ontological
and/or epistemological theory. Although terms like these are indispensible
to characterize God’s transcendence, I will not discuss them here. I will
concentrate instead on the question of how we should construe descriptive
terms in Christian talk about God which are more abstract than concrete
terms like “king,” “to carry,” and “green,” and which are not theoretical like
“infinite” and “simple”; I have in mind predicates used in statements like
“God is good,” “God is just,” “God is love,” “God liberated his people,” “God
has spoken to us.” Can such predicates be applied to God in one of their
standard meanings and can the resulting statement be understood without a
model?

It is useful for our discussion to divide these terms into two classes: verbs,
or action terms, and adjectives, or property terms. I will discuss verbs first,
because my discussion of property terms for God will depend upon my
account of action terms. I will take as an example “to liberate,” an action term
which is central in Christian talk about God. This is a different kind of term
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than “to carry” because the semantic feature “movement of arms (parts of the
human body)” is not included in its meaning. Of course, the interpretation of
“to liberate” in a specific context and situation may include “movement of
arms,” for instance in:

1. The British and Canadian soldiers liberated the Dutch from the
oppression of the Germans by shooting the German soldiers.

The interpretation of “to liberate” as including “movement of arms” should
be distinguished from the meaning of “to liberate” because “to liberate” can be
used with the same meaning without this interpretation, for instance in:

2. Eisenhower and Montgomery liberated the Dutch from the German
oppression by sending troops.

However, to say that the meaning of “to liberate” is more abstract than the
meaning of “to carry” because it does not include the semantic feature
“movement of arms” is somewhat misleading because it is impossible to
perform the act to liberate without any bodily movement at all; if someone
liberates by sending troops, this sending will always involve some move-
ments of the body. A better way to explain the difference between the mean-
ings of “to carry” and “to liberate” is to make a distinction between two
different kinds of acts: basic, direct acts, and non-basic, or indirect acts.51 A
non-basic act is performed in or by one or more other acts. For instance, I can
perform the non-basic act to write by holding my pen and by moving my arm.
To move is a basic act because it is not performed by one or more other acts.
A non-basic act can be performed in different ways: I can write by using my
pen and by using my typewriter. Whether I use my pen or my typewriter, in
both cases I perform the act of writing. Construed in these terms, “to carry”
refers to a direct act, “to liberate” to an indirect act which can be performed
in a variety of ways. Because the basic act to move (arms) is just one way among
others to perform the non-basic act to liberate, “movement of arms” is not a
semantic feature of “to liberate.” Direct and indirect acts are often performed
by the same actor, but it is also possible for someone to perform indirect acts
by the direct acts of someone else:

3. Eisenhower and Montgomery liberated the Dutch.

In (3) “to liberate” can be interpreted as referring to an indirect act, which
is performed, among other things, by means of the direct acts of shooting by
the allied soldiers. But this does not mean that “to shoot” is a semantic
feature of “to liberate” in (3). The indirect act of liberating can even be
ascribed to a more abstract subject:

4. The USA, Canada, and the UK have liberated the Dutch from the
Germans.
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Two things about the meaning of “to liberate” can be concluded from these
examples. First, although “to liberate” must be interpreted differently in the
different contexts of (1), (2), (3), and (4), this does not change its meaning.
Second, the fact that “to liberate” is predicated of different subjects in (1), and
in (2) and (3), and of a different kind of subject in (4), does not change its
meaning either.

Now the question is whether “to liberate” can be literally predicated of
God; in other words, whether the meaning of “to liberate” in (1)—(4) can also
be the meaning of “to liberate” in:

5. God liberated the Dutch from the Germans.

Of course, the question here is not whether (5) is true if understood lit-
erally, but only whether it could possibly be true. If it is necessarily false if
understood literally, it is a metaphorical statement. I can only see one reason
why it would be necessarily false, namely that God is an entity which cannot
perform indirect acts by means of human acts which involve bodily move-
ments.52 If one understands God as an entity which cannot possibly act
indirectly by means of human acts in the human world or as an entity
which cannot act in the human world at all—for instance because he is
absolutely transcendent, absolutely simple, or absolutely timeless—then (5)
cannot be understood literally. This means that the possibility to understand
(5) literally ultimately depends on one’s concept of God. It is not that there
are different meanings of “to liberate” in (1)—(5) which would preclude a
literal understanding of (5); it is the meaning of “God.”53 If one understands
God as an entity which can act in created reality by means of human acts,
there is no reason to understand (5) metaphorically. In biblical stories, some
events within the created order are described as indirect acts of God:
“YHWH has liberated his people Israel from the slavery in Egypt.” Christian
talk about God shares this biblical understanding of God as an entity which
can act in history by means of events and human actions. Therefore, in the
context of Christian talk about God, (5) can be understood as a literal
description of an act of God. This is not to say that only Christians can
understand (5) literally. The meanings of “God” and of “to liberate” in (5)
can also be understood by people who do not believe that there actually is
a God who acts in history.

The second class of descriptive terms for God is the set of adjectives, or
property terms. Can property terms like “good,” “just,” and “loving,” that
are neither concrete nor theoretical terms, be literally applied to God? The use
of property terms in general raises intricate ontological questions about the
relation between properties and their bearers. Two points are especially
relevant for our discussion. First, properties are no concrete entities in our
world. I can point to a table, and say “this is a good table,” but I cannot point
to something in this world and say “this is goodness.” Second, many differ-
ent entities and different kinds of entities can have the same property or
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similar properties. Both blue and green tables can be good tables. Not only
tables can be good, cars can be good too, although the goodness of a car is
different from the goodness of a table in that it implies that, among other
things, the car is easy to drive.54 Human beings, human acts, human lives can
be good as well. Entities not known or not existing before can have well-
known properties: “this newly discovered fluid is green”; “this new com-
puter is good.” The fact that properties are no concrete entities and can be
possessed by different kinds of entities raises an epistemological question
and a linguistic question. The epistemological question is whether we can
have a concept of a property apart from its bearer so that it can be applied to
other entities and other kinds of entities. The linguistic question is how we
have to understand the meaning of a word like “good” when this word is
applied to different kinds of entities. Let us first consider the epistemological
question.

Duns Scotus thinks it is possible to have a concept of a property apart from
its bearer so that it can be applied to other entities and other kinds of entities.
He follows the Aristotelian theory that concepts are abstracted from sensory
experience of concrete entities. However, in Scotus’s view, this does not
imply that we can apply concepts only to the entities from which they have
been abstracted. Scotus argues that our active intellect can form univocal
concepts that can be applied to different entities.55 He also thinks that our
mind can consider the properties of entities separated from the entities in
which they exist, and that we can form universal concepts of these proper-
ties.56 Scotus’s account does not require that properties also exist as abstract
entities independently from the entities in which they exist.57 What it does
require is that entities, events, and actions have properties and that these
properties are somehow real. I think Scotus’s account is helpful in order to
understand why it is possible to apply the same general concept to different
entities and different kinds of entities. Of course, I cannot learn the meaning
of the term “good” apart from the experience of concrete good entities. In
order to learn the meaning of “good,” someone has to point to a good table,
to explain why this table is “good” and not bad, and I have to experience
myself that this table is good indeed. But once I have learned the meaning of
“good,” I can directly apply this term to a car, to a human being, a human act,
or a human life without thinking about a good table as a model for a good car
or a good human act.

However, from a Thomistic perspective, a serious objection against
Scotus’s account can be made: properties of different kinds of material enti-
ties cannot be the same because they cannot be separated from the concrete
bearers in which they inhere: the goodness of a table is another goodness
than the goodness of a car, and the goodness of a car is another goodness
than the goodness of a human being.58 According to Aquinas, for a created
entity to possess a perfection is to share or participate in that perfection, and
what is participated is determined by the mode of being of the participant.59
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Therefore, “good” cannot have a univocal meaning when it is applied to
different kinds of entities. I will not discuss in this context the intricate
ontological issues that are at stake here because I have chosen to focus on the
linguistic possibility of non-metaphorical talk about God. But Aquinas’s
objection does point to an important question which must be addressed: is
Scotus right in claiming that the meaning of “good” is univocal when it is
predicated of different kinds of entities?

This brings us to the second, linguistic question about property terms,
which I will discuss in terms of my account of univocal and analogical
meaning. Are the meanings of “good” in “a good table,” “a good car,” and “a
good man” univocal meanings or analogical meanings? In all these cases,
“good” has the central semantic features “satisfactory” and “suitable” in
common.60 Univocal meanings have all their central semantic features in
common. If “good” would have univocal meanings in all these cases, “satis-
factory” and “suitable” would be all the central semantic features of “good,”
that is, the meaning of “good” would be very general. As a consequence, the
specific goodness of a car, that it drives well, or the specific goodness of a
man, that he behaves in favor of others, could not be accounted for by the
general meaning of “good.” The fact that a good car drives well and the fact
that a good man behaves in favor of others could only be accounted for by the
interpretation of the word “good” in the particular context and situation in
which it is used, in the same way in which the roundness of a particular table
is a matter of interpretation, not of meaning. But this would mean that the
ease of driving of a car is as extrinsic or accidental to the goodness of a car as
roundness to a table. Obviously, this consequence is false: a square table can
be described as a table, but a car that does not drive well cannot be described
as a good car. Therefore, it is better to consider the meanings of “good” in “a
good table,” “a good car,” and “a good man” as analogical meanings, as
meanings, that is, which do not have all but only some central semantic
features in common. “Good” has analogical meanings in “a good table” and
“a good man” in the same way as “sharp” in “a sharp knife” and “a sharp
mind.”

Now that we have discussed property terms in general, we are able to ask
whether property terms can be used literally in order to describe God. Can
property terms such as “good,” “just,” and “loving” be directly applied to
God? This is only possible if 1) the goodness, justice, and love of God are the
same as or similar to the goodness, justice, and love of entities, events, and
actions in our created world;61 2) the goodness, the justice, and the love of
God can be known; and 3) this knowledge of God’s goodness, justice and
love can be expressed by one of the standard meanings of the terms for
these properties. (1) is the ontological, (2) the epistemological, and (3) the
linguistic condition for the possibility of literal description of God’s prop-
erties. Let us see whether these conditions can be met in Christian talk
about God.
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Whether the ontological condition for literal description of God can be
met depends on the construal of God’s transcendence. The transcendence
of God is central to the Christian belief in the Creator. The difference
between Creator and creatures implies that human beings simply are not
capable of immediately and completely grasping the essence of God. But
God’s transcendence does not prevent the Creator from being present in his
creation and to his creatures. Moreover, the Creator can indirectly and par-
tially reveal himself by acting in his creation and by interacting with his
creatures. This is crucial to the Christian understanding of God’s transcen-
dence: his transcendence does not exclude his immanence. If God’s tran-
scendence is understood to be implying that God as the absolute One has
no properties at all, property terms cannot describe God. However, accord-
ing to the Christian faith God is not absolutely transcendent. He is both
transcendent and immanent, and his transcendence does not exclude that
he really has properties. Similarly, if God’s transcendence is construed as
absolute simplicity (by which all God’s properties are ultimately identical
with God’s essence and with each other), it is difficult to see how different
property terms can really apply to God himself. However, biblical and
Christian talk about God does not imply this strong version of absolute
simplicity. If divine simplicity is understood as the coherence of God’s
essential properties,62 different property terms can be really applied to God
himself. Furthermore, if God’s transcendence is understood to be implying
that God and creation can have no identical or similar properties, our prop-
erty terms cannot literally apply to God’s own properties and every
description of God in terms of properties is necessarily metaphorical. Talk
about God’s interaction and relation with us could only be a matter of
religious imagination, a way to express a view on an absolutely transcen-
dent and unknowable God. However, why would it be impossible for a
transcendent God to be good, just, and loving in his own divine way and in
a human way at the same time?63 Moreover, from a Christian perspective,
God and creation must have at least some identical or similar properties for
two reasons. First, the biblical and Christian God is not transcendent in a
way which precludes any interactions and relations with creation, human
beings in particular. In the biblical stories, God is understood and pro-
claimed as really addressing his people, as really establishing and sustain-
ing a covenantal relationship with them, as really loving them. When
people, in response, address and love God, they enter in a personal rela-
tionship with him. If divine love and human love were completely differ-
ent, the relationship between God and his people would not be really
mutual. Therefore, in a real relationship between God and people, divine
and human love must be identical or similar.64 Second, the Christian tradi-
tion understands the Creator not as the neutral cause of good things, but as
the fons omnium bonorum who himself is good in an eminent way, indeed,
goodness itself.65 This unique goodness of God can be conceptualized and
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explained in different ways. But however construed, it implies that the
goodness of the Creator must at least be similar to the goodness of all the
good things God has created. Therefore, in the context of Christian talk
about God, there is no ontological reason to understand “this table is
good,” “this car is good,” “this human being is good,” and “this action is
good” literally, and “God is good” metaphorically.

If we accept that the referents of “God” and “created reality” have some
identical or similar properties, the next question is whether we can know
them. Properties of God cannot be known by sensory perception because
God is not an object in our world. But not only visible objects can be known;
invisible entities such as other human minds can be known as well.
However, there remains a difference between the invisibility of a human
mind and the invisibility of God. Human minds are entities in and part of our
created world. By contrast, the Creator is different from and no part of our
world. How could the properties of an entity which is not part of our world
be known?

According to many biblical stories, God reveals how he is in specific acts,
which can be discerned in the context of the biblical story as a whole.
Although this is not the only way in which God reveals himself, it is an
important one for Christian talk about God. I will not analyze in detail the
connection between divine agency, revelation, and properties here,66 but I
assume that the notion of a self-revealing action is coherent. Specific actions
of a person, understood in the context of stories about that person, can reveal
essential properties of that person if she is completely herself and manifests
herself clearly in these actions. The notion of a self-revealing action does not
imply that every action of a person is revealing; a person can perform actions
which do not reveal anything about her. Nor does the notion imply that
self-revealing actions are necessary. Actions as such are contingent. The onto-
logical distinction between an essential property and a contingent action
does not preclude an actor from freely expressing some of her essential
properties in specific actions in such a way that others may discover these
properties from these actions. Such contingent actions are characterized by
an epistemic correspondence with one or more essential properties of the
actor.

In biblical stories, specific events in human history are related as reveal-
ing actions of God, and these actions do have specific properties. By liber-
ating his people Israel, for example, God exercises his justice among the
nations. The coming, the life, the cross, and the resurrection of Jesus Christ
are central in the story of the Christian Bible as a whole. The key events of
his death and resurrection are proclaimed as actions of God: God has given
up his son for all (Rom 8,31) and has declared Jesus to be his son by the
resurrection (Rom 1,4). Thus, in the apostolic gospel, cross and resurrection
are proclaimed as special, ultimate and revealing divine actions. These
actions of God do have specific properties. The cross is ultimately a divine
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act of love. The resurrection can be understood as a divine act of justice.67 If
the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ are the ultimate, self-revealing acts
of God, we are entitled to believe that the love and justice which qualify
these acts, also qualify their subject. God himself can therefore be taken to
possess essentially the properties that his self-revealing acts display. In this
way, some of God’s essential properties can be indirectly known from his
self-revealing acts.

On this account, God’s properties can only really be experienced by people
who enter in a personal relationship with God. That God’s love is revealed in
Jesus’ death and God’s justice in his resurrection cannot be established as a
fact by neutral observers. It can only be experienced indirectly in the events
of cross and resurrection by people who, moved by God’s Spirit, participate
in the relationship of love and justice which God has established in Jesus
Christ. In this sense, the knowledge of God’s properties is relational: the
Christian God can only be known in a personal, mutual relationship. But this
does not imply that the meaning of the “love (of God)” can only be under-
stood by Christians. Someone who has never been liberated from the armies
of an enemy, can understand the meaning of “to liberate” in this context on
the basis of his or her own experiences of being liberated in different situa-
tions. Thus it is possible to understand the meaning of a descriptive term
without having experienced the event that is described by that term. In the
same way, people who have no personal relationship with God or who
believe that Christian claims about God are false, can perfectly well learn to
understand the meaning of the term “love” as it is used in Christian talk
about God.

The last, linguistic condition for literal description of God’s properties
concerns the possibility of using words for God’s properties in one of their
standard meanings. I will take as an example perhaps the most central
word to Christian talk about God: “love.” I will understand the noun
“love” in “God is love” as referring to the relational property to be loving. In
Christian talk about God, this statement is grounded in the experience that
God has loved us by sending his Son (1 Jn 4,8–12); a love which has been
poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit (Rom 5,4). In its New Tes-
tament context, “God is love” means: in his loving action towards us in
Jesus Christ and in the relation established with us by the Holy Spirit, we
experience that God loves, and that this loving is essential for who he is.
Now, the question is whether the term “love” is used literally or metaphori-
cally in “God is love.” If it were used metaphorically, a literal understand-
ing would be necessarily false and the statement could only be understood
on the basis of a model. Why would this be the case? I see no reason why
what Christians experience of God when they are moved by the Spirit
and encounter Jesus Christ would be completely different from what
they and other people experience, know, and describe as love in other
events and relationships.
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When we talk about the love of God, we could take the term “love” in a
general meaning as in “to like,” “to care about,” or “to be attracted to.” Thus,
the meaning of “love” in application to God and to other entities could be
understood as univocal, just as “to ride” in “to ride a horse” and “to ride a
bike.” However, the term “love” has many specific meanings, such as “erotic
love,” “platonic love,” “love of parents,” “love of children.” Therefore, we
should first carefully consider which of these analogous meanings of “love”
are the most appropriate ones to describe both God’s loving agency and
relationship with us and the essential divine property of love that is revealed
to us in this agency and relationship. Secondly, we should be aware that by
application of one or more of the analogical meanings of “love” to God, the
meaning of “(God’s) love” will change. To construe the change of meaning of
“love” by application to God as an analogical extension in which semantic
features of “love” are omitted would make the meaning of “love (of God)”
more general. However, in Christian talk about God, the love of God is
understood as something very special. Christians believe that by experienc-
ing the love of God in Christ by the Spirit a new kind of love is discovered.68

Therefore we must construe the change of meaning of “love” by application
to God in a different way. If the experience of the love of God in Christ by the
Spirit is accepted in a language community as a paradigm, the meaning of
“love (of God)” changes and a new meaning of “love (of God)” emerges.69

The next question is whether we can understand the change of meaning of
“love” by application to God as a further determination, similar to the further
determination of the meaning of “water” by the discovery of H2O. In the case
of “water,” a new central semantic feature, “H2O,” was added to its meaning
without removing the semantic features “fluid,” “colorless,” “tasteless,” and
“transparent.” By the discovery of God’s love, new semantic features must be
added to the meaning of “love (of God),” such as “making attractive what
was not attractive before,” and “not changing by the lack of response of the
loved one.”70 The central semantic features “to like,” “to care about,” and “to
be attracted to” are not removed from the meaning of “love”; therefore the
meaning of “love (of God)” and other meanings of “love” are not equivocal.
But the meaning of “love (of God)” cannot include the semantic features “to
like what is attractive” and “changing by lack of response”; they are excluded
by the semantic features “making attractive what was not attractive before,”
and “not changing by the lack of response of the loved one.” So if “to like
what is attractive” and “changing by lack of response” are central semantic
features of a standard meaning of “love” in a given language of a language
community, these features are removed when “love” is applied to God. Then
the meaning of “love (of God)” cannot be considered as a further determi-
nation of a standard meaning which included these features, but must be a
new specific analogical meaning. But whether the new meaning of “love (of
God)” is a more determinate or a specific analogical meaning of “love” is not
decisive for our discussion. Once “love (of God)” has acquired a new
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meaning which is generally known in a language community, whether this is
a more determinate or a specific analogical meaning, this meaning of “love”
has become one of the standard meanings of the term in that language
community. The new meaning of “love (of God)” is not so completely differ-
ent from any of the standard meanings of this word that it could only be
understood on the basis of a model. When Christians in this way describe
God as loving, they know what they mean by this, and non-believers can
learn this meaning of “love” as well. Therefore, “love” is used literally, not
metaphorically in “God is love.”71

This is not to deny that the meaning of “love (of God)” is provisional and
incomplete. It is provisional because new experiences of God’s love can lead
to a better (i.e., fuller, deeper, richer) understanding of it, which can change
the meaning of “love (of God).” It is incomplete because God’s love as
creative source and origin of all other kinds of love remains a mystery that we
cannot fully comprehend. But an incomplete meaning is not an indeterminate
meaning. Even if we cannot know all the semantic features of “love (of
God),” the meaning of “love (of God)” we do know can still be determinate
and applicable to God.72

In the light of this discussion, I conclude that the ontological, epistemo-
logical and linguistic conditions for literal description of God can be met in
the context of Christian talk about God.

Conclusion

Our discussion of the difference between metaphorical and literal language,
and our inquiry into the possibility of literally referring to and literally
describing the referent of Christian talk about God, has shown that the first
three arguments for exclusively metaphorical talk about God mentioned in
the introduction of this article are not convincing.

1. As to metaphorical language, a distinction should be made between
meaning, reference, and use of words, and between literal and metaphori-
cal use of words. Moreover, the change of meaning of a word by analogi-
cal extension differs from change of meaning by repeated metaphorical
use. Because metaphorical use is not the only way to transfer a word to
another domain, the application of words to God does not imply that they
are used metaphorically.

2. The fact that God cannot be talked about in the way we talk about objects
in the world does not imply that we can only talk about him metaphori-
cally. In response to God’s address to us in Jesus Christ, we can literally
refer to the referent of Christian talk about God with the proper name of
the God of Israel, “YHWH.” We can also literally describe some of God’s
actions and some of his properties, which can be indirectly known from
his revealing actions.
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3. According to the Christian understanding of God, the Creator cannot be
totally different from his creation because God creates and sustains a real,
mutual relationship with his creatures and is the fons omnium bonorum,
who himself is good in an eminent way and goodness itself.73
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