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Christian Fthics and Meaning:
An Anti-Realist Interpretation of Metaphor

Scan Campanella
Introduction

The trend in modern Western metacthics is to treat morality as a
self-sufticient rational program. Morality is held to be clearly distinct from other
cultural practices, and to be most effective and compelling when it is distanced
from all other influencing programs and agendas. The goal is 1o create the most
simple and unified moral theory. capable of objectively discerning the correct
course of action for all possible cases n." Given this, distinctly Christian ethical
theories are taken to be gimmicky and dogmatic to the extent that they stubbornly
resist separating cognitive propositions, standards, and theories from purely
emotive myths and metaphors.  The purpose of this essay is to shatter this
conception of Christian normative systems. I will suggest that Christian language
as it stands i1s meaninglul.

In the following discussion, I will do two things. First, I will argue that
religion, as a social process, functions metaphorically, and that religious language
depends on metaphor. Second, 1 will show how metaphor is meaningful. T will
suggest that metaphor functions cognitively.  This will vield the conclusion that
Christian ethical lTanguage is mecaningful.

Religious Language and Mectaphor

Religion can be understood as a language learned. The original advocate
of the "cultural-linguistic” conception of religion was George Lindbeck, who
describes religion as "comprehensive interpretive schemes. usually embodied in
myths or narratives and heavily ritualized, which structure human experience and
understanding of self and world” (Lindbeck, 32). It is not a flight of fancy to
view these comprehensive schemes as essentially being nenworks of metaphor.
“That all major religions,” writes David Tracy. "are grounded in certain root
metaphors has become commonplace in modern religious studies™ (Tracy, 91).
IT anvthing. it is to argue for an expanded view ol what constitutes "language™ and
“metaphor.”  The vocabularies of the languages of religion are comprised of
narratives, myths, parables, texts, rituals, practices. acsthetic representations, and
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so on.and deas oncthis level thae all rehigiously informed moral dialogue takes
place.

The idea of religion as language presupposes the existence ol “language
communities” (the phrase is Wittgenstein's). in which the culral-linguistic
dialectic takes place. This community, of course. is constituted by the sum of the
adherents: who share the same religious world view (e.g., the "Christian
community”).  To describe the boundaries ol a religious community in such
simplistic terms (i.c., as if all Christians basically believed the same thing,
experienced the same thing, had the same sentiments, ete.), however, is (o miss
the point. Just as there is not a single essential feature of games,” so a religion
will "contain,” or be comprised of a diversity of sub-communities, held together
by an indefinite number of shared ideas and presuppositions (i.e., "family
rescmblances”). The kinds of communities that compose a family religion are
different from one another by degree, ranging from the subtle and slight to the
blatant and radical.  Speaking of a religious community as a unified whole greatly
mistreats the complexity of the issue; this would be to ignore the fact that
denominational disputes (e.g.. between Catholics and Protestants, between
Lutherans and Calvinists, etc.) are, in fact, substantive disputes. Denominational
differences, emerging from the various interpretations of the religion's doctrines,
cosmic stories, and myths, manifest in divergent rituals, sentiments, experiences,
actions, and institutions (i.c., Wittgensteinian "forms of life").

I a religion can truly be seen as a language, then the meaning of its
symbol systems must be in terms of the correct use of those systems.  This, of
course, is a restatement of Wittgenstein's theory of meaning as use.  What a
religious utterance means is not something fixed; it depends on the context in
which it is used and the religious competence of the users of the utterance.
Lindbeck writes:

.. 1o become religious—no less than 1o become culturally or
linguistically competent—is to interiorize a set of skills by
practice and training. One learns how to feel, act, and think in
conformity with a religious tradition that is, in its inner
structure, far richer and more subtle than can be explicitly
articulated (Lindbeck, 35).

To the extent that one "masters” the language of a religion, so far is he/she
trained for able interaction within its cultural-linguistic framework.

© The example is Wittgenstein's. For more on language games. see his Philosophical
Investivations, Sect. 3886
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Inadequacies of Alternate Paradigms

The cultaral-linguistic paradigm. which treats religion as a language
lecarned.  opposes  two alternative  conceptions ol religion: the
"cognitive-propositional” paradigm and the "experiential-expressivist” paradigm.
The former fails by sceking to eliminate the metaphorical aspect of religious
language; it attempts to literalize its language.  The latter fails by secking to
reduce the metaphorical aspect to something else: it attempts to link all forms of
religious language to a common core experience that transcends language and
experience.

I'he "Cognitive-Propositional" Paradigm

The "cognitive-propositional” paradigm equates religion with a set of
axioms, definitions, and corollaries that refer “ontologically,” function
prepositionally, and serve to differentiate the believing community from the
non-believing community. Being a Christian, then, means assenting to most or
all of the propositions of Christianity, perhaps in the form of a confessional
statement (i.e., "1 believe X, Y, Z . . ."). This view of religion doesn't work for
the same reasons that treating metaphor as essentially propositional falls short:
metaphor neither refers to (the realist's) ontological reality nor is reducible to a
set of explicit propositions.

First, it has been shown how metaphor does not refer to ontological
reality. The statement, "I attacked her thesis.” does not propose that "it is true
that I violently attempted to destroy her thesis with a large. bludgeoning object”
(or some similar rendering); it does not intend to describe reality, per se. It
rather secks to say something which can only be described as substantial (or
propositional) given a relevant context of presuppositions (i.c.. what Lindbeck
refers 1o as “intrasystemic truth”) which amount to a comprehensive outlook
regarding, among other things, war and argument.  (For further discussion of
intrasystemic truth, sce Lindbeck. 64.) likewise. as Lindbeck notes:

for a Christian, 'God is Three and One.” or "Christ is
Lord" are true only as parts ol a total pattern of speaking,
thinking, feeling, and acting. They are false when their use in
any given instance is inconsistent with what the pattern as a
whole affirms of God's being and will. The crusader’s battle
cry "Christus est Dominus,” for examiple. is false when used to
authorize cleaving the skull of the infidel teven though the same
words in other contexts may be a true utterance) (Ihid ).
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This allows religious utterances to act as Hirst order propositions. The point that
the "cognitive-propositional ™ paradigm misses is that religious utterances cannot
function this way beyond the context ol the religion in question. That "Gaod is
Three and One” means very hittle independent of the entire slew ol Christian
beliets, and means nothing at all. or s elearly false. il treated. i realist terms,
as ontologically and objectively true.

Second, attempts to reduce the figurative lainguage ol religions 1o a sel
of explicit propositional statements, in the interest of preserving the cognitive

value of religious utterances by making them "literal,” fail by robbing them of

their intrasystemic meaning as well, though in a slightly different way. The
former mistake was to claim that the metaphor actually referred o something
independently real; the mistake here is o claim that the metaphor in question does
not actually mean what it savs (it refers to something else, which is able to be
stated "literally™). Thus, "God is Three and One” actually means X, where is X
is an explicit set of propositional (literal) statements about the Trinitarian entity
identified as God. This does not mean that such a set of stalements would be
meaningless; it rather means that, by taking the statement "God is Three and
One" out of its context in the total Christian outlook, its literal counterparts carry
an entirely different meaning, and thus a different cognitive "effect.”  Tracy
explains:

il it is true that every major religion's vision of human
reality 1s grounded in certain root metaphors that re-describe
the human situation, then an climination of the metaphorical
character of religious language is effectively a substitution of
one set of meanings for another . . . (Tracy, 106).

Parallel to the conclusions regarding metaphor, it can be drawn from this that
religious language has significance in a way that, historically, has been little
recognized.

This runs the risk, however. ol over-stating the informative qualities and
cognitive force that specific religious "words” (symbols, characters, etc.) carry.
Retaining the metaphorical character of religious language does not mean that any
sort of reinterpretation will necessarily fail to impart wisdom or insight.  This sort
of linguistic conservatism would be to equate explication with literalization, and
that is not the point.  Elaborations of religious metaphor do not rob them of their
cognitive force: in fact, the effect of a religious poem or parable can be enhanced
by such a process. It must be emphasized, however, that this must occur in the
context of the given religious language-system, and that the process of explication
itself is a new metaphorical act that can be added 1o, criticized, enhanced, and so
on. This process is crippled when removed from its proper context, and this,
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ultimately. is the way in which (he "cognitivist -propositional” paradigm fails from
the "cultural-linguistic” point of view. Lindbeck writes:

I is unable 10 do justice to the fact that a religious system is
more like a natural language than a formally organized set of
explicit statements, and that the right use of this language,
unlike a mathematical one, cannot be detached from a particular
way of behaving (Lindbeck, 64).

The "Experiential-Expressivist" paradigm

The “experiential-expressivist” paradigm conceives of religion as
“diverse expressions or objectifications of a common core experience” (Lindbeck,
31, usually in the guise of the Ultimate, a transcendent experience which is
innate in all human beings and predates self-conscious reflection. According to
this model, all religions essentially refer to the same thing, though they articulate
what that thing is in diverse ways (c.g., God, the Tao, Nirvana. etc.). The
corresponding analogy to morality is that all ethical systems, though phrased
differently, are directed towards a common, innate. and universalizable
experience of the Good (a claim defended by Iris Murdoch). despite their
seemingly contradictory methods and substantive claims. The cultural linguistic
model finds fault in this account of religion on the grounds that (1) there are no
unschematized experiences, and (2) differently schematized experiences are
different experiences.

First, the fact that there are no preconceptual experiences speaks against
the "experiential-expressivist" understanding of religion. Lindbeck writes:

There are numberless thoughts we cannot think, sentiments we
cannot have, and realitics we cannot perceive unless we learn
to use the appropriate symbol systems. It secems., as the cases
ol Helen Keller and of supposed wolf children vividly illustrate,
that unless we acquire language of some kind, we cannot
actualize our specifically human capacities for thought, action,
and feeling (Lindbeck, 34).

Experience, then, is conceptually organized by a particular cultural-linguistic
framework prior to the self-reflective realization of what a particular experience
is or entails.  The idea that humans are, by their nature, endowed with a
pre-cognitive transcendent-experiential matrix borders on the absurd: it is to
ignore the contribution of modern social science. Peter Berger notes:



Human being cannot be anderstood as somcehow resting within
isell, i some closed sphere o interiority. and then setting out
(o express itselt in the surrounding world.  Human being is
externalizing inits essence and from the beeinning (Bereer. 20).

Second. once human experience has been oreanized into coherent world
views. the external differences of those world views produce different experiences.
I for instance. a certain language community has no way of symbolizing the
distinction between red and orange. then the members of that community will have
difficulty distinguishing between the two. This is not because their retinas or optic
nerves do not function properly it is because the experience of "red opposed to
orange” has  not  emerged  conceptually  or  linguistically. The
"experiential-expressivist” claim that the core experience of the Ultimate is
universal. regardless of its articulation, is to ignore the experientially generative
power ol language, Lindbeck  concludes  his  analysis  of  the
"experiential-expressivist” paradigm with the rejoinder:

I'he datum that all religions recommend something which can be
called "love toward that which is taken to be most important
(‘God') is a banality as uninteresting as the fact that all languages
are (or were) spoken. The significant things are the distinctive
patterns ol story. belief. ritual. and behavior that give love' and
‘God" their specific and sometimes contradictory meanings
(L.indbeck. 42).

Fhe preceding section has shown how religion is comparable 1o language
and how the "vocabulary™ of religion is rooted in complex networks of metaphor
which are comnmunally specific. At this point. [will briefly show how Christian
language functions in specifically metaphorical ways.

Christian Language

Itis no secret that the Tanguage of Christianity is steeped in metaphor. It
is perhaps less widely recognized. however. that the success of the Christian
world-building  project is primarily due to the fieurative character of its

"language."" To the extent that Christians have wtilized the capacity of their
metaphorically rich language to comprehensively and coherently re-describe

reality. the Christian world-building project has evolved and grown, even in the

Fuse “language™ here m the broad sense suggesied by Lindbeck.
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tace of (and perhaps because of) great social changes and ideological adversity.
This is consonant with the tenet that the Christian world-building project has
failed 1o the extent that it has attempted 1o abandon the figurative. and thus
catechetical, character of its language.' The point to be learned from this is that
the moral content of Christianity cannot be extrapolated from its grounding in
‘religious” language without trading Christian meaning for non-Christian
meaning, and consequently, Christian forms of life for non-Christian forms of
lite. Christian ethics, thercfore, is concerned, first and foremost, with being
Christian; the ethical aspects of Christianity derive from the overall orientation
of the language system.

What is the moral linguistic content of Christianity? This is roughly the
same as the joint question, "How is the Christian framework organized, and what
forms of life does it produce?” James Gustafson proposes that "moral action is
human action in response to the governing action of God upon us” (in H. Richard
Nichuhr, 16). This is a fair answer to the original question, and offers a nice, if
simplistic, rendering, in Christian terms, of how the Christian "cultural linguistic"
framework is ordered and what patterns of action, attitude, and belief it generates.
Itis clear from this that "God" is central to the Christian world-building project.
The point to be drawn from this is that Christian ethical formulations can never
be free from talking about God. God is a part of the language.

God

Spelling out what God means is complicated. From the modern atheist's
point of view, it is clear that "God" is meaningless; in itself the symbol refers to
nothing, and taken prepositionally, anything that is stated about God is clearly
false or impossible to verify. Stepping inside the language of Christianity,
however, and looking at how "God" is used reveals an enormously complex
network of connections. Consider a small sample:

God as Creator God as Redeemer God as Lamb
God as Sustainer God as Governor God as Eternity
God as Divine Ruler God as Rock God as Word
God as Transcendence God as First Cause God as A priori
God as Judge God as Person God as Existence

This is by no means an exhaustive list. The point to be drawn from this is that
speech about God is hound up in metaphorical utterances. There is no other way
to speak about God except in relation to something else. As an example of how

i nineteenth centues Biberal theoloey provides a fan example of shitts in meaning.
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these seeningly simplistic metaphors can be claborated m profoundly meanmgtul
ways. consider Reinhold Nichuhr's suggestion that prophetic religion supersedes
the explanatory capabilities ol both pantheism and Aristotelian rationalism:

The God of mythical rehigion s, signiticantly, the Creator and
not the First Cause. 11 he were first cause (a ratonal
conception) he would be cither one ol the many observable
causes in the stream of things, in which case God and the world
are one: or he would be the unmoved mover, in which case his
relation 1o the world is not a vital or truly creative one. To say
that God is the creator is 1o use an image which transcends the
canons of rationality, but which expresses both his organic
relation 1o the world and his distinction from the world.  To
believe that God created the world is to feel that the world is a
realm of meaning and coherence without insisting that the world
is totally good or that the totality of things must be identified
with the Sacred (Reinhold Nicbuhr, 16).

This is a glimpse of the kind of metaphorical inter-connectedness that
exists in the Christian account of Genesis. God as Creator has more explanatory
power than God as First Cause because it avoids the problems involved with
deism and natural theology.  Yet Nicbuhr's explanation is no more cognitively
effective, as a list of propositional statements, than the process of, say, reading
and using Genesis in everyday life. The transcendent/historical God of
Christianity can be defended on rational grounds, as intrasystemically more
capable ol accounting for experience, but the cognitive force which this rendering
of God imparts does not take place on the theological level,

God is Love

Without a doubt, the metaphor that is of the most crucial significance o
Christian language is God is Love. It is the fundamental notion that is ubiquitous
in Christian ethics. "Love as the quintessence of the character of God, wriles
Nicbuhr. "is not established by argument, but taken for granted. It may be
regarded as axiomatic in the faith of prophetic religion” (Reinhold Nicbuhr, 24).
God as love is the "axis" around which Christian forms of life rotate. "This axis
[God] is not fixed,” writes Witlgensiein, "in the sense that anything holds it fast,
but the movement around it determines its immobility” (Witigensiein 1972, sect.
152; my addition). In other words, "God™ does not refer o some object nor is
"God," when coupled with the predicate "is love,” propositional; every utierance
about God necessarily lails if construed  under "cognitivist-propositional

"
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presuppositions of meaning. That "God is love™ functions. at least in part, as the
certainty of meaningfulness in the use of Christian language (i.e.. the axis which
allows movement). Christians never explicitly interpret "God is love.” but they
are constantly talking about it. "God is love” covers the entire expanse of the
language. in terms of both breadih and depth. In other words, it is not ¢lear how
anything "Christian” can be talked about without, in some way. relating to the
fact that God is love. Itis the inner logic, like veins coursing through a body,
that informs every “Christian” thing that can be said.

Religious Tanguage depends on metaphor.  Christian ethical language,
then, is highly metaphorical. - Our concern at this point is whether the
metaphorical aspect of this language game is meaningful as are other "literal”
language games. In other words, do all these metaphors mean anything? The
following section reveals the ways in which metaphor is meaningful.

Introduction to Metaphor

The interest in the linguistic/conceptual possibilities of metaphor began
in 1955 with Max Black's essay, "Metaphor.”  Black argued against the then
predominant view of metaphor, a vestige of the realist heritage, that limited its
function to cliciting emotive reactions in agents by revealing similarities between
two given experiences.” He maintained instead that metaphor had cognitive value
as well as emotive, and operated not simply in uncovering pre-existing similarities
rarities between experiences, but in creating new similarities between experiences
that had not been previously considered. Black offered the "interactional model”
in opposition to the traditional "substitution model” and the "comparison model”

Often we say, "X is M," evoking some imputed connection
between M and an imputed L. . . in cases where, prior (o the
construction of the metaphor, we would have been hard put to
it to find any literal resemblance between M and 1. 1t would
be more illuminating in some of these cases to say that the
metaphor creates the similarity than to say that it formulates
some similarity antecedently existing (Black, 72).

Given a principal subject (X) and a subsidiary subject (M), a metaphor works by
“implying” statements about the principal subject which are normally thought to

Black wriess "Tordras atention oa philosophics’ s metaphors is o belitde him—like
prasing alogicrn tor his beautitul handw niting - Addiction o metaphor is held o be illicit, on the
principle that whereot one can speak only metaphorically . thereot one ought not 1o speitk at all
Yet the nanire of the oftense s unclear by

29



denote the subsidiary subject. This process ol iiphication selectively organizes
certain features of the primary subject werms ol the subsidiary subjeet. The
“interaction” is simulancous and results in cognitive insight which s not
adequately described as “substitution” or “comparison.” To those interested in
the function of metaphor. Black’s interaction model was revolutionary. [As
Johnson notes, “Had Black not possessed impeccable credentials as an analytic
philosopher, such unorthodox claims might have been taken as proper grounds for
dismissal of his position” (Johnson 198 1a, 200

Metaphor Defined

One of the main problems in discussing metaphor is the fact that it delies
simple definition.  Hundreds of different definitions of metaphor have been
catalogued since it emerged as hot philosophical topic, and none has been
completely adequate. 1 do not intend 1o deal with this problem, so two rather
broad definitions will be employed for the purpose of this essay. As a linguistic
tool, "metaphor is that figure of speech whereby we speak about one thing in
terms of another” (Soskice, 15). As a conceptual tool, "the essence of metaphor
is understanding one kind of thing in terms of another kind of thing" (Lakoft and
Johnson. 5). Because part of what is being argued for is that language correlates
with thought, metaphor as a linguistic ool and metaphor as a conceptual tool will
be treated together.

Example

One illuminating example that George Lakoff and Mark Johnson offer
is the metaphor Argument Is War. Argumentation and armed conflict are clearly
two different kinds of things, but as Lakofl and Johnson note,

argument is partially structured, understood, performed, and
talked about in terms of war. The concept is metaphorically
structured, the activity is metaphorically structured, and,
consequently, the language is metaphorically structured (Ibid.).

Thus the metaphor Argument Is War becomes embedded in ordinary language.
LakofT and Johnson prove this to be the case by offering familiar bits ol speech:

Your claims are indefensible.

He attacked every weak point inmy argument.
His criticisms were right on targel.

1 demolished his argument.



I've never wonan argument with him.

You disagree! Okay. shoor!

I vou use that serategy, he'll wipe vou out.
He shot down all of my arguments.

[hey continue:

IUis important to see that we don't just ralk about arguments in
terms of war. We can actually win or lose arguments. We see
the person we are arguing with as an opponent. We attack his
positions and we defend our own. We gain and lose ground.
We plan and use strategies. I we find a position indefensible,
we can abandon it and take a new line of atack. Many of the
things we do in arguing are partially structured by the concept
ol war. Though there is no physical battle, there is a verbal
battle, and the structure ol an argument—attack, defense,
counterattack, ete.—reflects this. Tt is in this sense that the
Argument Is War metaphor is one that we live by in this
culture; it structures the actions we perform in arguing (/bid .,
4).

The importance of this point s in the realization that the language we use
alfects the way we think and act. How we talk about argumentation not only
reflects the fact that we think about it in terms ol war but also reinforees the

o

conceptual metaphor "argument s war.”
Cognitive Value

Metaphors are certainly odd conceptual/linguistic tools, which makes
desceribing how they function a difficult matter. They appear to be propositions
(c.g., X is M) but do not function as propositions. The statement "argument is
war” is higurative; it does not literally mean that argument is a sub-category of
war  (i.e., trading  verbal assertions is oa form of  armed  conflict”).
Characteristically, metaphor is cognitively dubious.  Metaphor, however,
occupies a spectrum of cognitive states, ranging from cases where the referents
are taken as equals (e, X literally is M, also known as "dead metaphors”) o
cases where the relation ol the referents appears to be complete gibberish (e.g.
7ydeco s a set ol parallel Tinesy. Between these two extremes lie the various

Fhis. ot course s not e of s 0 metaphors: botas Twill argue, i true o the extent

that they have became conventional

]
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regions ol novelty. from the freshio the cliche. that most of the metaphors we use
seem 1o inhabit.

Several explanations have been given o make sense of the observation
that metaphor s cognitively  dubious. despite its clusive qualities.  These
explanations, more or less, ciher describe metaphor i terms of propositional
SEUCMENTS OF s CXPIessive and/or prescriptive acts, depending on exactly how
"novel” a metaphor is in the conceptual Tanguage. In the metaphor Argument Is
War. Lakoff and Johnson argue that the metaphor has become internalized (in the
language) 1o the point where it niakes sense 10 ascribe it “literal™ (in the sense that
itis conventional) status. They wrile:

The normal way for us to talk about attacking a position is 1o
use the words "attack a position.” Our conventional ways of
talking about arguments presuppose a metaphor we are hardly
ever conscious of . The metaphor is not merely in the words we
use—il is in our very concept of an argument. The language of
an argument is not poctic, fanciful, or rhetorical; it is literal.
We talk about arguments that way because we conceive of them
that way—and we act according to the way we conceive things
(LakolT and Johnson, 3).

This is an example of a conventionalized metaphor. Novel metaphors may have
a different cognitive function. It has been suggesied by Lowenberg that
metaphors are directives (or "illocutionary acts.” foot, sce . .. ). For example,
LakolT and Johnson explain how one could invite someonce clse o view argument
not as war but as dance, a mutually beneficial process where "the participants are
seen as performers, and the goal is to perform in a balanced and aesthetically
pleasing way" (Ibid.). They note that, because of the way our culture already
understands and experiences the coneept of argument, it would be difficult
(though not impossible) to try to introduce this metaphor into the culture (i.e.,
people would not view this Kind of activity as "arguing” at all). This difficulty,
however, is due more to an unwillingness 1o accept the implications of a metaphor
than o its cognitive vacuity. Lakoff and Johnson state:

Though questions of truth do arise for new metaphors, the more
important questions are those of appropriate action.  In most
cases. what is at issue is not the truth or falsity of a metaphor

" Cohen concludes that the nebulous mure of this cognitive netherworld deties any and
all throughgoing atiempts at sy stematic metaphor detection and/or explanation (1.
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but the pereeptions and inferences that follow from it and the
actions that are sanctioned by it (/bid.. 158).

Cognitive Function and Force

NMetaphor. except perhaps inits most conventionalized forms, does not
operate prepositionally. It is not reducible to a certain set ol propositional
statements.” It is important not o confuse literalization with explication.
Literalization is the atempt to paraphrase what a metaphor says in terms of
explicit propositional statements.  Explication, on the other hand. is the attempt
to enrich one’s understanding of a metaphor by analyzing it in the context of what
it says, without seeking to replace it with something.  As Black notes, "a powerful
metaphor will no more be harmed by such probing than a musical masterpicce by
analysis of its harmonic and melodic structure” (Black, 79). Tt would be
ludicrous, of course, to offer such an analysis as an accomplishment superior to
the picce of music. In the same way, literal paraphrase of a metaphor fails to
serve as an adequate replacement.

While figurative language is not propositional, particular metaphors often
"work" better than others, in terms of effectively accounting for experience and
in terms of shaping experience in the ways that we feel it ought to be shaped.
LakofT and Johnson describe the cognitive function of metaphor as "highlighting
and hiding":

The very systematicity that allows us to comprehend one aspect
ol a concept in terms of another (e.g., comprehending an aspect
of arguing in terms of battle) will necessarily hide other aspects
of the concept.  In allowing us to focus on one aspect of a
concept (e.g., the battling aspects of arguing), a metaphorical
concept can keep us from focusing on other aspects of the
concept that are inconsistent with that metaphor (Lakoft and
Johnson, 10).

To return to the Argument Is War example, one aspect ol the concept of arguing
that 1s inconsistent with this metaphor is the cooperative aspect of arguing.
Because there are ways in which arguing can be seen as cooperative, these aspects
must be "hidden™ in the language in order for the metaphor to work.,

Lowenbery wrntes: "N mctaphor can be exphicated. justbied . areued for, but not
adequately replaced euther by bieral parapheese or another metaphor. Whar the metaphor savs

cannot be separated trom the very words e the exprossion™ (348

LR



Why s this eliectve? Black's briet explanation, despite bemg mevitably
vague, 1s helpful:

Suppose we  ty to o state the cogmtive content ol an
interaction metaphor me plam language.” Up o a pomt. we
may suceeed nostatmg o number of the relevant relations
between the two subjects. ..o But the set of lieral statements
so obtained will not have the same power o inform and
enlighten as the origmal. For one thing, the implications,
previously left for a suitable reader o educe for himsell, with
a nice feeling for their relative priorities and degrees of
importance, are now presented explicitly as though having
cqual weight.  The literal paraphrase inevitably says 0o
much—and with the wrong emphasis. One of the points I most
wish 1o stress is that the loss in such cases is a loss in cognitive
content; the relevant weakness ol the literal paraphrase is not
that it may be tiresomely prolix or boringly explicit—or
deficient in qualities of style; it fails to be a translation because
it fails 1o give the insight that the metaphor did (Black, 79).

Metaphor suppresses certain details of experience and emphasizes others. The
literal paraphrase incvitably highlights inconsistencies that the metaphor hid and
hides consistencies that the metaphor highlighted.  In this way. it is possible for
literal language 1o be cognitively inlerior o ligurative language.

Communal Aspects of Metaphor

In the prior discussion of religious language, it was shown how religious
language operates in a limited communal-sense in a way that "literal” language
does not. This aspect of language is true ol "ordinary" metaphorical utterances
as well. Ted Cohen writes:

The sense ol close community results not only from the shared
awareness that a special invitation has been given and aceepted,
but also from the awareness that not everyone could make that
offer or take it up.  In general, and with some obvious
qualilications, it must be true that all literal use of language is
accessible o all those whose language itis. But a figurative
use can be inaccessible 1o all but those who share information
about one another's knowledge, beliefs, intentions, and attitudes
(Cohen, 9).




“Inside jokes” are a helpful example of the way in which metaphor works
communally. When Person A tells a joke, he/she puts forth certain aspects of
experience that are 10 be taken as “funny.” Whether or not Person B "gets” the

joke (ie.. finds it humorous) will depend on how much language and experience

he/she holds in common with Person A, The fact that the two use the same
primary (literal) language does not guarantee that the joke will be successful. If
Person A and Person B share some common features ol experience expressed in
the joke, then Person B may "get” the joke. The extent to which Person B gets
the joke will depend entirely on how much Person A and Person B hold in
common. This means that Person A and Person B could share a joke and, if they
are a part of a close-knit community, find it hilarious. while Person C, an
"outsider,” may not "get" it at all.

"Geltting” a metaphor is no different than "getting” a joke; if enough
language and experience is held in common, a metaphor can express details of
experience in a cognitive fashion that may seem merely figurative to a person
outside of the language "loop.” Understanding metaphors, then, depends on
where one finds oneselfl in the language community.

The preceding discussion has sought to discredit the "literal-truth
paradigm” so cherished by realists, which treats figurative language as ornamental
dressing on top of otherwise perfectly operative literal statements, and to
undermine the realist conclusion that literal language is superior 1o figurative
expression, which is ultimately based upon a narrow cognitivist theory of
meaning.” These conclusions give credit to the Romantic maxim which claims
that, oftentimes, a poem can say infinitely more than its literal counterpart.

Christian Ethical Language is Meaningful
The fact that Christian ethical language is steeped in metaphor does not

entail an inferior cognitive status.  The metaphors that comprise Christian
language have cognitive value and a conceptual basis. The language of metaphor

s interesting that opponents of the “Tieral truth paradigm™ have pointed out that
literal statements. it serutinized. are cogmtively dubious as well. Goodman states.

OF course. @ metaphorical sortig under a given schema s, since more

novel, often less stable that the correlated literal sorting: but this is only

difference of degree. The Titeral as well as the metaphorical may be afflicred

by vagueness and vacillagon of all Kinds: and hreral apphcatons of some

weliente are. because of the delicacy or the uncertainty o the distinctions

called tor. much less crisp and constant than some metaphorical applications

of others. Ditticulties m determining truth are by no means peculiar o

metaphor (249).
Goodman goes further and calls o question the age old dichotomy between the cognitive and the
cotive . clanmmg that cmotions can tunction cognimvely 1247 2148)



carries its own distnet meaning and is not expendable e lavor ol literal language.
It could be argued that metaphor mfects all Tanguage, that all linguistic expression
is at heart metaphorical. " Certamly science is not fiee from the use ol metaphor.
ALany rate, the point s that Christian etical systems are not to be disregarded
because of their apparent linguistic meomprehensibihity . I Christian language 1s
incomprehensible, 1t is by no fault ol the language. Some language games are
more casily understood than others, but the capacity for understanding a language
depends entirely on where one is situated within the Tanguage. Thus, il a person
finds Christian language hard w swallow. it probably means that he/she does not
"pet” the language (i.c., does not understand iy, This is no reason, however, 10
disregard it as meaningless.  Our incapacity 1o understand all the varieties of
language in the world should rather sl in us respeet for the innumerable ways
in which communication can take place and the different Kinds of things that can
be meaningful. To brashly assume that there 1s only one correct or meaningful
way 1o talk about morality is no longer appropriate, even il we are limited 1o I

talking about morality in certain ways.
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