Edward Watson


Religious Language,

Chapter 1

Religious language, 

Human language is derived from experiences limited to this world only, thus giving way to limitations when talking about God.

Considering God’s massive differences to us and what we know, there is much argument over whether we can talk about Him meaningfully.

	Group
	Views

	Theists
	· Attempt to express understanding of God through language

· Names for him, attributes, his actions

	Agnostics
	· God not something we can know or think about

· God not available to reason about, to experiment or test, or to accurately describe

	Atheists
	· What is there to describe? God doesn’t exist.


Via negativa, (the apophatic way)
An idea that it is only possible to effectively talk about God in negative terms.

Descriptions that talk about God in a positive way are plain statements of fact that are misleading and so should be avoided. 

Saying God is like a father, a shepherd, good, love or in fact anything conveys our own humanistic ideas of what these concepts are, conveying the wrong idea. It is better to accept a mysterious God than to pin him down with flawed descriptions.
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Buddhism uses via negativa prominently in its religious language. It does not describe a God (Buddhists do not have one) but instead It is used to convey the essence of human reality along with other central Buddhist beliefs such as nirvana and Buddha which are hard concepts to describe.

Evaluation… 

[image: image1.png]


  Advantages of Via Negativa
· Recognises that we must go beyond our everyday earthly experiences to experience God thus not limiting him to this physical world.

· Avoids anthropomorphism (portraying God as like mankind) and conveys the mysteriousness of God.

· Negative descriptions are literal fact thus can be universally understood across cultures, languages and time. This is not the case with other religious language such as symbol and myth.
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 Pseudo-Dionysius
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Via negativa is the only way we can talk truthfully about God as he is beyond all human understanding and imagination. It is counter productive to talk about God as though he could be encountered by the senses or as though we could reach Him through reason. People trying to genuinely seek God should put away their logic and arguments and their quest for answers; if they want an idea of God they should accept that God will remain a mystery.
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 Moses Maimonides

The attributes of God could be communicated in negative terms which would enable one to understand what God is not and so appreciate what God is.  He used an example of a ship whereby the knowledge of what a ‘ship’ is can be got to after little description of what it is not. 

He also said that not only does one who affirms what God is will have insufficient knowledge of God but will also unconsciously lose belief in Him.
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  Disadvantages
· When using the process of elimination we must know before we start what the different possibilities are, allowing us to know what we have left when we’ve struck off possible alternative. Thus via negativa may require original knowledge of God.

· The Bible does make positive claims that God is a king, a judge, a father, a shepherd, a rock and so on. If the Bible and other holy scripture comes from God then it can be seen as appropriate and correct to make positive claims about God.
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 Brian Davies (a Maimonides critic) 

Only saying what something is not does not indicate what something is. He said he could say there was something in his room and after rejecting every suggestion one would still have no idea what was in his room. Similarly, Maimonides’ example of the ship leaves much to be desired… after 10 guesses one could as equally be thinking of a wardrobe as a ship. 
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 Anthony Flew 

If we go on to describe God by saying he is invisible, soundless, incorporeal and so on, there is little difference between our definitions of God and nothingness. By this process we then argue God out of existance by ‘a thousand qualifications’
Analogy

· Aquinas

· We cannot say anything positive that is literally true of God because the use of ordinary human language automatically limits God

· Places his attributes only within our experiences and understanding

· ‘Via eminentiae’ (the way of eminence)

· What we say and know of God is only partial 

· We should realize that the love of God is ‘eminent’

· Our own love and the love that we receive is partial and flawed but God’s love is the prime example of love
· We can make positive claims of God as long as the words we use have an analogical application

· Types of language…

· Univocal
· Same words are used in the same sense to describe two different things

· E.g. A green hat and a green ball

· Equivocal
· Same words are used in two different senses

· E.g. A dining table and a periodic table, fruit punch and a hole punch or a bat and cricket bat

· Analogical
· Same term is used not in the same but in a similar and/or related sense

· E.g. A smooth floor and a smooth wine are not used exactly in the same sense but are linked

· Aquinas gave two main types of analogy…

· Analogy of attribution
· Where there’s a causal relation between two things being described

· Sickly cakes are described so because of the effect they have on those who eat it
· Aquinas’ example was from medieval medicine

· If a bull’s urine is healthy then the bull itself is healthy

· Essential properties such as wisdom, love and goodness that we see in others are reflections of the properties of the creator God

· When we see these attributes in others we are able to make analogies with the attributes of God

· Analogy of proportion
· The type of properties that something has depends on the nature of the being that possesses the properties

· A clever dog and a clever scientist possess very different kinds of cleverness
· We can use words such as ‘loving’ and ‘faithful’ when we speak of God but we have to recognize God’s love, faithfulness etc. is infinitely vaster than our own as humans

Evaluation… 
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 Ian Ramsey
· ‘Models and qualifiers’
· We can use ‘models’ to talk of God using words such as righteous or loving
· We can understand these words as have a reference point in our own human experience
· In order to refrain from restricting God and to recognize how his qualities are different from are own we must use ‘qualifers’
· Subjectives and adverbs 
· E.g. everlasting or perfectly
· We can therefore anchor our ideas about God within our own experience using models and then convey God’s proportional difference form use using qualifiers.
· We may not be able to understand qualifiers such as everlasting but it provides non-limiting and more comprehensible descriptions of God
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 C. Stephen Evans
There is nothing wrong with accepting that God is mysterious and our knowledge limited, as long as the believer understands enough to allow for worship. The ‘otherness’ of God is something which language ought to convey, not disguise.
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 William Blackstone (amongst others with this view) 

The Thomist doctrine is unhelpful because we have to translate the analogies into univcoal language before they mean anything. We have to know how God’s love related to human love before we understand anything. 
We are left with an unclear picture from analogy where we only know something of God’s nature.
Myth

· Used theologically to describe a story or metaphor that isn’t necessarily historically accurate but which conveys important truths that might be difficult to express otherwise
· Intended to encourage a particular kind of attitude to those who hear or read it
· Examples
· Genesis
· Mythological features
· Unusual trees with special powers

· People being made from dust and from ribs

· A talking serpent

· Explanations for Genesis
· Parallels with scientific accounts of origins of the universe and evolution of the species

· Conveys

· …power of God and his purposes in creation

· …responsibilities of humanity as stewards to earth 

· …suffering that comes from sin

· Old Testament
· Turning of Lot’s wife into a pillar of salt in Genesis 19

· Story of God making a bet within Satan at the beginning of the book of Job

· Some Christians may say O.T. contained a different kind of truth to the N.T as they had not yet received the revelation of God in Christ and the final truth given by Jesus
Evaluation… 
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  Advantages of mythological language
· Provides a visual way of understanding abstract ideas, allowing easier comprehension
· More likely to be passed on due to their often lively, exciting and memorable nature

· Several layers of meaning can be conveyed in one story

· One can revisit stories again and again in order to gain more meaning than before

· Positive things can be communicated about God without resorting to Via Negative

· Allows the Bible to be aligned as meaningful when scientific theories such as evolution and natural selection appear to contradict the Bible
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 Rudolf Bultmann
· Writers of the new testament were never trying to make a record of accurate historical fact

· Express beliefs instead through myth

· Real point of the gospel message was the need for individuals to reach a personal decision about the direction they wanted their lives to take in relation to God

· A modern, intelligent, literate person could not take seriously the supernatural elements of the Gospel stories but this does not mean the whole of Christianity should be rejected

· Visitations by angels, the virgin birth and miraculous events

· Advocated demythologizing the N.T and the O.T to enable Christianity to hold what he saw as its rightful place as an essential, vital option in a fast paced world
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 THE BIG J (John Hick)

· Took up Bultmann’s ideas about demythologizing the New Testament

· Ideas expressed as contributions to a book called ‘The Myth of God Incarnate’
· Jesus was not literally God in human form but the idea of Jesus as God incarnate was a myth

· Statements such as ‘God was in Christ’ were not literally true

· Early Christians talked of the idea of God becoming human predating the N.T, using this mythology as an aid to expressing their own ideas

· Hick and co-authors argued that the way in which first-century Christians understood the world is inappropriate today

· Mythological language used to convey their beliefs may be a hindrance to modern faith
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 Disadvantages
· Mythological imagery has a tendency to be culturally determined

· Are likely to communicate most to specific geographical locations and a particular time in history

· Because of this parts of the myth may be ‘lost in translation’, distorting original message

· Interpreting the word of God as ‘myth’ crosses territory that may suggest that the words of the Bible are false
Symbol
· Figurative, metaphoric and symbolic language can be seen as being used in the Bible and is often used by religious believers
· Examples
· God ‘listened’ to believer’s prayers

· God has no body and so no ears

· God ‘walks with them’

· God is everywhere and beyond space

· ‘The Lord is my sheperd’

· ‘God is my rock’

· Paul Tillich

· made distinction between signs and symbols 

· signs are chosen arbitrarily to stand for something else
· as long as we agree on the meaning for the sign it doesn’t matter what form the sign takes
· symbols ‘participate in’ the object represented

· National flag
· Evokes feeling of loyalty and patriotism whilst symbolizing the country
· A good piece of music or painting ‘create symbols for a reality which cannot be reached in any other way’

· ‘A symbol unlocks something within our soul and expresses something about the ultimate’

· All religious ideas and language are symbolic 
· Point beyond themselves to ‘being-itself’, which is how he understood the nature of God
· Only non-symbolic statement we can make about God is that God ‘the ground of being’
· John Macquarrie

· In a wide sense of the word a ‘symbol’ which is anything which is presented as standing for something else

· ‘Symbolic language’ is usually used to refer to where words are not understood in their direct or proper reference but refer to a more remote subject-matter, to which the speaker wishes to refer
· Disagreed with Tillich’s use of the term ‘symbol’

· Not consistent with current English usage and therefore misleading and unhelpful
· We can say ‘Clouds are a sign of rain’, which shows that a sign can ‘participate’ in  and have an intrinsic connection with what it signifies
· Conventional symbols have no connection with what it symbolizes other than that people have agreed to let it stand for something
· Symbol and sign are not two distinct categories and certain things can have elements of both
· 2 ways in which symbols can work:
· Existential response

· Symbols remind us of feelings such as loyalty or awe and we can then recognize that we should have the same response to God (or Being as Macquarrie prefers to use)

· Religious believers experience dipping themselves symbolically into water to symbolize cleansing

· Hindus bathe in the Ganges

· Christians participate in believers’ baptism

· Similarity of relation 

· Symbols can work in the same way as analogies

· The light is to the world as Christ is to us

· Sheep are the shepherd as we are to God

Evaluation… 
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 Advantages of symbolism
· Can be used in other things such as art, architecture and body language

· Light represents truth, knowledge and purity and things can be much more clearly perceived when there is light

· Flame can represent purification, prayer, the soul and the remembrance of the dead

· Water can be used as a sign of cleansing from sin

· Body language – kneeling for prayer, prostrate themselves, bow their heads or remind themselves of their position in relation to God
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 Disadvantages of symbolism

· May only be properly understood by those within a restricted community (such as Wittengenstein’s theory of language-games)

· Can contradict each other, be misconstrued (Nazi Swastica originally an Indian symbol for something nice), misinterpreted and hard to gain comprehension from

Verification principle
· Vienna circle thought that statements such as ‘God exists’ and ‘God is love’ are neither true or false but meaningless
· There is no point of raising these questions and no way to usefully discuss such things as there is nothing to talk about

· Philosophical discussion over meaning often identifies two different ways in which a word or phrase can mean something:

· Denotation

· When a word stands for something as a label for it, such as the word ‘window’ standing for the part of the wall that has glass in it

· Connotation

· When a word carries other associations with it

· A ‘window’ might carry associations of opportunity, or as a time to relax within a very busy examination schedule

· Connotations can carry meaning beyond the literal truth of the words and can even convey meaning unintended by the author of the words

· Wittgenstein
· Raised whole question over meaning of language and inspired debates over world

· ‘the meaning of meaning’, how meaning is conveyed from one person to another and what conditions there are for something to have meaning

· Was a strong influence on the Vienna circle 

· (The Vienna circle were a group who met after WW1 and continued to do so into the 1920s and 30s, led by a writer called Moritz Schlick. Following thinking of Auguste Comte, held belief that theological interpretations of events belonged in the past to an unenlightened age where ‘God’ was the answer to anything there were no scientific answers for.)

· Comte noted three eras

· ‘theological’ – God orientated

· ‘metaphysical’ – concepts from philosophy were used as a replacement for the gods to fill in the gaps from science

· ‘positivist’ – only useful form of evidence for investigation was that which was available to the senses which could be tested in a scientific way

· They held that the theological perspective was outdated and empirical evidence was the key to deciding what was, and was not, meaningful

· Vienna circle created the verification principle (or the strong verification principle as it would later be known)
· Anything which is a tautology or by actual experience is meaningful, everything else is meaningless
· Logical positivism set out by A.J. Ayer to include the verification principle (otherwise known as the verifiability theory of meaning)

· A. J. Ayer wrote book called ‘Language, Truth and Logic’

· In this he set out the main principles of logical positivism 

· Attempted to set down rules by which language can be judge to see whether or not it really means anything at all

· Main argument was the verifiability theory of meaning (i.e. the weak verification principle)
· Way in which statements could be tested to see whether there was any point in talking about them

· Statements can be divided into two types…

· Analytic statements
·  There are propositions which define meanings of words

· We don’t need to check whether they’re true by experience

· True or false depending on whether the words in the statement actually mean what is suggested

· ‘A kilogram is a unit of mass’ is a true analytic statement, ‘pigs are flying insects’ a false one

· Tautologies (repeat the same thing twice) are also counted

· 3 x 4 = 12, ‘ice is icy’

· Synthetic statements
· give information about reality and so require empirical evidence

· ‘There is a man behind the tree’, ‘It’s raining’

· In order for synthetic statements qualify as meaningful, they decided, they must be verifiable in principle using empirical evidence
· One must be able to test the truth of the statement using the experiences available to one’s senses
· If a statement is neither analytic nor empirically verifiable in principle then it is therefore meaningless

· Rules out talk of God, amongst other things, as ‘God created the world’, ‘God has a plan for each of us’ or ‘the Lord is my Shepherd’ cannot shown to be either true or false using empirical evidence
Criticisms of the verifiability theory of meaning
· For the strong verification principle: 

· Scientific laws such as gravity are left meaningless as one cannot empirically test, for example, that gravity is constant at all places on earth as one cannot go to all places on earth to check at the same time

· Historical statements of events that have happened cannot be tested now using the statements
· ‘Julius Caesar was a good emperor’ would be a meaningless statement

· Richard Swinburne
· Universal statements such as ‘all ravens are black’ or ‘all humans are mortal’ cannot be seen as meaningful as we cannot physically check

· For the weak verification principle: 

· THE BIG J (John Hick)
· Religious truth claims are verifiable as they are ‘eschatologically verifiable’ 
· Although we cannot test and see at the moment in this life and world that such things exist (whether God does exist and love us or whether the good will be rewarded and the bad punished) can be verified after death 
· Irrelevant and future claims can be regarded as meaningful
· 3,000 years from now it will be snowing in Norfolk
· All of John’s hairs on his head are within 1cm of each other (nobody cares but old Ayer thinks this is a meaningful statement)
· For the all verification principles:
· Statement of the theory itself does not pass the test as a meaningful statement (lol)

· We cannot verify, by empirical evidence, that these are the only type of statements that are meaningful, leaving in not a meaningful synthetic statement

· It is not an analytic statement as it gives a new meaning to the word ‘meaningful’, something we needn’t accept

· Those that experience psychological problems that cannot be tested for would not be able to meaningfully explain their symptoms to a psychiatrist due to the private nature of the feelings they were experiencing
· Any other private thoughts or occurrences would also have to be regarded as meaningless, such as dreams or emotions

· Claims made by advances in science, such as the existence of black holes cannot be verified

Old Ayer himself agreed, in the end, that theory could not be adjusted to allow for scientific and historical statements to be classed as meaningful, leaving the verification principle ultimately unsound.
Falsification principle
· Idea first alluded to by Karl Popper

· Science works by providing theories about the world which are able to be tested and possibly falsified

· Any theory which is impossible to disprove is no valid theory at all

· Popper famously critical of Freudian psychology as it had little basis to be disproved

· Idea returned to by Flew in 1955 in his article ‘Theology and Falsification’ by applying it to religious language
· Retuned to debate begun by logical positivists in this suggesting that a statement should be falsifiable instead of verifiable

· Demonstrates principle by using parable from John Wisdom’s paper ‘Gods’
· Two explorers come across clearing in the jungle and in the clearing there are both flowers and weeds
· One of explorers is convinced there is a gardener, but the other disagrees

· Decide to settle argument by lying in wait for gardener - nothing

· One suggests an invisible gardener so they set up traps but no gardener is found

· Believer continues to qualify his assertion saying he is invisible, silent, intangible and so on until finally the other skeptical explorer asks ‘But what remains of your original assertion? Just how does what you call an invisible, intangible, eternally elusive gardener differ from an imaginary gardener or even no gardener at all?’

· Flew draws parallels between the Believer and a religious person who makes claims such as ‘God loves us as a father loves his children’ or ‘God has a plan’

· When these beliefs are challenged, such as with the problem of evil, religious believers do not accept they’re wrong and think that God does not love us or that God has no plan, they further qualify their ideas with statements such as God’s love is not like our love or that God’s plans are a mystery to us

· Religious believers claims about the nature and activity of God die a ‘death by a thousand qualifications’ 

· In the end the believers are saying nothing meaningful at all

· If a statement is to have any meaning it must assert something and at the same time deny the opposite of that assertion
· ‘x is y’ has to at the same time say, ‘x is not not-y’

· An assertion has to rule out some state of affairs

· ‘I am standing on a mountain’ falsifiable

· If asked under what circumstances would your claim to be standing on a mountain be false?

· If I were weeding my garden or painting a paper machete octopus could be an answer

· ‘God loves us’ no falsifiable and thus meaningless

· If asked under what circumstances would your claim that God loves us be false?

· There would be none

· whatever happened, however tragic, they would cling to their original assertion whilst qualifying it with claims of God’s mysterious love

· Thus, for flew, a claim which cannot be falsified in actuality or in principle is not a meaningful claim
Criticisms of the falsification principle
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  Richard Swinburne

· We do not have to be able to specify what would count against an assertion in order for that assertion to be meaningful
· We cannot specify what would count against scientific theories of the beginnings of the universe as we do not know enough about the scientific theories involves
· Yet this does not render the theories meaningless as we accept hypothetically that something could count against those theories
· For this to be a meaningful objection we must be able to accept there is something which hypothetically could count against the existence or nature of God as traditionally understood 
· Maybe a final conclusive scientific answer to disprove God or some other metaphysical being revealing them self to us?!!
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  R.M Hare 

· Take example of a lunatic who is convinced all the university dons want to murder him

· However many kindly dons he meets he is not shaken from this belief

· Nothing can be done to persuade him he is wrong

· Hare invents word ‘blik’ to describe this man’s unfalsifiable ways of understanding experiences which help us find meaning in the world
· Belief that everything happens by chance is just as much as a ‘blik’ as the belief that things happen according to the will of God
· Religious peeps and atheists have ‘bliks’ and each finds meaning
BUTTTTTTT

C.S Evans argues this view regarding ‘bliks’ is incoherent. Hare talks about ‘bliks’ being right or wrong, sane or insane, without explaining how this might be; how can we judge them as right or wrong when they are unfalsifiable?

MR HARE YOU CAN’T JUST INVENT NEW WORDS AND NOT GIVE US EXPLANATIONS ON HOW IT SHOULD BE USED AND ITS MORAL CONTEXT. ARGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH. Silly sausage.
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  Paul Tillich 

· Religious language is not cognitive (talking about things that can be known) but symbolic

· Symbols are not the same as facts and therefore it is wrong to criticize them as if they were

· Symbols cannot be verifiable or falsifiable 

· If someone says ‘My love is like a red rose’ it would not make sense to ask if this was true or false

· Symbols need not be meaningless even if they are unverifiable as they can be effect or ineffective ways of drawing religious believers to ‘the power of being’
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  Peter Donovan 

· Religious language can have meaning without making propositional statements

· Includes commands, expressions of preference, questions and so on

· Not appropriate to follow these with the question ‘true or false’

:‘I baptize you in the name of the lord’

· ‘Go forth in peace’

· ‘The Lord be with you’

· Truth claims are one small part of religious language

· Religious language is generally not of the argumentative, fact-claiming kind
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 Other criticisms
· Can be argued that Flew’s confidence in empirical evidence as the final test of meaning is, in itself, unfalsifiable
· Flew’s article finishes with the question ‘What would have to occur or to have occurred to constitute for you a disproof of the love of, or the existence of, God?’
· Could be replied with, ‘What would have to occur or to have occurred to constitute for you a disproof of the all-importance of empirical evidence?’
Ludwig Wittgenstein’s theory of language games

· There are many aspects of reality that we can experience with the senses and can talk about using commonly understood terms
· However, there are other aspects we can’t understand easily and find it hard to conceptualise

· Infinity or the concept of timelessness

· People should confine themselves to talking only about those parts of reality which can be conceptualized
· Other areas may have reality and truth or they may not, but we will never know and we will always be unable to talk about them meaningfully

· ‘Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must remain silent’

· Different groups of people all in the same activity can use words with a meaning that they might not have in a different context

· Physicists studying magnetism might use the world ‘field’ in a way that is very specific to what they’re doing and a listener would have to know about magnetism to understand the usage
· Farmers and cricketers would use the word differently again

· Saw language in terms of a game, where we know how to play it once we understand the rules
· Not implying that language was trivial or a way of playing tricks just the analogy of the game is useful in highlighting and explaining the scope and limitations of language

· Learning language is like learning a game, where we understand how and when to use particular words by seeing how they are used

· To suggest that the best explanation of evil is that God does not exist would not fit within the rules of the Christian game

· It’d be like an athlete choosing to cycle the Olympic marathon
· We accept that words are used in certain ways because we recognize the role they have in the whole game

· We won’t understand a ‘king’ in chess until we’ve played chess and understood the significance of the king within it

· Another of Wittgenstein’s analogies is that of the train

· If we imagine being in a steam train we would be able to see all kinds of different buttons, pedals and levers but we would not understand them properly unless we had a go at driving the train

· After using them we would understand the really important controls, which were secondary, which only worked if you used them in conjunction with others; which ones had to be handled with special care and which were only used in exceptional circumstances

· Language makes statements which are groundless

· We cannot justify the statement ‘this is a piece of paper’

· We cannot find reasoning to support why we call it this, it’s just how we’re taught to conceptualise the world

· Definitions are all ‘groundless beliefs’ but shape the way in which we understand the world to an enormous extent

· Religious belief shapes the way the world is seen in a similar sort of way

· Our beliefs about whether there is a Last Judgement will be groundless on whether we believe it or not but it will shape the way we think and the decisions we make to a large extent

Basically, meaning is depending on the context words are used and may only carry meaning if you are familiar with that context. 

So, religious language may be meaningful though perhaps only to religious people who understand the language and its subtleties. 
.
