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Preface

I have been thinking about the Bible for more than forty-five years. The
thing happened quite accidentally; while pursuing graduate work in
philosophy, I was led by quite different philosophical interests to take some
graduate courses in anthropology on the side. That project soon receded
from view as my attention became riveted by the literature, both
ethnographic and theoretical, on tribal religions, which fed an interest I had
even as a child: why do people believe as they do?—a question that becomes
especially pressing in the face of religious beliefs.

My thinking about tribal religious beliefs was much influenced by
Emile Durkheim’s Elementary Forms of the Religious Life and by Claude
Lévi-Strauss” work on the structural analysis of myths. At the same time, |
found what I consider to be fundamental inadequacies in both their views.
Yet, at least Lévi-Strauss was refreshingly free of the tendency, almost
universal among early anthropologists of religion, to attribute to tribes-
people deep cognitive errors of one kind or another. So matters stood until it
dawned on me, thanks to a chance reunion in 1972 with Dan Larkin, who
was studying the Gospel of Matthew with Norman Perrin at the University
of Chicago, that anthropological methods could illuminate the New
Testament. Back then, applying anthropological tools of analysis to the
“home religions” was not commonly done. Things have changed somewhat
for the better. Anthropological and sociological studies of Judeo-Christian
traditions are now quite common.

In 1978, 1 published a couple of articles defending a principle of
interpretive charity and outlining a social ontology that, I argued, could
provide a conceptual framework for understanding both “native” and Judeo-
Christian religious thought. Those articles, substantially revised and updated,
form the backbone of Chapters 1 and 4 of this work. Since that time, [ have
remained largely silent on these matters, but here I aim to try and see
whether I might be able to contribute something to our understanding of the
Bible and of sacred writings more generally. This is, to say the least, an
ambitious task; some would even say foolhardy. They have good reason: my
project divides, roughly, into three parts: a philosophical part, a discussion
of anthropological methods, and an examination and interpretation of
illustrative biblical texts. My main philosophical tasks are to set forth and
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defend a strong principle of interpretive charity and a social ontology that
can illuminate certain central theological categories.

Using the history of anthropology of religion as a foil for my
philosophical arguments, I will then engage, often critically, further
contributions from anthropologists that I take to be highly relevant: those of
Lévi-Strauss, of course, but also Marcel Mauss, Arnold Van Gennep,
Edmund Leach, Victor and Terry Turner, Mary Douglas, and others. From
them, I shall draw and attempt to make as explicit as possible the conceptual
tools I will apply to the illustrative texts. Those texts, treated in the third
part, will be drawn from both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. |
have selected them in the hope that my interpretations will be of sufficient
interest to readers who have greater scholarly abilities than I to persuade
them to pursue this approach further to see where it might lead.

Because my task spans three academic disciplines, it is, as [ noted,
inherently ambitious. Academicians stand eager to defend their turf. This is
nowhere truer than in the field of Bible scholarship, and with good reason:
there is perhaps no other discipline in which more nonsense has been written
by zealous amateurs. As an interloper, I can only hope that I will not be
summarily rejected. Critical Bible scholarship has been permeated with deep
disagreements from the beginning. (Indeed, a number of philosophers—
Michael Dummett, Alvin Plantinga, and Peter Van Inwagen come readily to
mind—have justified dismissive attitudes toward the field on these grounds.)
But differences of opinion, however disconcerting, are commonplace in any
discipline. In Bible scholarship, they are in significant measure the result of
two factors: too much data, and too little data. That may sound paradoxical,
but of course it is not. There exist more data than any single scholar can
hope to control; at the same time, there is often a frustrating /ack of data that
would allow us to settle crucial uncertainties in our reconstruction of the
past. This fact recommends a steadfast counsel of caution respecting the
conclusions that can be drawn. For such as myself who are philosophers, it
demands an extra dose of humility.

At the same time, I shall be proposing and defending (at least) two
controversial theses. The first, already noted, is a strong principle of charity,
which I will spell out in Chapter 1. The second takes very seriously the
view, commonplace among anthropologists, that tribal peoples do not
characteristically draw conceptual boundaries between the categories of
religion and politics. I shall argue for a stronger claim: that in most
“primitive” cultural contexts, religious thought and practice just is political
thought and practice. In this, I can be (and have been) accused of
“reductionism” and various other sins. I shall defend the view against those
accusations. I shall then apply this just is political view to the biblical texts. |
do that in the spirit of proposing, and then testing, a hypothesis. To make the
issue as clear as possible, I will formulate the hypothesis in the starkest of
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terms and then assess whether it can explain our data. If it bears sufficient
fruit, then it deserves serious consideration; if not, then it must either be
rejected or revised.

In all this, I intend to put my cards on the table from the outset. That
is why half of this book will be devoted to questions of methodology. In
testing my hypotheses, I shall, in general, proceed by way of reasoning to
the best explanation. Such reasoning is highly fallible—not only because our
data may be radically incomplete but because we may have failed to
consider one or more hypotheses that are competitors to the ones we do
consider. I shall have considered my project a success if I can put on the
table a global hypothesis (and several corollaries) that have not heretofore
been given adequate attention.

In keeping with my policy of putting my cards on the table, let me
add here one final note. When I began thinking about these matters some
forty-five years ago, I was an atheist. I remain an atheist to this day, but a
defense of atheism was not then, and is not now, part of my agenda in
pursuing these matters. My interest, then and now, is to understand what the
biblical texts mean. In what follows, when I speak of the “meaning of a
text,” I speak mostly (making due allowance for hermeneutical
complexities) of what the original tradents of that text meant to say to an
intended audience. For me, author-meaning is conceptually primary—and, in
any case, it is what primarily interests me. (If, as is common for these works,
the text emerged from an extended period of shaping by several or many
individuals, talk of author-meaning is obviously awkward.! I shall use the
term as a stand-in for what is better understood as the meaning intended and
understood by the community that shaped the ultimate form of a text as we
have it.) As for the rest, let the chips fall where they may. Some will see the
claim that the biblical messages were ultimately political (at their core) as
corrosive to their faith. If so, I shall only plead that this is, in good measure,
where the evidence seems to lead me.

"' Werner H. Kelber, Apostolic Tradition and the Form of the Gospel (Atlanta,
GA: Society of Biblical Literature, 2013), 11-32.






Language and the Task of
Interpretation

by approaching the task of reading them in a new way. It may seem

strange to introduce such a project by offering quite general reflections
on the nature of linguistic communication. But I believe this is necessary.
Perhaps no text has ever been produced whose interpretation has been—and
is—more widely contested than the Bible. Because of this, and the more so
because of the particular interpretive tools I employ, it is essential that I put
my methodological cards (and their defense) on the table at the outset.

What follows in this chapter are general reflections upon the nature
and role of language as a medium of communication, as well as the
hermeneutical constraints that follow from these reflections. The trajectory I
then follow in pursuing certain puzzles in the biblical texts can be thought of
as a spiral. Beginning with these very general reflections upon the nature and
social role of language, this essay turns next to questions of social ontology,
then to a critical discussion of the various theoretical approaches that have
been proposed by anthropologists faced with the task of interpreting sacred
texts, and finally to the Bible itself. Along the way, there will be an extended
discussion of what to make of miracle stories, a topic that plays an
unavoidable role in situating my project in the larger history of Bible
interpretation and provides a key motivation for my interpretive strategy.

Ibegin with language. My ultimate aim is to illuminate some biblical texts

I. Language as a Means

If we are to start at the beginning to assess the tools required to understand
difficult texts bequeathed to us from a distant past or distant culture, it
behooves us to reflect with some care on the nature of human
communication and language in particular. Language is a tool: we use it to
communicate. Language can be used in other ways (as when we talk to
ourselves and, as will emerge, for other purposes, as well), but its
fundamental purpose is communication. Human beings are, by nature,
highly social creatures. We are also (more or less) rational. These two major
forces will, over the long haul, shape language into as efficient and effective
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a means of communication as possible. The very evolutionary processes that
have made us social and rational will, we may assume, have encouraged
linguistic invention, largely weeding out practices, conventions, and the like
that are less effective.

It is important to remember that communication does not require
language. It is present in non-human animals, to varying degrees, and makes
use not only of vocalizations but gestures, facial expressions, and the like.
Many of these—also in humans—are not conventional but genetically
determined. Because such non-linguistic means of conveying intention can
supply important clues for the deciphering of spoken language, we may
assume that they offer a significant infrastructure upon which the invention
of language, or entry into an existing language, can be erected. Together
with reasonable inferences about communicative purposes from our
knowledge of general biological needs, desires, and activities of fellow
humans, such clues regularly serve to disambiguate the speech acts of others.
The importance of these clues is sometimes overlooked or undervalued. The
native speaker of Tsimshian, whose behavior shows that his principal
interest in rabbits lies in hunting them down, is more likely to mean “rabbit”
than “temporal part of a rabbit” when he points and says g dg.'

The grasping of referential intentions is essential to the introduction
of conventional signs—e.g., words—to denote items in the world and their
properties. More generally, the establishment of linguistic conventions of
any kind requires that language learners be able to employ a grasp of the
intentions conveyed by individual speech acts. Together with observations
of the routine correlation between vocal sounds and sight of the scene, as
well as by way of innate reasoning capacities, learners can then glean
knowledge of a language’s semantic rules.

I1. What Makes Language Possible?

The acquisition of a natural, public language is universal among most human
beings raised under typical social conditions. As just noted, the learning of a
language involves a number of cognitive abilities. It requires, inter alia, the
perceptual capacities of language teacher and neophyte to put both en
rapport with a common perceived environment. How much our perceptual
systems must have in common to represent a shared perceptual world is
open to debate but, minimally, teacher and student should be able to
establish common reference to some items and to some properties.” This is a

! The example is adapted from Willard Van Orman Quine, Word and
Object (Boston, MA: MIT Press, 1960).

2 For a discussion of how this happens, given a causal theory of reference, see
Evan Fales, Causation and Universals (New York: Routledge, 1990).
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sophisticated process, requiring that each party have a theory of mind that
allows attributing semantic intentions to another on the basis of behavioral
cues—a second capacity. Forming general associations between linguistic
signs and their denotata further requires memory and innate reasoning
capacities good enough to underwrite deductive and inductive inferences.

This has two immediate consequences relevant here. The first is that
ascription of knowledge and use of a public language to others entails that
people possess, in common with fellow humans, a range of communal
empirical inputs and an arsenal of inferential procedures that are non-
optional and universal among language users that share, or can share, such a
public language. That is to say, people must be minimally rational.

So, in particular, it entails that those who employ rules of inference
in acquiring knowledge about the world, about fellow human beings, and
about a language—any language—must all minimally grasp the validity of
the same basic rules of inference. It has sometimes been suggested that the
basic logic and ontological frameworks that govern our conception of the
world are themselves bequeathed by our culture and, thus, vary from one
culture to another. But that view is flatly incoherent. For how is a culture to
communicate its inferential norms and perceptual categories—i.e., those that
reflect discrimination of properties and that underlie the individuation of
physical objects—without relying upon a learner’s pre-existent application
of cognitive capacities to the data by means of which that information is
conveyed? This does not show that we can know a priori that our fellow
human beings engage the world with the same innate conceptual equipment
that we possess. But it does show that we can know a priori that if they are
public language users, then they do have that equipment. Let me emphasize
here that the argument does not simply invoke conditions necessary for
translation from one tongue to another; rather, it shows that those conditions,
which inform my principle of charity, are essential to the learnability of any
language whatsoever: without them, natives wouldn’t 4ave a language at all.

What I have suggested in skeleton form amounts to a “rationalistic”
reconstruction of language-learning. One might object that this is unrealistic,
that it portrays infants as carefully and systematically applying innate canons
of reasoning to the welter of empirical data with which they are bombarded.
Is this not a wildly idealized picture of what actually happens? Of course, no
one thinks that one must be able to formulate abstractly an inferential rule—
say modus ponens—in order to apply it correctly. But is there even an
implicit following of such rules in the infant’s mind? Surely there is. There
are growing lines of evidence that suggest conceptual sophistication even in
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very young infants.> But that aside, I see no other way to explain how
children learn.

It is true that certain preconscious biological capacities that mimic
the functions of later cognitive processes may be in play—even necessary—
to initiate learning a language. Consider how a child begins to learn
vocabulary. Much of this proceeds haphazardly, but explicit early teaching
typically involves demonstration associated with articulation of a word or
phrase. Inductive methods of agreement and difference may allow a child to
recognize that “ball” refers to objects of a certain shape and not to their
color, position, size, or material composition. But in order for this to work,
the child must presuppose, implicitly, that fluent informants are able to
recognize correctly when balls are salient in the environment and mean to
speak truly when they utter “ball.” Perhaps this trust in others is not initially
itself learned; perhaps such trust is instinctive. (We shall return to this in
considering the grounds for trusting testimony.) We might allow, as well,
that there are certain innate dispositions to mimic the speech sounds of
others. Such features of our make-up may help explain causally how we
come to be in a position to engage cognitively with language. We may be
thrown into the language game before we really understand what is going
on. But that understanding, when it is achieved, will at least require an
implicit capacity to reason from data to semantic knowledge.

We are, then, constrained to conclude that all language users are
equipped with certain basic cognitive faculties. It is straightaway to be
recognized that they do not apply those faculties flawlessly. Both perceptual
acuity and inferential sophistication come in degrees. Mastery of a language
is by no means a trivial task, but it is compatible with a good deal of
stupidity and other forms of un-reason. A sensible principle of interpretive
charity will admit this. In the absence of good evidence to the contrary, we
should, in attempting to decipher the communications of others, presume
that they are in possession of run-of-the-mill rational faculties. The
presumption may fail, in two directions: a language user may be displaying
better-than-average intelligence or sub-standard abilities. Our principle
should recognize those possibilities in the following way: if an interpretation
of a communication attributes to its source either significantly more or less
sophistication than the norm, then (in the absence of special evidence that
supports this attribution) one ought to favor an interpretation that assigns
run-of-the-mill intelligence and knowledge to the source.

This principle is unavoidably vague. It places a lower limit on
intelligence: a speaker must be smart enough to have learned the language
he or she uses. It does not tell us how much special evidence of brilliance or

3 Evan Fales and Edward A. Wasserman, “Causal Knowledge: What Can
Psychology Teach Philosophers,” The Journal of Mind and Behavior 13, no. 1 (1992):
1-27.
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bone-headedness may properly be demanded for out-of-the-ordinary
interpretations. But it suffices to raise important questions about the
interpretation of religious language, and it will provide a framework from
which to assess, in particular, the language of such sacred texts as the Bible.
We must therefore reflect upon how such a principle bears upon the
interpretation of sacred texts; for texts, after all, are testimony.

III. Trust Me on This
A. The Epistemology of Testimony: Two Options

To an enormous extent, what we know is learned by way of receiving the
testimony of others. Often, that is our sole source of information; at other
times, it is an essential part of our evidential package. Moreover, and in
particular, testimony plays an essential role in religious education, and
sacred texts (oral or written) play an essential role in the religious
curriculum. This is so even in religious traditions that place heavy emphasis
on personal religious experience or participation in ritual. Thus, in spite even
of the often-claimed ineffability of mystical experience, mystical traditions
typically revere certain texts devoted to the description of such experiences.
So, there is no escaping the evidential status of personal testimony, which is
central to my project. Indeed, one debate that brings the evidential bona
fides of testimony into focus is the question of whether, and when, one is
justified in accepting historical claims, especially miracle reports—a matter
to which I will devote extended attention in Chapter 2.

Current discussions of testimony as evidence tend to divide into two
camps. The first is reductivists, who do not consider testimony a
fundamental source of evidence. They hold that sense experience and
introspection are the only ground-level sources of empirical knowledge;
knowledge gained by way of testimony is almost always inferential
knowledge since it relies upon reasoning to ground the reliability of the
testimony.* Assessing the reliability of that testimony must rely upon
inferences from evidence, in the form of sense experiences, as to the
reliability of testimony in general and the reliability of the present
testimonial source in particular. Anti-reductivists, on the other hand, hold
that testimony can properly generate non-inferential or basic warranted
belief; it therefore provides an independent source of knowledge.

The anti-reductivist position is a quite natural one if you are an
externalist in epistemological matters. For in that case, a testifier can be seen
as just one more link in the complex chain of causes and effects by means of

* There are unusual exceptions, as when someone says, “I’'m talking now.”
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which information about the world is able to make its way into your
cognitive arena. So long as that link (as well as others in the chain) is
reliable or operating in such a way, and under such conditions, so as to
provide accurate information, the resulting beliefs will suffer no principled
epistemic demerit in comparison to those arrived at by way of other truth-
tracking processes of information acquisition.’

As we will see, the debate between these two positions has direct
relevance to the soundness of Hume’s famous argument concerning the
reliability of miracle testimony. The epistemological views I hold bear
strong affinities to David Hume’s; that is to say, I am a full-bore internalist
and a full-bore foundationalist. I consider that the only non-inferential
empirical knowledge to have epistemic meaning is knowledge of the
(subjective) contents of personal sense experience and introspection.® This is
not a common view, but more mainstream internalists will, or should, also
question whether testimony can be a basic source of evidence. Surely our
judgments about the truth of testimony rely upon inferences about the
trustworthiness of testimony in general, as well as in particular cases.

But matters are not quite so simple; there is an a priori element in
our evaluation of testimony. Moreover, although the anti-reductivist position
may seem attractive to those who wish to credit factual assertions found in
sacred texts, our assessment of those claims will in the end not depend very
substantially upon whether our epistemic starting point is reductivist or not.
To pursue these two points, let me consider first a significant defense of the
anti-reductivist position by C. A. J. Coady, who makes his case in three main
steps.’” First, he demonstrates the pervasiveness and the depth/extent of our
need to rely upon testimony to secure the knowledge we have of the world.
Second, he argues that any attempt to justify our confidence in testimony
runs up against the difficulties that (1) our non-testimonial evidence for the
reliability of testimony is too thin to secure that conclusion; and (2) that
reliance upon (other) testimonial evidence begs the question. Third, Coady
provides an a priori argument to show that verbal communication
presupposes the general truth of testimony.

In reply, I will note important ways in which Coady exaggerates his
first point and show that a more accurate view of the evidential importance
of testimony undermines his second point. But [ will agree that something in
the vicinity of Coady’s third point is correct and then argue that this

5 C. A. J. Coady, a defender of anti-reductionism, leans repeatedly on
arguments that presuppose an externalist theory of justification. For example, see his
approving discussion of Thomas Reid in C. A. J. Coady, Testimony: A Philosophical
Study (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 120-130.

¢ See Evan Fales, 4 Defense of the Given (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, 1996).

7 Coady, Testimony.
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furnishes us with the foundation on which to mount a somewhat different
attack on Hume’s assessment of testimony. It is the third point (or rather a
reformulation of it) that underwrites a general principle of interpretive
charity. Let us consider these points in order. First, there is no disputing our
heavy reliance upon testimony as a source of knowledge. Take our
knowledge that people do not (ordinarily, anyway) rise from the dead. What
is the evidence for that belief? Not, surely, long graveyard vigils. It appears,
rather, to derive from the fact that we would expect if people were to rise
from the dead (even—or perhaps especially—rarely), then this fact would
become common testimonial knowledge. Many people would know of those
who have died and then returned to life. But this means that it is by way of
testimony—or, in this case, by way of the absence of expected testimony—
that we judge a bodily resurrection to be something extraordinary. Second,
we now have sufficient knowledge of metabolic processes to understand
why death is usually irreversible. But that biological understanding, if we
have it, was acquired in large measure on the strength of learning from
others (the biologists who contributed relevant biochemical knowledge).

There is nothing in this, however, that the reductivist cannot happily
accept. For the reductivist will certainly agree that we somehow come to
have grounds for accepting testimony, even as the only (or preponderant)
direct evidence for many propositions we believe. When Coady points out
how naturally, pervasively, and almost unthinkingly we resort to testimonial
evidence, even in justifying quite ordinary beliefs, his examples often fail to
acknowledge the tiered structure of such justification. Our primary
justification for relying upon testimony begins to accrue even as we learn a
language—more on this shortly—and gains nuance as we learn to use
testimony to establish the bona fides of recognized experts whose testimony
we can in turn rely upon. But a bottom-up approach to justification must
genuinely begin at the bottom to gain any plausibility.

At issue, then, is whether those grounds must sometimes depend,
circularly or question-beggingly, upon acceptance of testimony. No
discovery, that most of what we believe can only be justified by some appeal
to testimonial evidence, will serve by itself to unseat the reductivist’s
position. The critical question is whether our grounds for relying on
testimony, in general and in particular cases, can be traced back to
something more fundamental that is not itself also testimony. Now here is a
natural picture of how a reductivist might argue for such a primitive
grounding. The reductivist, so this story will go, relies upon a rather
straightforward series of inductive inferences in assessing the epistemic bona
fides of testimony. At a base level, she is able to compare what others testify
about the world with her own experience of the world itself. Her brother tells
her that there is some kielbasa in the refrigerator. She goes and looks and
there it is. Her mother says that her father will return home from work at
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5:30 and so he does. Her teacher explains that she can find such-and-such a
book in the library and she does. Enough of this experiential confirmation
and our observer has good grounds, absent voluminous countervailing
evidence, for trusting personal testimony. Indeed, those grounds may well be
strong enough, in particular cases, to override her own sense perception.
Nothing in the reductivist position commits her to the silly view that her
senses cannot err or that “testimony” cannot be overridden by testimony
coming from the lips of others.

Over time, she discovers, in noting various instances of false
testimony, that the class of testimonies can be divided into several
relevance-classes along lines that have both to do with the content of the
testimony and with the character of the testifier. She notices that sometimes
testimony is false or dubious because of the difficulty of its subject matter;
and she understands how this may lead to error. In a related fashion, she
comes to factor in the competence of a testifier, if she can make such
assessments, in judging the reliability of his testimony. She considers—
again, if this is known or can be discovered—the integrity of the testifier: his
honesty, judiciousness, possible motives for prevarication, and possible
beliefs about the chances of escaping detection in a lie. All of these, so far as
they can be known to her, cause her to update her posterior probability
assignment for truth; singly or collectively, they may defeat her reliance
upon the word of a particular testifier on a particular occasion without
defeating her general reliance upon testimony.

Coady sometimes offers a caricature of this kind of reasoning as his
target. He cites, for example, a study by Robert Buckhout demonstrating the
low reliability of eyewitness testimony, only cheerily to note that Buckhout
“reports to us on experiments not all of which he has done himself....All this
would be laughable if it were not so common.”® In somewhat more cautious
remarks later, Coady acknowledges that many of Buckhout’s conclusions
about the unreliability of testimony must be taken seriously but condemns
him for his “sweeping” condemnation of testimony.” But Coady’s remarks
ignore the context in which Buckhout was presenting his results: he was
investigating the reliability of testimony about typical crime scenes and
accidents for the purposes of establishing legal culpability. He was certainly
not questioning, nor do any of his findings give us any reason to question,
the processes by which scientific knowledge is established and transmitted
in the scientific community. A reductivist will certainly protest that those
techniques of transmission have been designed to be reliable, and if we have
reason, testimonial or otherwise, to believe that this is so, then we (as well as
Buckhout) have every right to such an inductively supported trust.

8 Quoted in Coady, Testimony. 126-127.
? Ibid., 265-71.
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The considerations just given in support of our principle of charity
show, however, that this story is, at the very least, too simple. It is too
simple, as earlier noted, in reconstructing language uptake as entirely
dependent on conscious inductive inferences and, more crucially for the
obvious reason, in suggesting that language-learning itself presupposes a
context in which testimony is highly reliable. Absent that, no language-
learner would discover the word-world regularities that she must depend
upon to acquire semantic knowledge. Such massive truth-telling need not,
nonetheless, permeate all of discourse. Achieving entry into a linguistic
community requires regular truth-telling about a range of matters but leaves
open the possibility of systematic error in more specialized domains,
especially domains whose subject-matter lies at some distance from
observational confirmation—that is, more theoretical claims.

What this means is that the very inductions that underwrite
successful language acquisition also underwrite confidence in the pervasive
veracity of testimony, at least about humdrum matters. Hence, Coady is right
to observe that one could not both understand what one’s interlocutors are
saying and entertain, as a live possibility, that everything being said might
be false and that, therefore, some further induction is required to establish
the general trustworthiness of testimony.°

But Coady is surely being uncharitable when he takes Hume to be
denying this in saying, “The reason why we place any credit in witnesses
and historians, is not derived from any connexion, which we perceive a
priori, between testimony and reality, but because we are accustomed to find
conformity between them.”!! Clearly Hume was not considering in this
context—as one might wish he had—the necessary conditions of language
acquisition. Nonetheless, it is possible to construe him as making here a
quite unexceptionable point: that there is no guarantee—no necessary
connection—between a statement being made and that statement being true.
Even if we must allow, as a condition for public discourse, the general
reliability of testimonial content for a wide range of contexts and content, we
cannot know a priori—and especially in more specialized contexts—how
reliable testimony is. Experience would be our only guide.

Thus, no theory of testimony deserves to be taken seriously if it is
not in accord with Hume’s general common-sense observations about when
testimony is to be trusted and when it is not. And this point, which for our
purposes is the most essential one, holds whether a theory is reductivist or
not. No one who ignores the character, reputation, and competence of a
testifier (if known), as well as the nature of his access to the information

10°.C. A. I. Coady, Testimony: A Philosophical Study (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1992), 177-230).

"' David Hume, 4n Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Charles W.
Hendel (1748; repr., Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1955), 113.
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purveyed, the presence or absence of motives for dissimulation, the likely
chances of escaping fraud detection, and other such factors, could make a
wise judge of the credibility of testimony.

It follows that as an objection to Hume’s argument in “Of
Miracles,” anti-reductivism is nearly toothless. At most, it permits us to say
only that a claim’s being presented by way of testimony confers prima facie
warrant for its truth. That leaves scope for overriders; and Hume’s arsenal of
overriders amply suffices to disarm this sort of defense of miracles. This
point comes clearly into focus when we consider that a sensible man who
witnesses the levitation of an Indian fakir judges reasonably that he is the
intended victim of a clever deceit. Let him be as assured as Thomas Reid
himself was that his eyes are God-given portals through which the world
reliably reveals itself to him, let him understand that no cavil against their
testimony can secure greater warrant than can be afforded by appeal to some
other employment of his senses: yet that sensible man will rightly judge that
the fakir has worked a trick upon his eyes. So much the more, upon merely
hearing the testimony of others to the levitation, will he exercise suspicion.
Moreover, it is precisely because his eyes and ears have taught him to be
cautious that he is justified, by way of induction, in exercising it here. We
shall have opportunity in Chapter 2 to examine much more extensively
Hume’s assessment of miracle reports. But there is nothing in the nature of
testimony itself that undermines his argument in “Of Miracles.”'?

IV. Religious Thought and Reason

These quite general observations have implications for the study of religious
language. The many complex and sophisticated uses of language have
simple origins. They rely, in the first instance, upon the untutored
observation of others and of the world, as well as the untutored employment
of our ability to reason well, both inductively and deductively—well
enough, at least, to discern and learn the conventional rules of a natural
language, first by way of relying on non-conventional clues to discern the
semantic intentions of the linguistically competent. That means that all the
multi-layered levels of meaning that we encounter in theoretical and
figurative uses of language must ultimately be explicable in a
communicator’s ability to make effective use of such simple cues to
establish first-order conventions, and then to “play” upon those conventions

12 Hume, An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 117-41). For a further
defense of this point that is neutral on the question of reductivism, see Jennifer Lackey
“Religious Belief and the Epistemology of Testimony,” in The Oxford Handbook of the
Epistemology of Theology. William J. Abraham and Frederick D. Aquino, eds. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, (2017), 203-20.
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in ways intelligible to others. It further means that authorial intent is primary
to meaning, no matter the deviations in interpretation or application with the
passage of time and changes in milieu."> And it means that language users
must be able to exercise certain minimal capacities for rational thought,
memory, and accurate observation of the world.

Religious language challenges these constraints in a variety of
ways; indeed, so much so that the anthropology of religion is steeped in
attempts to explain religious belief and practice that, at one point or another,
impute to “primitive” people one or another species of systematic theoretical
or practical irrationality. Especially during the latter half of the nineteenth
century and the first half of the twentieth, such imputations of irrationality
(even sheer imbecility) abounded. Savage peoples were, allegedly, prone to
confuse dreams with reality,'* or speech with the events described,'> or to be
simply incapable of reasoning as we moderns can.!'® In one way or another,
these thinkers proposed explanations for one central aspect or another of
religious belief that were predicated upon cognitive incapacities.

I will be arguing that the imputation of such deep kinds of cognitive
failure is not congruent with what we have a right to expect of successful
societies and cultures. I will also be arguing that it is not necessary to resort
to such extreme measures to explain religious discourse and belief. Rather, I
will argue that in many cases, we must on the contrary operate under the
presumption that sacred texts display a very high degree of both rationality
and general intelligence. Those arguments will, in turn, inform the
methodology with which I will seek to understand sacred texts.

13 See H. P. Grice, “Meaning,” The Philosophical Review 66, no. 3 (1957):
377-88, http://doi.org/10.2307/2182440. Once linguistic conventions are in place, we can
distinguish what a sentence uttered by a speaker means (its conventional meaning) from
what the speaker meant to say by uttering it. Though these are ordinarily congruent,
divorce from authorial intent is still possible and, sometimes, even intended—as when
one jokingly makes use of a malapropism. But this merely serves to reinforce the
observation that speaker intentions are primary: they are, after all, required to fix
conventions in the first place, to say nothing of being fundamental to the whole point of
language, which is to communicate thought.

4 Edward B. Tylor, Primitive Culture, 6th ed. (New York: G. P. Putnam’s
Sons, 1922), 1:417-502; for a quick summary, see esp. pp. 499-502.

15 James Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, Abridged
ed. (New York: Macmillan & Co., 1922).

16 Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, trans. Lilian A. Clare (1910; repr.,
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1985).
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V. The Roles of Rules in Language
A. How Rules (Semantic and Syntactic) Help Us

But before turning to those matters, I must first say a bit more about
language in general. Linguistic communication is, in its essence, governed
by rules. Some of these rules are rigid, others are optional or flexible. But
the rules (if we set aside features deriving from a universal “depth”
grammar) are creatures of convention. Beyond the rule structures, we have
pragmatics. The rules themselves provide a pragmatic solution to a practical
need to gain substantial independence from pragmatic constraints. By this, I
mean that conventional rules permit the use of language to “float free” of
many of the contingent circumstances upon which one must rely if someone
wishes to communicate in the absence of such mutually understood
conventions. Absent the existence of linguistic signs whose conventional
meanings one can rely upon to be understood, people are quite limited in
conveying their thoughts to others. There exists no real help for this dilemma
but to rely upon intimations in the environment and other non-verbal cues
(e.g., gestures, facial expressions, miming of actions, and the like).
Conventions—word meanings, grammatical rules, etc.—effect a radical gain
in efficiency. They do so, in the first instance, by removing dependence
upon context. One can communicate the danger from prowling tigers
without having to be in close and visible proximity to one. Writing
multiplies this efficiency since we no longer need to be next to the speaker.
These efficiencies do not defeat all pitfalls: occasional ambiguities,
for example. But they also provide a platform on which second-order
meanings can be erected, as with figurative uses of language. I say “second-
order” because the communication of meaning here depends upon a shared
understanding of literal meaning conventions, together with the presence of
contextual cues that signal non-literal intentions. We need no longer be in
the presence of the first-order (or literal) referents, but we do need to be “in
the presence of” the first-order meaning conventions and other cues that
point us both to the figure and to its intended meaning.!” Figures, too, can
become conventionalized; and third-order wordplay can help itself to this
fact. And so on. Because rules can always be “played” with, there is no

17 One could, with some charity, consider this to be the grain of truth that is
reflected in the fundamentalist commitment to the literal truth of whatever is not
obviously figurative in the Bible. But obviously, the fact that comprehension of literal
meaning is essential to the comprehension of intended meaning goes little distance
toward showing that the intended meaning is merely (and confined to) the literal
meaning. It can be the exact contrary—as when an ironic tone tips us off that a speaker
means to be denying what she is literally affirming. Of course, we will not know what she
is denying unless we grasp what her sentence literally asserts.
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reason to expect that a theory of language will ever be able to formalize
either syntax or semantics fully. Nevertheless, intelligibility is preserved—
so long as use and usage have lineages that can ultimately be traced back to
the establishment of first-order meanings.

Word meaning and grammar are not the only convention-permeated
aspects of language. Style and genre are two others. We shall have to pay
some attention to genre, as the assignment of genre to texts such as the
Gospel of Matthew will prove to be a contested, but exegetically important,
matter. However, we may usefully observe here, first, that there is no «
priori reason to think that genre distinctions will be sharp and definitive and,
second, that genre conventions cannot fluctuate, change, or even be up-
ended entirely if and when such revisions serve a creative author’s purposes.

What the characteristics are that distinguish genres—and, for that
matter, what genres there are—is up to a linguistic community to determine
(though not necessarily by anything like deliberate choice). Genres are not
natural kinds; as creatures of convention, they are artifacts whose utility in
interpretation cannot but be a matter of what the relevant conventions are,
how assiduously they are observed, and to what degree a linguistic
community employs them to further certain communicative ends. Such a
community may or may not impose sharp distinctions. One just has to see.

But even if custom imposes a clean taxonomy of genres in a given
historical setting, there is no insurance that the mold would not be broken.
Successfully breaking such molds—besides requiring perhaps considerable
creativity and sometimes also courage—is dependent, as with the figurative
use of words, upon prior shared understanding of the accepted genre-
defining rules and upon the presence of contextual cues that tip an audience
off that something new is afoot. An interpretation of a text as being of a
mold-breaking kind should, ideally at least, specify what these cues are, how
they would have pointed an intended audience to the interpretation being
offered, and why the author might have wished to convey his or her meaning
in this unorthodox way. But we can no more assume hide-bound adherence
to genre (or other linguistic) conventions in an ancient text than we can
assume with confidence that our own literary conventions will not be broken
by creative contemporaries. That is most especially a possibility that should
not be ruled out a priori when a text offers interpretive difficulties.

B. Performing Performatives

Finally, and somewhat in the same vein, we must bear in mind the uses of
language for purposes other than fact-stating. It was J. L. Austin’s theory of
performatives that gave prominence to this point. I bring it up here because,
in at least two ways, the complexities of performative force will require our
attention. First, we may think of fictional discourse as having a different
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performative force than a fact-stating (or “constative”) use of declarative
sentences. But fiction, as is well known, can be used to convey truths. In
some sense, then, these truths comprise part of the content of what fiction
expresses, even though they may never be explicitly stated.

Indeed, the logic of fiction is complex and contested. Is the
statement “Pegasus had wings” true or false? Both options are tempting. It is
also tempting to judge the statement to lack a truth value—in which case it is
arguably not a constative. Here, failure to have a truth value might be
alleged on the grounds that “Pegasus” fails to refer to anything actual, but
that would not reflect what is distinctive about fictional discourse. After all,
reference-failure can occur also in non-fictional discourse. Consider, then, a
fantasy in which “President George W. Bush grew wings” as a plot element.
No reference failure here; yet we might still maintain that “true-in-the-
fantasy” is not a truth value. “True-in-fiction” is, more nearly, a kind of
performative operator since, as for performatives more generally, the saying
(in the fiction) makes it true. More interesting for our purposes, however, is
the consideration that the point of the fantasy might be to suggest that Mr.
Bush is a saint. And that is a claim that (suitably disambiguated) is either
true or false.

Second, there are performative uses of language that “overlap,” in a
sometimes logically uneasy but pragmatically important and powerful way,
with the constative use of language. For instance, certain performative
utterances, often taking the form of declarative sentences, provide
institutionalized ways of inaugurating or effecting social facts—facts that the
declaration also describes as obtaining. A standard example is promise-
making. Another is “I pronounce you man and wife,” when uttered on a
suitable occasion by a suitable official to a suitable couple. The saying
makes it so. Austin points out that performative uses of language are hedged
about with conventions. These conventions invoke context, speaker, and
hearer(s). Not just any utterance of “I promise” counts as a promise made.
Like all conventions, these can be gamed in various ways to generate new
performative uses of language; but ordinarily, the rules must be followed in
order for the performative act to be accomplished.

But we must bear in mind a correlative fact about performative
speech acts, which is that what they can achieve, in the relevant way, is only
the creation of social facts—facts, like obligation or marriage—that are
themselves dependent upon social conventions or norms. A saying cannot
just make anything so. My saying that you have heart failure cannot make it
the case that you die of a heart attack. Or at least, it cannot do so in the
relevant way. And this brings out a point of some significance. The use of
language can bring about all sorts of events—in particular, it can cause all
sorts of effects upon those who receive the message (what Austin calls
perlocutionary effects). But only some of these results will count as the sorts



Language and the Task of Interpretation 15

of things that are “done” in uttering a performative. Roughly, when
something is performatively brought about, the utterance of the performative
(under standard conditions) thereby (logically or conventionally) makes it
the case that a certain conventionally defined result is achieved—e.g., a
promise made, a bargain sealed—Dby constituting that achievement.

My saying that your heart is failing might, under special (but not
conventionally defined) circumstances, give you such a fright as to induce a
heart attack. Indeed, something like that is known to happen, in socially
determined ways, in some cultures. For example, in some Australian
Aborigine cultures, a suitable authority will place a curse on someone who
has committed a terrible crime, a curse that declares the miscreant to be a
“non-person” who should be absolutely shunned by fellow tribe members.
The psychological effects of being cursed are so profound that recipients
typically go into shock and die in a matter of days.'®

But even though the shaman’s You are hereby accursed (or
whatever they say) is a performative utterance, in that the utterance (with
ritual trappings) anathematizes the criminal, it is not a performance of the
criminal’s death, which is the result of a chain of causes set in motion by the
anathematization. These causal connections are not defined by convention—
even though it is conventional responses to the curse that cause fellow tribe
members to behave in such a way that the criminal is unable to sustain
himself in existence. In general, we may say that the utterance of a
performative (e.g., “I promise”) does not cause the performed act (e.g., a
promise) to occur. It is (under convention-specified conditions) the doing of
that act. Not every sort of thing that we do can be done—that is
constituted—by the making of an utterance.

Nevertheless, attention to performative uses of language is of major
importance to our study of religious communication. Religion, like language
itself, is a deeply social phenomenon, and religious invocation, especially in
ritual contexts, is surrounded by rules that determine when a performance is
effective. But secondly, we must be alert to performative uses of religious
language because the evaluation of performatives—their criteria for
“rightness”—differ from those for constatives, which are either true or false.
Constatives are the objects of belief, and properly believing a constative is a
matter of having the right sort of evidence.

But performatives are neither true nor false.!” Performative uses of
language can be evaluated as being successful or unsuccessful, and they can
be judged according to whether they satisfy the criteria that make them

¥ For documentation of this amazing phenomenon, see Walter Bradford
Cannon, “‘Voodoo’ Death,” American Journal of Public Health 92, no. 10 (2002):
1593-96, http://dx.doi.org/10.2105/ajph.92.10.1593.

19 Except for certain cases, as briefly noted in Chapter 4, that occupy an uneasy
middle-ground.
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appropriate or misplaced. When I make you a promise, you may believe that
I will (or will not) keep my word, and you may believe that | have made a
promise to you. But, as Austin points out, believing either of these things is
not a matter of believing what I said when [ uttered “I promise.” Therefore,
if some religious utterances function as performatives, it would be misplaced
to evaluate them along the dimensions of truth or falsehood and to evaluate
acceptance of them as rational or irrational in terms of evidence. If we
discover religious doctrines whose acceptance does not appear subject to the
usual norms of evidential scrutiny, it will be amiss to ignore the possibility
that language is here being used in a performative, not a constative, way. At
the same time, not just anything can be done by means of performative uses
of language. Standards of rationality still apply, but in a different way.

A primary concern, then, is with two different ways in which such
evidence can be relevant to the assessment of truth-value. It will emerge that
failure to consider this distinction may account for the extent to which
anthropologists and philosophers have found themselves driven onto one
horn or the other of the persistent dilemma which offers the choice that
either the natives are irrational, or else the standards for rationality must be
relativized.?® I hope here to chart part of the course that will steer us between
the Scylla of ethnocentrism and the Charybdis of unintelligibility.

This puts the matter quite abstractly. I will turn to specific cases in
due course. | shall do so in the course of considering how our general
observations concerning the prerequisites for linguistic communication
constrain interpretation. Communication, we know, is effective because we
can trust that others have a shared understanding of the rules and
conventions governing our common language, as well as because we can,
with good reason, expect that they are committed to the same use (and
sometimes the intelligible bending) of those conventions in such a way as to
make themselves understood and because we are prepared to give them the
benefit of the doubt if difficulties arise. Hence, the gift of language requires
of us faith, hope, and charity.

VI. The Greatest of These is Charity

The greatest rule to apply is charity because it reflects the expectation that
other language users possess some level of rationality and, therefore, will
deploy the rules that make linguistic communication both possible and
efficient. Charity has at least three dimensions. First, a common language
presupposes common perceptual access to a world of public objects, events,

20 The term “native” sometimes has derogatory connotations. I do not intend
those connotations here. By “native,” I simply mean those who are at home in a given
culture or members of a given society.
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qualities, and states of affairs: a shared world of items that can be identified,
re-identified, and become (presumably) identifiable by others. Otherwise,
there will be no attaching linguistic signs to common referents. We need,
then, to take our interlocutors to have epistemic access to our world. Second,
mastery of at least simple forms of deductive reasoning is a necessary
condition of learning a language.?! Third, language learning requires a rather
sophisticated ability to reason inductively. Everyone who speaks a language
must, therefore, be capable of reasoning in these ways. Our principle of
charity, therefore, will accomplish two things. First, it will serve to block
any radical form of cultural relativism with respect to the norms of
rationality and perception. And second, it will place a quite non-trivial
constraint upon the task of judging the credentials of alternative
interpretations of a text.

A. Rationality and Truth

All three of these abilities are essential to the ways in which we form true
beliefs about the world. That many of a person’s beliefs are true is, indeed, a
significant test of his or her rationality.”? It might be objected that this
standard does not provide us with an objective criterion of rationality. After
all, when I judge another person’s beliefs, I do so by my lights; a madman
will, presumably, judge that everyone is mad but him. Nevertheless, within
our own culture at least, we do not have too much difficulty distinguishing
those whose beliefs are for the most part true from those whose beliefs are
largely false or outlandish. The mad are, among other handicaps, usually
unable to fend for themselves.

The criterion of true belief becomes rather more acute when we are
faced with the beliefs of people from another culture. Many such cultures
systematically endorse beliefs that seem to us clearly false. However,
making the claim that they are transparently false, and that their bearers are
commensurately irrational, opens one to the charge of ethnocentrism. It has,
therefore, been urged in some quarters that the standards for assessing
rationality—among them, the means for judging whether beliefs are true or
false—are context-relative, with no culture being privileged over others.??

2! Deductive reasoning is essential to establish logical consistency (a minimal
condition on coherence). And this consistency—in effect, the recognition of the
opposition between truth and falsity—is a necessary condition for assertions to be used in
such a way that their meaning can be discerned.

22 Not that all beliefs count equally; some will be more significant than others.
This fact is, in part, a function of the kind of evidence someone has, or ought to have, for
a given belief.

23 As by Peter Winch, The Idea of a Social Science and Its Relation to
Philosophy (New York: Routledge and Keegan Paul, 1958); “Understanding a Primitive
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But such relativism threatens to break down the notion of rationality
altogether and with it the intelligibility of the proposition that public
discourse must be grounded, however tenuously, in the possibility of
objective criticism. The reason for this becomes apparent when we consider
the conditions necessary for the learning of a language in the first place. As
we just saw, language learning—indeed, learning any of the mores,
conventions, and usages of a culture—requires reliable empirical access to a
shared world, accurate memory, and mastery of various inference patterns.
These could not themselves be learned, as any learning process presupposes
them; a fortiori, they could not be culture-dependent contingencies. For if
they were, only by learning could they be acquired. This places our thinking
about other cultures under the following constraint: if we take them—as of
course we do—to be language users (more generally, users of any mode of
communication that depends on convention and not merely biologically-
determined instincts), then it must be possible for us to learn their language.
For, no matter what our cultural baggage may be, we share with them the
general prerequisites for language; if it were otherwise, they could not teach
their own children to communicate.

Now, shared access to a common world implies (at least) the
acquisition of a large body of true beliefs about that world. That is a
precondition of language learning for, unless you can discover that there are
(say) pangolins in the vicinity when I point at one, you will not be in a
position to discover what I mean (absent descriptors whose meanings you
have previously mastered). Another prerequisite is, of course, that I (and
others) are for the most part consistent in our use of the term “pangolin’: we
use that particular word, not others, when we refer to pangolins, and we do
not blithely use “pangolin” to refer, capriciously, to pottos and potatoes.

It is indeed not sufficient that we should judge a person rational by
the extent to which his or her beliefs accord with what we judge to be true. A
further conceptual requirement, embedded in the very notion of rational
procedure, is that both the person’s beliefs and ours be subjected to the
canons of control by empirical evidence.’* As complex and as resistant to
easy formulation as the rules for assessing evidential strength are, my
concern here will not be with these rules. Rather, I want to point to another
way in which evidence can be relevant to the assessment of utterances
because I believe failure to consider this alternative has played a significant

Society,” American Philosophical Quarterly 1 (1964): 307-24; and a host of
postmodernists since.

24 The exception is that those truths which can be known a priori and which
must, at least, be subject to control by rational intuition. For more on these matters, see
Martin Hollis, “Reason and Ritual,” in Rationality, ed. Bryan R. Wilson (New York:
Harper and Row, 1970), 214-20 and “The Limits of Irrationality,” in Rationality, ed.
Bryan R. Wilson (New York: Harper and Row, 1970), 221-39.
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role in driving anthropologists and philosophers either to conclude certain
alien cultures are irrational or that the standards of rationality must be
relativized. This false dilemma becomes especially poignant when the alien
culture is what gave us our own religious heritage. We need an alternative to
ethnocentrism on the one hand and unintelligibility on the other.

Since it is possible for a false belief to be rationally held, it is
logically possible for many (or perhaps even all empirical) beliefs that a
rational person might hold to be false. However, it would not be possible for
such a person to speak a public language. Clearly, the extent to which beliefs
are true, used as a test of rationality, must be decidedly informal in
character; similarly, ability to master a public language requires only a rather
minimal, and not formally specifiable, level of rational competence. (But
someone’s ability to use a language well, and with sophistication, is a pretty
good measure of intellectual competence and one we regularly rely upon.)

However, all this is a matter of degrees. Not only is truth by no
means the only test of rationality, but we cannot say a priori how permeated
a person’s beliefs must be with falsehood before we are justified in judging
him or her (more or less) irrational. However, it is indicative of the fact that
truth is a relevant test. Where a person’s belief is false and we wish,
nevertheless, to claim that this in no way reflects adversely upon his or her
rationality, we must assume the burden of explaining how he or she
(reasonably) came to hold that belief. That requires consideration of the
evidence a person has and so immediately forces us to consider the care with
which he or she assesses the truth-value of other propositions.?

Because evidential support and belief both admit of degrees, we
also expect rational persons to adjust their firmness of conviction to the
strength of their evidence. So, evaluation of rationality places stronger
emphasis on correctness concerning beliefs whose truth or falsity is easy to
ascertain and as well expects people’s reservations to track their difficulty of
confirmation. It is just here that anthropologists have faced a dilemma. For

25 There is a third facet of language that charitable interpretation must be
sensitive to, one that is often under-recognized. We must attend to the various ways in
which language will evolve so as to maximize, when possible, efficiency of
communication. This can produce shortcuts that, taken naively, can appear to short-
change truth. Color vocabularies (to take a trivial example) vary substantially from one
language to another. That a Melanesian islander might describe both an apple and an
orange as “red” in her language does not mean that she is incapable of detecting color
differences—any more than our own lack of nuances in the English language. No
sensible language would have a term for every discriminable shade of color. However,
every natural language, so far as I know, has indexical terms, using context-sensitive
rules to achieve efficiencies in reference-fixing that descriptions and proper names cannot
match.
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among the beliefs that natives*® seem to accord the greatest conviction are
those that seem to Westerners as the most bizarre and the least susceptible to
positive confirmation. Finding themselves in this situation (and given the
infirmities of relativized standards of rationality), are anthropologists to take
their results as evidence for the irrationality of the natives, as suggesting the
inadequacy of their analyses, or as reason to doubt their own rationality?

B. The Rationality of Religious Beliefs

As will become evident, I consider it salutary to consider the rationality of
religious beliefs by beginning with beliefs that seem most alien to our own
heritage. This encourages a kind of distancing that can sensitize us to
puzzles and issues that might otherwise be much less visible. For this, there
is no better source than the ethnographic literature and efforts of
anthropologists to come to grips with the problems of interpreting native
sacred stories and rituals. A large body of ethnographic data has also
encouraged comparative studies and a search for cultural universals.

If all that seems removed from an understanding of Judeo-Christian
traditions, then that is, in part, because of the failure of most scholars of
Western religion—Bible scholars in particular—sufficiently to think about
the insights that the anthropology of religion might have to offer.”” At the
very least, we should take note of the fact that Second Temple Judaism, both
before and during the early formation of Christianity, was a tribal society
with a largely tribal culture. It was, moreover, a culture whose distance from
our own is to some extent masked by continuity of traditions—a continuity
that foreshortens the lapse of time and awareness of the gradual processes
that have altered that tradition’s self-understanding. Let us, therefore, first
think about the problems of interpretation in relation to cultures that are
incontestably alien from our own.

People of (so-called) primitive cultures clearly display no lack of
rationality when it comes to conducting the everyday business of their lives.
What makes the anthropologist’s puzzle so acute is the incongruity between
this evident rationality and a startling lack of rationality with respect to those
other beliefs that we call religious and magical (and that are commingled

26 1 will use the term “natives,” without prejudice, to denote those who
participate in a culture, especially in those tribal cultures that anthropologists have
traditionally studied. More and more, anthropologists are directing their inquiries to more
“modern” societies, if only because tribal cultures have become so badly destroyed,
corrupted, or infiltrated by external influences.

27 There are, increasingly, scholars who are attempting to correct this
deficiency. I will be appealing to some of their work throughout this book. It must be said
that anthropologists have, in the main, avoided examination of biblical texts.
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and sometimes quite continuous with thought about the mundane.?®
Moreover, the internal evidence strongly suggests that these puzzling beliefs
are construed by natives as propositions bearing (often empirically
accessible) truth-values. The problems this generates are, indeed, the very
same as those that, in various guises, have for two centuries formed a central
dilemma for the hermeneutical tradition within our own culture.?

In the face of this dilemma, one extreme strategy has been to deny
the idea that native thought is rational; a second has been to preserve the
label “rational” at the price of relativizing the notion beyond the bounds of
intelligibility. Steven Lukes and Martin Hollis have effectively disqualified
both these strategies, arguing from the perspective of the possibility of
radical translation.® The point applies with equal force when one considers,
as | did above, the necessary conditions for the learning of a first language.
A third maneuver has been to assign religious and magical beliefs a special
logical status. They are not taken to be either true or false, but to be
metaphorical or “expressive.” But this strategy only postpones the day of
reckoning, the time when the question must be faced: what is the metaphor a
metaphor for? What is thereby being expressed? In the end, the strategy runs
afoul of the fact that the natives give clear evidence of affirming or denying
such propositions.

The difficulty of the problem is underscored by the fact that Lukes
and Hollis themselves try to defend compromising positions, holding views
that give religious beliefs a “free pass” while imposing rationality
constraints upon the more mundane discourse that can serve as a
“bridgehead” to understanding the native language and conceptual system.
Thus, Lukes makes a distinction between context-free criteria for rationality
and context-dependent ones:

Then there are contextually-provided criteria of truth....Such criteria
may apply to beliefs ... which do not satisfy rational (1) criteria in so far

28 See Hollis, “The Limits of Irrationality,” 238. For a typical example of the
integration of religious belief with mundane affairs, see Godfrey Lienhardt, Divinity and
Experience: The Religion of the Dinka (New York: Clarendon Press, 1961).

29 A useful history of post-Reformation developments in hermeneutics can be
found in Hans W. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and
Nineteenth Century Hermeneutics (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1974).

30 Steven Lukes, “Some Problems about Rationality,” in Rationality, ed. Bryan
R. Wilson (New York: Harper and Row, 1970), 194-213; Hollis, “Reason and Ritual,”
214-20; “The Limits of Irrationality,” 221-39. Hollis insists upon the a priori nature of
these arguments. Given that the natives are language users—something that must, of
course, be discovered empirically—these arguments follow inescapably from the
conditions on the possibility of language learning that apply even to native speakers.
Discovery that the vocalizations in alien cultures are linguistic is no different in principle
than the parallel discovery made by someone learning a first language.
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as they do not and could not correspond with ‘reality’: that is, in so far
as they are in principle neither directly verifiable nor directly falsifiable
by empirical means. (They may, of course, be said to relate to ‘reality’
in another sense; alternatively, they may be analyzed in terms of the
coherence or pragmatist theories of truth.) This is to disagree with Leach
and Beattie who seek to discount the fact that beliefs are accepted as
true and argue that they must be interpreted metaphorically. But it is
also to disagree with the Frazer-Tylor approach, which would simply
count them false because they are ‘non-objective.”®!

In a similar vein, Hollis states,

Ritual beliefs, by contrast, do not have objectively specifiable truth-
conditions. To be sure, a Yoruba, who believed a box covered with
cowrie shells to be his head or soul, might take that belief to be true. But
this is not to say that any fact referred to is objectively specifiable.
Consequently the anthropologist cannot use the facts to get at the
beliefs: he can, at best, use the beliefs to get at the facts. Here, then, is a
first difference between ritual and everyday beliefs.>

It is not clear what facts Hollis intends the anthropologist to acquire. With
respect to ritual beliefs, he considers the correspondence theory of truth to be
“beside the point™® and suggests that the appropriate standards of
assessment are those deriving from a coherence theory.

But, unsurprisingly, these strategies are unhelpful. Lukes does not
offer any wisdom on how context-dependent criteria are to be discovered nor
on how context is even to be specified in a neutral way. And to appeal, as
Hollis does, to a coherence theory of truth makes unintelligible our access to
the content of ritual beliefs. Coherence itself must be judged by content-
independent criteria, so coherence does not tell us—or the natives
themselves—what ritual beliefs are about. What is worse, ritual beliefs, so
understood, are typically not consistent with ordinary, mundane beliefs. The
Australian Aborigine who calls an emu his father knows, we may be sure,
the ordinary facts of emu (and human) procreation.>*

31 Lukes, “Some Problems about Rationality,” 211. Elsewhere, Lukes suggests
that the latter criteria may be “parasitic” upon the former, but does not say how this
occurs (Steven Lukes, “Relativism: Cognitive and Moral,” Aristotelian Society:
Supplementary Volume 48 [1974]: 165-89). Below, I offer a way of partly cashing this
biological metaphor.

32 Hollis, “The Limits of Irrationality,” 223.

33 Ibid., 235. See also, Kai Nielsen, “Rationality and Relativism,” Philosophy of
the Social Sciences 4 (1974): 324.

3% Hollis provides no justification for the claim that ritual beliefs are not
empirically accessible except for the claim that they are not otherwise intelligible. But
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Coherence may be a more complex matter than mere consistency,
though it requires at least this. Perhaps religious systems function as
explanatory theories and, just as we are often able to explain away
counterevidence to our own theories as “bad data,” so too perhaps native
theologians can rescue their religious commitments from counterevidence by
means of parallel strategies. And this is how it sometimes seems, in fact, to
go. In Zandeland, witches are identified by means of a ritual in which
chickens are fed a poison, benge, made from the bark of a vine. The benge is
instructed to kill the chicken if so-and-so is a witch; otherwise let the
chicken live. The experiment is controlled: a second chicken is fed a similar
dose of benge, which is instructed to let the chicken live if so-and-so is a
witch. Only if the benge delivers a “guilty” verdict in both trials is the
verdict (provisionally) secured. But the test is fallible; two poison oracles
may give contradictory verdicts. What then? The Azande, a Sudanese tribe,
will tell you that one oracle may have misfired because, for example, the
poison had been improperly prepared or improperly invoked; thus, the oracle
delivered bad data. The king’s oracle, however, is deemed infallible >

So, it appears that Azande oracle beliefs might offer something like
a way of understanding how and why benge functions to expose witches—
and why it might occasionally fail. On that sort of reading, a religious theory
may indeed serve to explain experience, whatever else it does. Azande,
presumably, theorize that benge is able—under the right conditions—to
uncover witches. But an explanatory theory of this sort must at least have
empirical content; even if it is the “theory as a whole” that stands before the
court of empirical evidence, confirmation and disconfirmation must still be
possible. Yet, Azande do not seem to countenance disconfirmation.*®

Not only that, but Azande appear to be curiously uninterested in
discovering, or even speculating about, how benge can identify witches (and
all manner of other things). It might be that they think the poison is some
kind of spirit or person. Edward Evans-Pritchard observes,

Old men say that fully grown birds ought not to be used in oracle
consultations because they are too susceptible to the poison and have a

why are we to take their apparent freedom from empirical control as an indication that
different standards must be applied to them rather than as a sign that anthropological
analysis has as yet been insufficiently penetrating? To refuse to concede relativization of
rationality with respect to the rules of logic, and yet allow it with respect to the canons of
evidence, surely requires some additional justification. Indeed, Hollis does not permit the
latter kinds of relativization to infect the translation of “bridgehead” statements.

35 See Edward Evan Evans-Pritchard, Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic Among
the Azande (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1937), 258-351.

36 For example, Azande believe that the children of a witch are also witches.
Given that belief and the interrelatedness of Azande, it should follow that all of them are
witches. But they draw no such inference.
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habit of dying straight away before the poison has had time to consider
the matter placed before it or even to hear the full statement of the
problem. On the other hand, a [young] chicken remains for a long time
under the influence of the poison before it recovers or expires, so that
the oracle has time to hear all the relevant details concerning the
problem placed before it and to give a well-considered judgment.’’

But Evans-Prichard goes on to deny that the Azande think of benge in
personal terms, saying that they simply think of it as having what amounts to
efficacy.®® Now it would, to put it mildly, be a miracle if an inanimate
substance—powdered bark from a vine—understood spoken questions,
knew their answers, and could regulate its toxicity accordingly. But to
Azande, these powers seem quite ordinary.

It is not easy, then, to imagine what, rationally speaking, the Azande
could be thinking. All of the explanatory options considered thus far reflect a
strained attempt to make the natives, in their religious (or magical) moments,
out to be hardnosed empiricists or even to be guided by ordinary common
sense. Among those who wish to rescue the natives from charges of
irrationality and gullibility, we find those who would bend the notion of
reason to suit the occasion (i.e., Peter Winch), and those who (rightfully)
reject such freedom with the conditions of rationality but still argue that
religious beliefs are rational in some special or partly defective way.

It seems, then, that we are driven to say that native religious beliefs
are false—and more or less loony, to boot. But have we not given up too
soon? Have we utilized all the conceptual resources that a rational society
makes intelligible and available to us? There may be other possibilities not
yet canvassed. Certainly, we shall have to allow people in other cultures as
wide a scope for irrationality as we find (alas) in our own. But an inanimate
substance that understands a foreign language (the vine does not grow in
Zandeland) and discerns witches at a distance? Perhaps anthropologists have
just misunderstood magical and religious beliefs (at least the ones that seem
to float free of the criteria for rationality). Perhaps they have, if you will,
been misinterpreting or mistranslating what the natives are saying when they
express those beliefs.

It is, after all, commonplace, for example, that figurative uses of
language, taken literally, do not yield truths or even plausibilities. The desert
sun is, after all, not (literally) an unblinking eye. If an Australian Aborigine
observes that the sun is a white cockatoo, perhaps he is indulging in

37 Bvans-Pritchard, Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic, 282. It might be objected
that the example appeals to magical beliefs, not religious ones. But the point is quite
general (I could have picked an example involving religious beliefs), and it is in any case
not so easy to distinguish magic from religion as some anthropologists have done.

38 Evans-Pritchard, Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic, 318-22.
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metaphor—to which he has just as much right as we. The Azande, however,
regulate their lives by the verdicts of their poison oracles. So, it is not
enough to imagine that religious claims are only flights of poetic fancy.
Their “cash value” —whatever it is—is a matter of great importance and real
consequence to them.

It is of course not logically perverse to ascribe irrationality to
particular people on particular occasions. That people make mistakes is
commonplace; hence, no plausible principle of charity can forbid such
ascriptions. But when our interpretation of native beliefs entails the
ascription of systematic irrationality and ignoring all evidence to the
contrary, then there is serious pressure to question the astuteness of the
attribution itself. That pressure becomes particularly acute in light of the
general admission that natives are quite capable of thoroughly rational
behavior in other contexts.

Now there is admittedly nothing logically impossible about even
systematic falsity of belief, within certain constraints. A brief reflection
upon one’s attitude toward one’s favorite case of a misguided philosophical
or political position should be sufficient to convince one of this fact. That
the falsity of a set of beliefs is systematic may even enhance their appeal or,
at any rate, help protect them against criticism. Nevertheless, when a native
theory is understood in terms of an interpretation under which it has no
evidence going for it or is subject to obvious disconfirmation, we will at
least need to account for the irrationality we purport to have discovered. And
this has, in live cases, not been at all easy to do without appealing to certain
highly questionable assumptions about native mentality, whose only
supporting evidence is often the very interpretations in question. We may
conclude, then, that to the extent an interpretation enables us to avoid adding
such ad hoc explanatory hypotheses, to that extent it should have, prima
facie, an a priori claim upon our credulity.

Having said this much, let it at once be admitted that there are belief
systems whose adherents exhibit varying degrees of intelligence and
rationality or of stubbornness in the face of contrary evidence. Our own
intellectual history is not particularly innocent on that score. And, as with
“native” beliefs, it is appropriate to demand that an explanation for the
tenure of such views be forthcoming. But even if we admit that there are
severe dislocations between, for example, certain modern Christian
ideologies and other beliefs that a scientific or even a common-sense
approach to the empirical evidence would sustain, it must still be admitted
that there is a sense in which, for a member of a practicing Christian society,
the requisite ideology is in some ways rational—that is, “makes sense.” For
within the terms upon which social practice in such a society is founded, it is
the relevant ideological tenets that provide the appropriate justification and
guidance for action—and action so guided typically produces the desired
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social results within that context. For an individual to criticize these tenets
themselves, on the other hand, may well have the rather drastic result of
removing him or her from the arena of social effectiveness altogether.

Nevertheless, the skeptic will of course insist that the reasons the
Christian uses to explain the success of her social system are not the reasons
that in fact explain that success.?® Let us say that belief in a social ideology
that fails to accommodate the preponderant evidence concerning the nature
of the world (social and/or natural), but that nevertheless “works” in the
sense that belief in it mobilizes the appropriate and effective socialized
behavior, is itself a weakly rational belief. Belief in such a theory satisfies
certain pragmatic needs quite successfully for the believer, in the proper
social context, even though the theory may not account for certain
independent evidence that the believer would be hard-put to deny. Let us, on
the other hand, call strongly rational a social ideology that reasonably
justifies in terms of available evidence the social interactions that govern and
make viable the social system in which that ideology functions.*’ Now of
course, any believer in a social ideology will insist that her belief is rational
in the strong sense. But she may be wrong. She may be wrong, for instance,
in her assertion that all good deeds will be rewarded and all evil ones
punished at some final day of reckoning—even though her doubting this
may be irrational in the restricted sense that the viability of her social system
depends upon general agreement that the claim is true.

The existence of weakly rational ideologies cannot be ruled out a
priori. Nonetheless, our methodological preference must be for
interpretations that present an ideology as being strongly rational; only if we
have independent evidence to the contrary, or if such an interpretation fails
on internal grounds, can resort plausibly be made to an interpretation that
imputes only weak rationality to the natives. Functionalist interpretations of
religion are typically of the latter kind. And, indeed, we may frequently be
able to supply explanations—usually historical in nature—to show how a
system, through entrenchment in an inflexible tradition, comes to embody an
enfeebled rationality.*! But it is especially hard to see how a new ideology

39 For example, the Christian believes her society is blessed because the faithful
pray to a God who answers; the functionalist sociologist suggests that prayer binds
congregants into a cohesive group whose unity and commitment to common goals
enhances the likelihood that those goals will be achieved.

40 My terminology here coincides with that of 1. C. Jarvie and Joseph Agassi,
“The Problem of the Rationality of Magic,” in Rationality, ed. Bryan R. Wilson (New
York: Harper and Row, 1970), 173. However, my distinction is not theirs.

41 Structure-functionalists have tended to see social arrangements as subject to
something like Darwinian selection; there was debate over the existence of “survivals”—
institutions that no longer served any useful purpose or were even deleterious. But there
is no reason why in principle, like vestigial organs, institutions may not outlive their
original rationale or purposes and survive, if only because change itself exacts costs.
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can come initially to be adopted on grounds that supply only a weak
rationality. Weak rationality generally requires the umbilical cord of
tradition to sustain it. Yet at the same time, the logical status of tradition is
just such as to make entrenchment-induced weak rationality harder to
achieve (and strong rationality easier to achieve!) than might be supposed.

All social organizations require traditions of some sort (in the
broadest sense of imposed uniformities of practice). And, though this might
be disputed, I take it that the rationality (in the strong sense) of any
particular system of traditions is underdetermined by the ecological situation
in which a society finds itself. Past history supplies many additional
constraints. Considering a society synchronically, however, against the
background of external environmental constraints (and the basic
requirements of survival), I think we discover that purely logical and
empirical constraints are insufficient to determine uniquely an optimal set of
social rules, especially when limitations in the ability of even very intelligent
natives to ascertain optimality are taken into consideration. Since, however,
it is surely more rational to have some particular set of rules, subject to
constraints of internal coherence and the meeting of social necessities, than
it is to have none, an element of conventionality must be introduced in the
decisions that are made or are imposed by tradition. A failure to distinguish
between such conventional aspects of social systems, which may vary quite
remarkably from one society to the next, from the empirical and logical
constraints that nevertheless confine such conventionality, has contributed
heavily to the thinking that has led Winch and others into a position of
extreme relativism.

A far more interesting and fruitful suggestion has been made by
Robin Horton, who considers native religious and magical doctrines to
constitute explanatory theories that exhibit strong structural parallels to our
own scientific theories.*> Horton details a number of these isomorphisms,

42 Robin Horton, “African Traditional Thought and Western Science,”
in Rationality, ed. Bryan R. Wilson (New York: Harper and Row, 1970), 131-71. Horton
seems to minimize the importance of one of the structural similarities between the two.
Emile Duhem propounded the thesis, much emphasized in subsequent reflection on
science, that scientific laws are interconnected in such a way that no single experimental
result is sufficient to falsify a law: failures in prediction can be explained away by appeal
to outside interference, non-standard conditions, errors regarding other laws, etc.
Precisely this kind of defensive strategy is detailed by Evans-Pritchard’s account of how
the Azande explain the apparent failures of their poison oracles and other witchcraft
practices (see Evans-Pritchard, Witchcrafi, Oracles, and Magic, 466-78). Just where one
crosses the line from reasonable defense of a theory against apparent counterevidence to
stubbornness is not amenable to algorithmic determination. (But to admit this is not to
open the door to the kind of radical epistemological relativism that tempted Thomas
Kuhn and some others.) That African natives are more stubborn or irrational in this
respect than the history of modern science bears Westerners out to be remains, I think, to
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and while objections can be raised at numerous points regarding both his
conception of science and his interpretation of native thought, I believe this
type of approach suffers far less from the opposing sins of relativism or
ethnocentrism.* Nevertheless, I do not think Horton’s approach goes nearly
far enough. This is partly due to the fact that Horton, while correctly
distinguishing native theory from science, locates the grounds for the
distinction in a misleading way, one that convicts the natives of a far more
pervasive epistemological myopia than they may deserve.

Since I agree with Horton that there is an important distinction here,
it will be useful to consider what he says about the distinction between
native theory and science: “What I take to be the key difference is a very
simple one. It is that in traditional cultures there is no developed awareness
of alternatives to the established body of theoretical tenets; whereas in
scientifically oriented cultures, such an awareness is highly developed.”**
Horton uses this lack of conceptual alternatives to explain the fact that

A central characteristic of nearly all the traditional African world-views
we know of is an assumption about the power of words, uttered under
appropriate circumstances, to bring into being the events or states they
stand for....

Now if we take into account what I have called the basic
predicament of the traditional thinker, we can begin to see why this
assumption should be so deeply entrenched in life and thought. Briefly,
no man can make contact with reality save through a screen of words.
Hence no man can escape the tendency to see a unique and intimate link

be demonstrated. Such greater reluctance to scrap established doctrines as does exist
among them can, I think, be better explained by the forthcoming considerations.

4 See the important exchange between John Skorupski, “Science and
Traditional Religious Thought,” Philosophy of the Social Sciences 3 (1973): 209-30;
“Comment on Professor Horton’s Paradox and Explanation,” Philosophy of the Social
Sciences 5 (1975): 63—70; and Robin Horton, “Paradox and Explanation: A Reply to Mr.
Skorupski,” Philosophy of the Social Sciences 3 (1973): 231-56. I am in rough agreement
with Skorupski’s elucidation of the non-paradoxicality of the relationship between
observable entities and the congeries of invisible subcomponents into which the scientist
analyzes these, though I will not give a detailed reply to Horton’s arguments concerning
scientific explanation here. I agree, moreover, with Skorupski’s conclusion, contra
Horton, that this relationship is not the place to look in Western thought for a counterpart
to puzzling native notions of unity-in-diversity. It does not follow that the only available
analogy is to paradoxical elements in Western thought. There may be—indeed I think
there are—detailed analogies to thoroughly non-paradoxical Western conceptual
traditions. What those better analogies might be is a matter I defer to Chapter 4, where |
will show how they shed light on Western religious “mysteries” and suggest—confirming
one of Horton’s suspicions—an original explanatory (and non-paradoxical) function for
them, as well.

4 Horton, “African Traditional Thought and Western Science,” 153.
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between words and things. For the traditional thinker this tendency has
an overwhelming power. Since he can imagine no alternatives to his
established system of concepts and words, the latter appear bound to
reality in an absolute fashion. There is no way at all in which they can
be seen as varying independently of the segments of reality they stand
for. Hence they appear so integrally involved with their referents that
any manipulation of the one self-evidently affects the other.*

This view is reminiscent of old “associationist” theories of magic, such as
James Frazer’s, and it convicts the natives of a blunder that is implausible to
imagine them guilty of. Indeed, it violates one of the conditions necessary
for learning a language at all: if “no man can make contact with reality save
through a screen of words,” then how would a newborn acquire a language
at all; and how would empirical evidence-driven conceptual change be
possible? If Africans are guilty of this confusion between words and world,
why do they not press the conclusion further and, abandoning their labor in
the fields, content themselves with a ritual description of the products of that
activity? Why is it that—as Godfrey Lienhardt points out—the Dinka only
pray for rain when the rainy season is about to commence? Nor is it clear on
Horton’s theory why the natives take their utterances to be efficacious only
when uttered in certain ritual contexts and by certain designated officials.
This suggests that we should seek an interpretation that can at least partially
vindicate native practice by showing that their words, properly uttered,
really do have power in at least some situations of fundamental concern to
them. This, we shall see, is not as implausible as it seems. The result will be
that, while we will have marked out a difference between scientific theory
and native mythology, we will in no sense have denigrated the latter. Rather,
it will be rescued from a kind of criticism that is inappropriate to it.

I want to examine therefore what sense can be given to the notion of
a “socially defined truth” and of an efficacious utterance. For, conformably
with the methodological constraints imposed upon anthropologists, we ought
to hold native statements to be true and strongly rational whenever we have
no good independent explanation as to why these people should be deceived.

C. Conventions and Performatives

In many human societies there are certain persons who are recognized as
having a special power to perceive and speak the truth. A few examples,
picked more or less at random, will serve to illustrate this phenomenon.
Among the Dinka, the headmen of certain clans—masters of the fishing
spear—are said, when possessed during certain rituals by a power or spirit

45 Horton, “African Traditional Thought,” 155-56.
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known as Flesh, to speak the Truth concerning social matters.** Among the
Azande, it is held that the verdicts of the king’s oracle are above suspicion.*’
Similarly, the Roman Catholic pope is considered, by virtue of being in the
line of apostolic succession, to be infallible when speaking ex cathedra.

Are these various examples all classifiable as instances of a single
kind of phenomenon? If so, what sort of logical status may we assign to
pronouncements of the sort illustrated? To see that there is an interesting
problem here, and to forestall the quick response that such statements are
simply either true or false (and by no means guaranteed to be true), I shall
shortly consider a case that is closer to home. But first, it is worthy of notice
that in almost all instances in which such special insight is attributed to a
member of a society, that member occupies one of a number of antecedently
specifiable official positions in the social organization of the group.
Legitimate occupancy of such a position is itself determined by cultural
norms. While general intelligence may help to qualify a person for such a
position, and will often cause others to heed his or her words with particular
care, intelligence is usually not a necessary (and is never a sufficient)
condition. Moreover, the special status of such a person’s words is conferred
upon them after he or she acquires the role in question, not before.*® Among
the Dinka, one must be a member of a fishing-spear clan in order to be
possessed by the spirit Flesh, and the dicta taken most seriously are those
spoken by a fishing-spear master having been possessed during previous
ritual ceremonies. Statements made by the pope have a similar status for
Catholics only when issued under the proper formalities.

How can such practices be rational? Since investiture and insight
may seem logically distinct matters, it will help if I advert to a more familiar
example. Arguments over what is and what is not the law of the United
States frequently turn upon points of interpretation of the Constitution; and
in such matters, the Supreme Court is the established adjudicator of disputed
claims. Members of the Court will ordinarily be selected on the basis of their
intelligence, legal scholarship, and wisdom, but it is clear that these are
neither necessary nor sufficient conditions. It is sufficient that a person be
duly nominated and confirmed according to certain traditional ritual
procedures. Moreover, even once he or she is confirmed, a justice’s legal
opinions carry neither more nor less legal force than any other citizen’s,
unless they are uttered in the properly ritualized way, in the proper place,
and upon a suitable occasion. But more crucial to our present concern is the
logical status of the properly executed verdicts of the Court. These display a
curious ambivalence in character, which may be brought out by reference to

46 Lienhardt, Divinity and Experience, 138-40.

47 Bvans-Pritchard, Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic, 475.

“8Except, perhaps, in some cases where a person may attempt, with some
success, to usurp power or foment social change.
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Austin’s previously mentioned distinction between performative and
constative uses of declarative sentences.*’

Attending to Austin’s point, we may notice that when the court
hands down an opinion, it is not merely stating what the law of the land is, in
the sense that an ordinary citizen might offer an opinion about this. For an
ordinary citizen might be either mistaken or correct, whereas the
pronouncements of the Court have the force of law. They dictate, in effect,
what the law shall be. In this sense, a declaration of the Court is not a
statement, capable of being straightforwardly assessed as true or false, but
more aligned with such performances as “I christen thee...” and I
pronounce you man and wife.” For there, as here, the sayings by the Court
(under proper conditions) make it so. Here, we have a rather straightforward
case, from our own culture, of the efficacy of certain ritually uttered words.>

But, curiously, this is not all there is to the matter, for Court rulings
purport to state what the law of the land (as given by the Constitution)
objectively is. As such, Court declarations appear to have the status of
statements about facts, particularly about what other people (e.g., the
“Founding Fathers”) meant to say. Concomitantly, they require empirical
justification and are open to relevant criticism and disagreement.’! The facts
of the case, social exigencies, and the probable intentions of the framers of
the Constitution must all be considered.’? Indeed not only the correctness of
the decision but, ultimately, the viability of the Constitution itself is subject
to rational criticism—though such ultimate questions, which may threaten
the legitimacy of the Court itself, are likely to be mooted. Societies require a

49 J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 2nd ed., ed. J. O. Urmson and
Marina Sbisa (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1975), 3—6. The fact that
Austin came to view the utterance of statements—correctly—as also being a performance
does not undermine the distinction between constatives and other types of performatives,
such as “I promise.”

0 Tt may be objected that the analogy is a poor one, as Court opinions are
intended to regulate social practice, whereas magic purports to have causal efficacy over
natural phenomena and religious authorities claim to address or report on the wills of
supernatural agents. I will return to the first of these in the next section, as well as to the
second objection in Chapters 4 and 7). My analysis of ritual here has been in part
anticipated by Gregory Bateson, “Conventions of Communications Where Validity
Depends Upon Belief,” in Communication: The Social Matrix of Psychiatry, ed. Jurgen
Reusch and Gregory Bateson (Piscataway, NY: Transaction Publishers, 1951), 212-27
and S. J. Tambiah, “Form and Meaning of Magical Acts: A Point of View,” in Modes of
Thought: Essays on Thinking in Western and Non-Western Societies, ed. Robin Horton
and Ruth Finnegan (London: Faber and Faber, 1973), 199-229. Neither author, however,
recognizes the dual logical status of such utterances, mediating between their dependence
for truth upon fiat and also upon fact (see below).

I The Court’s rulings are authoritative because the Constitution says they are,
but what makes the Constitution authoritative? On this, see Chapter 4n8 and §II, D.

52 Which is why wisdom is a desirable character trait in judges.
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(roughly) stable framework, and there are abundant reasons on the side of
holding the Constitution sacred (even when reinterpreting it).

In recognition of this aspect of the status of Court decisions, the
Court has available to it a mechanism for publishing dissenting opinion and,
more importantly, a mechanism for overruling its own earlier decisions.
Now when this occurs, the reversal has the effect of declaring the overturned
decision to be false, in the sense that it never was the law of the land.>® Thus,
in one sense, decisions can be assigned a truth-value conformably with their
status as statements. Hence, official opinions of the Court apparently have
dual status: on the one hand, they are treated as performatives, effecting the
situation they describe; on the other hand, they are taken to be statements
that are capable of demanding justification and, therefore, capable of
inadequate justification (and even falsity). This Janus-faced character may
give the formal logician an uneasy turn, but clearly the dual treatment is
eminently rational from a pragmatic point of view.>*

Now, in the case of the Constitution and of Supreme Court
opinions, we have specific acts of a performative character historically
locatable in time. Much more typically, the origins of the religious myths
and traditions which guide social practice cannot be traced to such
specifically locatable events. They are, rather, phenomena which emerged
out of a complex historical matrix of evolving customs, susceptible to faster
or slower rates of change according as internal difficulties and
environmental factors may demand.’® Nevertheless, myths often perform
very much the same sort of function as Supreme Court decisions (among
other things). They establish and legitimize social customs within the
framework of a justificatory and explanatory apparatus that serves both to

33 As a result, violators of the earlier Court decision are held never to have
broken the law. For a much more detailed discussion along somewhat similar lines, cf. H.
L. A. Hart, The Concept of Law (New York: Oxford University Press, 1961), 100-23,
141-54.

34 See also the somewhat more formal discussion of this matter in Chapter 4.

55 Specification of necessary and sufficient conditions for a procedure P or a
doctrine D to count as an accepted norm is an undertaking I think is unlikely to succeed.
Must P (or D) govern the practice of most of the natives most of the time? Must there be
feelings of guilt upon violation, and punishment or reprobation upon discovery of
violation? Must there be explicit and sincere verbal espousal of P or D? None of these is
a necessary condition for tradition-hood, though perhaps they are jointly sufficient. Mere
general belief in the truth of a doctrine, and conformity to its demands, is not a sufficient
condition for performative status, even when that general agreement brings about the
truth of the claim. The fact that many people believe that the stock market is failing, and
act accordingly, is bound to produce the expected result; yet it would not be accurate to
assess this belief, no matter how often it is asserted or by whom, as having any
performative force analogous to that of Supreme Court decisions. The criteria here are
once again necessarily informal. Moreover, acceptance of a practice, and the
performative force of the promulgation of a doctrine, must both admit of degrees.
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accommodate the sense in which conventions are arbitrary and the sense in
which reasons are relevant.’® Moreover, in a culture in which traditions are
changeable, the line of demarcation between what is charter and what is
authoritative interpretation of charter may be far from sharp.

We are now in a position to see what the crucial difference between
native myth and natural science is. Scientific theories, as we know them,
deal exclusively with explanation and prediction. Whatever services myths
may provide in that line of business,”’ they also serve to set forth action-
guiding conventions of a normative character within a framework that
permits both justification and, if necessary, criticism. The persons who,
within a specific culture, are the sanctioned interpreters and elaborators of
that tradition, do speak the “Truth” in so far as agreed-upon practice
conforms to the principle that their dicta shall count as normatively binding.

It will be evident that adoption of the performative analysis of myth
and ritual suggested here further places a non-trivial constraint upon the
interpretation of the content of ritualized beliefs. It was the prior
presumption of rationality that first led to this analysis; now we must be
reminded that not just anything can count as a rational objective of
performative action. It is reasonable to expect institutionalized authority to
be efficacious only where the exercise of that authority is, in the primary
instance, addressed to social issues whose outcome is controlled by the

56 As W. E. H. Stanner explains in his discussion of aboriginal beliefs in
Australia, “The tales are also a collation of what is validly known about such ordained
permanencies. The blacks cite The Dreaming as a charter of absolute validity in answer
to all questions of why and how. In this sense, the tales can be regarded as being, perhaps
not a definition, but a ‘key’ of Truth. They also state ... the ways in which good men
should, and bad men will, act now. In this sense they are a ‘key’ or guide to the norms of
conduct...” (W. E. H. Stanner, “The Dreaming,” in Reader in Comparative Religion, 3rd
ed., ed. William A. Lessa and Evon Z. Vogt [New York: Joanna Colter Books, 1972],
272). Likewise, Roy Rappaport has put forward the interesting view that the purpose of
religious belief is to sanctify—that is, certify the truth of—communications of certain
information which are important to tribal survival. The information obtains certification
within the ritual context through association with religious statements which are sacred:
“Sanctity ... is the quality of unquestionable truthfulness imputed by the faithful to
unverifiable  propositions” (Roy A. Rappaport, “Ritual, Sanctity, and
Cybernetics,” American Anthropologist 73, no. 1 [1971]: 69; italics in original). But this
is mysterious. Why should the truth of empirically significant propositions be certified by
association with ones that appear to be either false or devoid of empirical content—
unless, just conceivably, the religious statements are deliberately purified of empirical
content by way of emphasizing their role in pointing to the norm of truthfulness itself?
Yet, if that is their only purpose, it would be hard to explain both their complexity of
structure and the non-random mappings between that structure and the social lives of the
believers. Far more plausible is the conclusion that such statements are either non-literal
discourse about social realities or else literal but mis-translated discourse about such
matters.

57 About which see the further discussion in Chapter 4.
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acceptance of conventions. The fundamental role of ritual cannot, on this
understanding, be directly to command nature. Mythology is in this respect
more like political ideology than science, and native soothsayers are more
like Supreme Court justices than modern natural scientists.>

VII. The Social vs. the Natural

My use of the expression “more like” in the preceding statement was
deliberate since it cannot be denied that religious and magical practices do
purport to exert control over natural, as well as social, phenomena. There are
two reasons why this is less irrational, and should be less surprising, than it
seems. In the first place, such control is often indirectly achieved. Horton,
Lienhardt, and others® have pointed out the efficaciousness of witchcraft
beliefs in dealing with physical illness, which is at least partially attributed
to social maladjustments. Similarly, when it was said by ancient Egyptians
and Hebrews that a just king causes the crops to flourish and the harvest to
be bountiful, we may observe that social stability and security are essential
prerequisites for the sustained and cooperative investment of labor required
to produce that result. There is no reason to suppose that these people were
ignorant of the relevant natural mechanisms.

But a second, and perhaps deeper, reason is this. As Claude Lévi-
Strauss has pointed out, tribal theoreticians take those social relationships
that structure their lives to be a model for understanding the relationships
between phenomena in the natural world (and vice versa).®® Both the natural
world and the social world are viewed as structured by social relationships
or something akin to these—as is, often enough, the relationship between the
two realms. If this kind of thinking seems strange to those who possess our

38 It would be, at best, misleading to assimilate simplistically the relationship
between Supreme Court dicta (and their social results) to the relationship between natural
causes and effects. Just as Horton’s view, which states that native belief in the efficacy of
words results from their commitment to a single conceptual scheme, unconvincingly
convicts the natives of far too elementary a mistake, so too J. H. M. Beattie’s
interpretation of the native’s confidence in the potency of ritual (while closer to the mark)
fails to provide any intelligent rationale for the mistake the natives are (presumably)
making (J. H. M. Beattie, “On Understanding Ritual,” in Rationality, ed. Bryan R.
Wilson [New York: Harper and Row, 1970], 240—69). What I am suggesting is that the
native may parasitically assimilate natural relationships to social ones, which is the
reverse mistake, but is at least a sophisticated mistake. Moreover, the assimilation, where
it exists, is rarely an unintelligent one. The Dinka do their rain-dance only before the
rainy season; and in certain societies, a man cursed by a powerful witchdoctor often does
fall ill and die precisely because he has been cursed.

9 Cannon, ““Voodoo’ Death,” 1593-96.

60 Claude Lévi-Strauss, “The Structural Study of Myth,” in Structural
Anthropology (New York: Basic Books, 1963), 206-31.
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own tradition, it is nevertheless, as I think I can show, the same type of
thinking which characterizes much of modern scientific thought. Roughly,
the difference is that for the native, social relationships provide the most
accessible and comprehensible model of structured interconnections in terms
of which he can attempt to explain the natural phenomena he encounters. For
a modern scientist, the laws and causal relationships of physics provide the
paradigm of intelligible access to phenomena. To the extent that this
difference exists, it can be largely accounted for by differences in the
empirical data to which natives and scientists have access. An important
similarity, however, underlies their theoretical endeavors. For just as the
native may sometimes attempt to reduce natural phenomena, as well as
social ones, to a theoretical explanation modeled on social principles,®' so
too the tendency among scientists has been to attempt to explain social and
psychological phenomena in terms of physical theories, or at least by the use
of causal laws. In both cases, intellectual insight is presumed to be
achievable through success at subsuming all phenomena within the embrace
of a single theoretical framework, an endeavor suggesting a rather
sophisticated level of rationality.®

It may be noteworthy that the failure, thus far, of physicalists to
achieve their theoretical aims no more diminishes their faith in its ultimate
achievability than native faith in their social models of reality is undermined
by failure to explain apparently recalcitrant phenomena. For us moderns, the
paradigms of successful and deep explanation are to be found in the physical
sciences. What resists reductive explanation in such terms are, centrally,
psychological and social phenomena. But it will hardly be surprising that,

61 This, 1 believe, is the best way to understand the so-called anthropomorphism
and animism which are said to characterize primitive thought. It remains to be shown, to
be sure, that the primary source for the content of native ritual beliefs is their reflection
upon the nature of their social system (see below).

62 Stanner puts the point very well when speaking of the Australian Aborigines,
though I will presently disagree with Stanner’s de-emphasizing of Aborigine
metaphysics: “Their creative ‘drive’ to make sense and order out of things has, for some
reason, concentrated on the social rather than on the metaphysical or the material side.
Consequently, there has been an unusually rich development of what the anthropologist
calls ‘social structure,” the network of enduring relations recognized between people.
This very intricate system is an intellectual and social achievement of a high order ... it
has to be compared ... with such a secular achievement as, say parliamentary government
in a European society.... One may see within it ... the use of the power of abstract reason
to rationalize the resultant relations into a system....It has become the source of the
dominant mode of aboriginal thinking. The blacks ... have taken some of its fundamental
principles and relations and have applied them to very much wider sets of phenomena.
This tends to happen if any type of system of thought becomes truly dominant. It is,
broadly, what Europeans did with ‘religion’ and ‘science’ as systems: extended their
principles and categories beyond the contexts in which the systems grew” (Stanner, “The
Dreaming,” 274; italics in original).
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for tribal peoples who lack a sophisticated physics and chemistry, the
paradigm of explanation (the things that most naturally convey
understanding) are roughly folk psychology and principles of social order.
These principles might not be very successful at explaining physical and
biological phenomena; but in the absence of any better wide-ranging theory,
they would surely be worth a try. And should it prove to be the case that
neither reduction can (even in principle) be effected, then both the native and
the scientists will have been guilty of the same type of sophisticated
conceptual error.®® That either or both of them should be proven wrong here,
however, would not convict them of holding their faiths irrationality.

If I am so far correct in this analysis of the status of traditional
belief systems, then it becomes apparent that they are the products of
complex and highly sophisticated attempts to deal intellectually with the
world. Neither their complexity nor their sophistication has (perhaps
forgivably) been adequately understood, but at least many of the
methodological underpinnings which engender these systems are to be found
in our own thought. To that extent, radical skepticism and radical relativism,
with respect to the translation problem, are untenable positions.

I am of course well aware that the arguments offered here constitute
support for only part of an adequate methodology. The argument I have
furnished in support of the claim that native thought is more rational than
previously thought is still incomplete in one major respect. To complete it, I
will have to show that the content of these beliefs can (typically) be
rationally understood, in the full sense which admits the appropriate sorts of
empirical access. Since the presumption of native rationality in treating
myths performatively requires that those myths be intended fundamentally
as social charters, doing this would require showing several things. First,
that, conformably with the principles announced here, there are prima facie
grounds for according favored status to interpretations under which talk of
deity, spirits, and other “ghostly” entities is just, at root, theoretical talk
about social phenomena and norms of the requisite kinds. Second, that such
talk is more conscious, literal, sophisticated, and I think more intelligible
than was suggested by Durkheim or most of his followers. And third, that
such talk is therefore empirically un-mysterious. Such an interpretation must
vindicate the Lukes-Hollis insight that requires understanding the texts as
literally as possible, without excluding on a priori grounds the existence of
those poetic and metaphorical means of expressing a truth that are clearly
part of any language user’s repertoire. That project will be the task of several
of the remaining chapters of this book, and it is entirely appropriate to
withhold judgment about whether it leads to fruitful results until it has been

63 Chapter 4 will examine the prospects for a reduction of the social to the
psychological. My conclusion to this will be negative.
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demonstrated through concrete engagement with a significant number of
myth traditions.**

Before such concrete engagement can begin, however, there are
theoretical underpinnings of various sorts that must occur. In Chapter 4, for
example, I will set forth one of the major theoretical building blocks, a
general framework for mapping some of the central vocabulary of myths
onto social realities. In other chapters, I will develop other essential features
of the theoretical framework. Once that is done, I will then use the theory to
give analyses of biblical texts as a set of case studies.

64 Some telling work in this direction has been done in recent years by biblical
scholars, such as J. Z. Smith, Richard Horsley, and N. T. Wright, among others. For a
good summary, see Richard Carrier, On the Historicity of Jesus: Why We Might Have
Reason for Doubt (Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2014). Of great interest is
Edmund R. Leach, Genesis as Myth and Other Essays (London: Cape, 1969) and the
structural analysis of the Oedipus cycle, which is a tour de force, in Terrence Turner,
“Oedipus: Time and Structure in Narrative Form,” in Forms of Symbolic Action:
Proceedings of the 1969 Annual Spring Meeting of the American Ethnological Society,
ed. Robert F. Spencer (Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 1969), 26-68.
These works are of special interest inasmuch as they exhume parts of the rationale which
explains the venerable myths of our own culture, and these have been notoriously
neglected by social anthropologists.
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27n42, 30, 38, 170
Azazel, 394, 394n76, 395n79
Balaam, 304n34, 305
ass of, 303-304
divine attack on, 303
baptism, 289n9, 299, 316n2, 354,
406n98, 426
as death and re-birth, 167n59,
296, 425
to exorcize Satan, 230
as rite of passage, 267
Barabbas, as scapegoat, 265154,
394, 394n76, 394n78,
395n79, 396n83
Bayes’ Theorem, 64, 65, 87n84
Bayesian conditionalization, 55,
66
Bayesian confirmation, 38, 46,
66, 74
Berengarius of Tours, 264n48
best explanation, reasoning to, xv,
55,57, 58, 85,108, 110, 421
Bethany, 194, 371, 385, 389, 390
chronology of, 386388
bios (Biog), 200-205, 204-205n32
blood, ritual significance of, 250—
251
for atonement, 252, 254,
254n27, 257, 259, 261, 262,
263n46, 265
for covenant, 253-254, 255,
255n29, 261, 262, 264n50,
268, 268-269n63, 269
body, immortal, 121, 231, 264,
264n49, 428

Index 483

Borg, Marcus, 119n51, 416n16,
419
burial grounds, and territorial
ownership, 271n22, 371, 384,
389n59, 391, 396, 398
Caesars, legitimacy of, 401, 404,
406n98, 419
Caesar’s coin, 343, 351, 354, 445
Caiaphas, 256, 346, 391n64,
392n69, 396, 447
cargo cults, 60n41, 187, 318n6,
403n96, 439n43
carnal nature, human, 411
Castaneda, Carlos, 188, 189
chaos-waters, 240n1, 273, 286,
288-289, 294, 374-376, 378,
406, 435, 436
and high places, 240, 376n35
and king, 296
and rites of passage, 295, 374
tehom, symbolism, 240, 285,
296, 374, 386, 387, 394n76
charitable/uncharitable
explanations, 19n25, 38, 42,
45,63n47, 85, 110, 145, 160-
165, 198,212, 283
chiasmus, 284n4, 334, 336,
356n36
chiastic structure, as sign of
fiction, 284, 341, 446
Christ, the, 251, 259, 261,
261n42, 263, 263n48, 266,
266n56. see also Jesus
circumcision, 231, 269n64, 280,
301, 314, 324, 327n25
of Abraham, 267, 267n60
commandment of, 269
covenant of, 280n82
and paschal lamb, 268
and Paul, 269n63
as a “small death,” 267, 268—
269n63
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and Zipporah, 266, 267, 268,
279, 305
City of God, 442
Coady, C. A.J., 6,6n5,7,8,9, 44
coherence (internal intelligibility),
criterion of, 17, 100, 107,
121-123
communication, non-linguistic, 2,
18
conditionalization, 63n47, 65
Bayesian, 55, 66
conservation, 75, 91n3
of energy, 40, 40n2, 41n2,
59140
of momentum, 40, 50, 59n40
Constantine, 436n39, 439,
439n44, 442, 443, 444, 445
context and expectation, criteria
of, 100, 104, 417
contract, social, 141, 142,
142n11, 149, 150, 182, 187,
276
coronation, of Jesus, 115, 117,
406n98
corporation sole, 169164, 231
cosmos (x4aos), meaning of, 95,
181, 400, 409, 416
creation, 234, 262, 296, 307, 374
ex nihilo, 115, 181, 380n42
goodness of, 289, 291
second, 173, 286, 294, 297n24,
400, 416n16
stories, 283, 285, 286, 287,
288,294, 376
of the universe, 179, 283-288,
376n35
cross-cousin marriage,
matrilateral, 277n78, 298
crucifixion, 93, 109, 194, 258,
327,378, 392, 393, 403, 447
time of, 360n3, 369, 370-371,
371n21, 372, 373, 380,
380n42, 387

cultural identity, Israelite, 282,
283,295, 304n35, 306
cultural relativism, 17, 18, 183,

323
data, underdetermination of
theory, 110, 217, 407
de Saussure, Ferdinand, 209, 211
death/resurrection
of Jesus, 200, 360, 364,
373n23, 402, 446n9
of kings, 406n98
role of women in, 380n42
theme, Hebrew Bible
occurrences, 227, 369, 373,
380, 392n70
deity, concept of, 36, 42, 47, 49,
59,79, 257,263, 263n46, 324
demons, 90, 113, 114, 171, 318,
366,412,415
Azazel, 394, 394n76
exorcism of, 97, 111, 438
diamones/genius, 231, 233n43,
414
dietary restrictions, Leviticus,
284,285, 327n25
diminution principle, 72, 73
Dinka, 29, 30, 34n58, 168
disciples. see also apostles
obtuseness of, 360n2
post-Easter motivations of, 403
dissimilarity (discontinuity),
criterion of, 100, 102, 103,
104, 421
divergent interpretations,
substantial agreement,
criterion of, 108
divine attacks
on Balaam, 303
on Jacob, 282, 283, 298-302,
299n28
on Moses, 300, 301



Douglas, Mary, 181, 224, 238,
248,284, 285, 285n6, 334,
335,336

duality, 394n76, 395n79

natural/supernatural duality,
50-51n21, 94n8, 367, 378,
412

Durkheim, Emile, 36, 134-135,
156, 157, 157n44, 161,
161n50, 232-233, 366-367

effect, criterion of, 108—-109

Elijah, 52n23, 80, 103, 104, 118,
119, 120, 121, 295, 328n27,
342n10, 428, 435

Elisha, 52n23, 103, 104, 118,
295, 342n10

embarrassment

argument from, 95
criterion of, 105, 106, 106n31,
107, 417,421, 428

embellishment, criterion of, 107,
108

embodiment, 145-152, 146n18,
146n21, 148n24

emergence, strong, 139

emergence, weak, 139

empty tomb, 316, 328, 421, 422,
427

historicity of, 373
witnesses to, 95, 325, 428
equivalence, mouth to genitals,
280

eschatology, 113, 121, 129, 173,
173n69, 307, 382, 408, 410,
420, 442, 443

Essenes, 94, 94n8, 296, 344

ethics, 246, 247

Eucharist, 69n55, 117, 258, 262,
263, 264n48, 345, 346, 348,
371n21, 380n42

and embodiment, 259, 261n42

Eusebius, 439n44, 443, 444,

444n7
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evangelists, 117, 126, 203, 205,
256, 337, 338, 341n9, 352,
353,371n21, 374, 379n42,
381n43, 388, 403n95, 404,
409, 411, 428, 434, 436, 437

exchange, 225, 234, 235, 236,
237,239,263, 274, 275, 281.
see also reciprocity

exegesis, 90, 99, 187n5, 361,
385n51, 427

exilic period, 249

exorcism, 104, 105, 111-114, 318

explanations, reductive, 35, 134,
138

Ezekiel, 104, 270, 311n49, 380,
405, 420, 422, 424, 425, 428

fabrication, 75, 102, 105, 108,
124, 149, 191, 388n55

fiction, 14, 121, 142, 170, 171,
173n69, 194, 339

communicative, 182
conceptual, 182

of creation, 179
historical, 149

legal, 155n38

myth as, 185, 192, 204

fig tree, parable of, 353-354n30

First Quest, 96, 199

First Temple, 309n40, 347

creation of, 243, 289
destruction of, 249, 346
rituals of, 234, 247, 250
first-order justification, 144n13
fish, New Testament symbolism
of, 343-344, 348, 348n20,
353-354n30

Flood/creation, comparison, 294,
296, 297n24, 376

forty, symbolic significance,
289n9

fraud and folly, 39, 43, 44, 45, 55,
87,92, 95, 364
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Frazer, James, 22, 29, 207,
368n17
Freud, Sigmund, influence of,
159n47, 213, 216
fundamentalism, 12n17, 87,
87n82, 88, 103, 107
Garden of Eden, 175n72, 240,
284,286,287, 288-292, 297,
308, 310, 311, 312, 327n23
Gellner, Ernest, 145n15, 164n55
Genesis
as cosmology, 180, 285
redaction history, 249, 282,
304n35
as social charter, 366
Genesis 1-2, chiasmus, 284
genius, 231, 233n43, 414
Gnosticism, 181, 193
gods
disembodied, 146n19, 182
false, 79n70, 355n33
family, 302
foreign, 243, 300, 302
national, 176
royal, 352n28, 377n36, 381
Gomorrah, 282, 292, 309
Guthrie, Woody, 105, 187188,
188n6, 188n7
Gutting, Gary, 329, 331, 331n34
Hebron, 397, 398n86
Hegel, Georg, influence, 213,
214, 246, 249, 368n16
Hegelian idealism, 213, 214
Hellenistic culture, influence, 92,
93,94n8, 103, 104, 112, 116
hermeneutics, 1, 21, 38, 42, 44,
88n8&5, 92, 98, 360
Herodians, 256n34, 349, 350,
352,353, 355, 434
historicity, 90n1, 96, 97, 98, 100—
103, 105,108, 114, 117, 118,
121, 122

history, criteria for, 188, 191—
195, 193n13, 197-200, 203—
204, 205-206

Hobbes, Thomas, 150, 150n27,
187

Hollis, Martin, 21, 21n30, 22,
22n34, 23n34, 36, 163, 164

Homer, 197, 422

literary influence, 338, 339,
340, 341, 341n9, 342

Horton, Robin, 27, 27n42, 28,
28n43, 29, 34, 34n58, 162,
207, 283n2

hot vs. cold societies, 208

hyssop, significance of, 371n21

Incarnation, doctrine of, 177,
180n78

income tax, 242, 245

individualism, 141n10, 143, 145,
150, 234, 292

metaphysical, 149

methodological, 134, 138,
138n35, 150n27, 154n35,
157n44

initiation rites, 226, 227, 231,
232,247, 374n31

circumcision, 267

intelligibility, conditions of, 13,
18,21, 107, 160, 182, 183

intentionality, original, 137,
137n4, 146n18, 146n21, 412

interpretation

figurative, 113
literal, 12n17, 24, 36, 45, 46,
88n8&5, 123, 272, 373n24, 402

interpretive charity, xiii, xiv, 4, 7,
40, 365

interpretive method, 1, 13, 88, 95,
165, 184, 193, 196, 200, 342,
368n17, 402

of Augustine, 361n6

irrationality, 11, 20, 24, 25, 36,

45,72,169-172, 182



Isaac
binding of, 240, 241, 242,
342n10
structural role of, 251n19,
278n78
Israelite kings, 234, 342n10, 357,
357n38, 375n33, 377n37
foreign wives of, 243n6, 266,
310n47
sacerdotal status, 346
Jabbok, River, 298, 299, 300,
300n29
Jacob
conflict with Esau, 298-300,
301, 304-305
divine attack on, 282, 283,
298-302, 299n28
struggle with God, 298-302
Jansenism, 60-61n41
Jerusalem Temple, 241, 247, 248,
281. see also altar, Jerusalem
Temple
cleansing of by Jesus, 256260
Jesus
anointing of, 194, 371, 375n33,
379n, 383, 384, 387, 389, 390
appearances after rising, 313,
314, 315, 316n2, 327, 328
captivity by chaos-waters, 373—
377
cleanses temple, 256260
coronation of, 115, 117,
406n98
death/resurrection of, 200, 360,
373n23, 402, 446n9
duration of interment, 369
embalming of, 382, 389
historical, 127, 129, 199, 200,
204, 407
hour of, 372n23
kenosis of, 167n59
kingdom of, 322n17
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overturns moneychanger tables,
345, 401n92
as Passover lamb, 117, 260,
261,268,271, 371n21, 386,
390, 391
price of, 390, 390n63, 396
quests of, 96, 132, 199, 200
as savior to the Gentiles, 401
self-conception per Sanders,
408-409, 409n1
self-conception per Wright,
410411
as Son of David, 322n16, 358
temptations of, 410, 411
tomb secured by guards,
372n23
trial of, 380n42, 387, 392n69
views on family, 293n15, 429—
434
Johnathan Apphus, 346
Jonah, sign of, 367, 369-373,
378, 387
Jubilees, Book of, 272, 272n69
Judas, 194, 389160, 396
betrayal by, 250n19, 258, 371,
384, 388, 389, 391, 399
and high priests, 251, 371,
371n22, 384, 392, 395n79
judges of Israel, 243, 320, 400
Kant, Immanuel, 208, 332
Kee, Howard, 112, 113
Keener, Craig S., 70n58, 77, 129—
132
Kierkegaard, Seren, 82, 177
Kingdom of God, 101n25, 122,
179, 348, 354, 388, 391, 426,
437,438
time of inauguration, 101, 356,
425, 443
kings, immortal body of, 231,
264, 264n49, 428
king’s two bodies doctrine,
173n69, 415
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kingship vs. kinship, 430, 434,
438
Kuhn, Thomas, 27n42, 100
language learning, 3, 9, 17, 18,
21n30
Larkin, Daniel, xiii, 383n45,
406n98
Last Supper, time of, 258, 371
laws
agents/representatives, 140,
153, 423
defeasible, 67, 68n54, 69
fundamental, 53, 61
king’s immortal body, 169,
178, 231, 264, 264n49,
375n33
legal traditions, 128, 136, 140,
141n8
legislative authority, 173n69,
178, 351, 438n42
of nature, 40n2, 46, 47, 49, 50,
50n20, 51n21, 52, 53, 55, 61,
61n42, 66, 67, 70, 73, 85,
91n3
presumptive, 48, 49, 54
social vs. natural, 34-37
of society, 2, 10, 27, 29-34,
153, 415
statistical vs. defeasible, 67,
68n54
laying on of hands, symbolism,
257
Leach, Edmund, 248, 294,
371n22, 397
legends, 192, 193, 210, 250, 429
Leviathan/Rahab, 289, 359,
374n29, 375, 382
Lévi-Bruhl, Lucien, 161n50, 207
Lévi-Strauss, Claude, 34, 162,
192n12, 199, 206, 242n4,
246, 293n15, 306, 306n37,
307, 310n46, 367, 368
on context, 368n17

contributions of, 207, 208-218,
224, 224n25, 225, 236, 237
on myth generation, 368n16
structural myth analysis, 335
Levites, 242, 244n9, 270, 321
Lewis, 1. M., 320, 328, 332
types of mysticism, 171n67,
238,316,317, 323, 324
life-of-Jesus research (LOJR), 39,
95,96n13, 129, 407
aims and methods, 96-111
findings of, 111-123
liminality, 226, 230, 267
literal interpretation, 12n17, 24,
36, 45, 46, 88n85, 123, 272,
373n24, 402
Locke, John, 49, 49n18, 150n27,
177,433, 442
Lukes, Steven, 21, 22, 36
Machpelah, cave purchase by
Abraham, 238, 397
Mahanaim, 298, 299, 300,
300n29
Mandelbaum, Maurice, 143n12,
145n15
marriage and the resurrection,
349n21, 357, 357n39
Marx, Karl, 433
Marxism, 242, 249, 385
Marxist materialism, 246
Mauss, Marcel, xiv, 225, 232,
234,235,236, 237,241,274
meal at Bethany, time of, 371,
385, 386387, 389
Melchizedek, 346, 430, 435n38
memory, 120n55, 127
metaphors, 222-225, 227
methodology, xv, 1, 11, 26, 29,
36
metonyms, 213, 222, 223, 258n37
metzizeh b’peh, 279
millenarianism, 187, 318n6, 404,
439n43



miracle reports, 5, 10, 43, 64n47,
75,76,71,78, 81, 87, 88, 96,
97,101, 130, 131-132, 197
198, 364n12
reliability of, 44, 63
miracle stories, 38, 39, 41, 45,
104, 122, 198, 364n12
miracles, 1, 5, 6, 10, 24, 90n1
healing, 87n83, 111-114
modern, 129132
nature, 43, 87n83, 111, 112,
121, 122, 364n12
Moby Dick, 120, 121
monsters of the deep, 240, 374,
376n35, 377n36
Moriah, Mount, 240, 247, 255n1,
267,272,274n
Moses, divine attack on, 87n,
300, 301
Mount Sinai, 240, 253, 262,
274n72, 276, 277n76, 376n35
multiple attestation, criterion of,
101, 114-118, 417
mystical experiences (MEs), 5,
238,314,317, 319, 327n25,
328, 329, 329n30, 330n32,
331, 332,333
mysticism, 319n7, 324n18,
326n23
and affliction, 318
and charisma, 317, 320-321,
323
public, 319, 320, 323, 324
types of, 171n67, 238, 316,
317, 323, 324
mystics, 319, 329, 333
contemporary data, 330
Paul as, 317, 323
mythemes, 192n12, 193n13, 195,
211n7, 371
identification across cultures,
368, 368n17, 380

Index 489

meaning of, 190, 193, 209-210,
211, 215, 225, 368
semantic values, 192, 367, 381
mythicist interpretations, 446,
447
mythology, 29, 34, 205n32, 374
myths
analysis of, 184, 282, 335, 337,
361, 368, 445
native, 29, 33, 135, 162, 163,
164, 165, 366
of origin, 152, 186
as prescriptive, 191, 192
as social charter, 36, 192, 214,
225
structural analysis of, xiii, 195,
198, 205, 208, 213, 216, 217,
306
superposition technique, 214,
215,216
traditions, 37, 429
variants of, 209, 210, 368n17
nation, personhood of, 137,
147n21, 149, 152n29,
155n39, 156
nations, seventy, 412, 413
natural causes, 34n58, 51, 52,
52n25, 55, 59n38, 60n41, 67,
68,70, 71n59
naturalism, 38, 40, 40n2, 72n60,
86, 87
metaphysical, 90-91, 91n2
methodological, 90, 91
a priori, 90
necessary explanation, criterion
of, 108, 109
new heaven/new earth, 173, 294,
295,312,415
New Jerusalem, 310, 394, 401,
442
Nicaea, Council of, 263n48,
439n44, 443, 444
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Nixon, Richard, 136, 153, 156,
169n64
Noah, 292-293, 293n14, 312, 428
compared to Adam and Eve,
293n14, 294, 296, 297,
297n24, 297n25, 312
compared to Lot, 292, 309, 312
compared to Sodom, 292, 298,
309
meaning of name, 297n24
non-literal meanings, 12, 33n56,
123, 191
Oedipus myth, 208, 210, 211,
216, 218,219, 220, 221, 222
ontological status, 134, 143,
145n16, 153, 154, 155—
156n39, 155n39, 156n39
oppositions, binary, 17n21, 213,
214,224, 224n26, 308,
310n46, 312
Paradise. see Garden of Eden
Paradise/New Jerusalem
(Kingdom of God),
comparison, 312
parousia (Second Coming), 266,
322n17, 360, 420, 437, 439,
443, 445
paschal/Passover lamb, Jesus as,
117, 260, 261, 268, 271,
371n21, 386, 390, 391
Passion, chronology of, 360, 365,
369, 369-370n18, 370,
371n21, 372, 386, 387, 402
Passover, 117, 241, 242, 263,
269, 271, 272, 272n69, 273,
275,276
as explaining the akedah, 271—
273,274, 277n78
and Yom Kippur, 267n60, 393,
394n78, 395n79

Paul
political motivations of, 317,
320, 321, 322, 322n16, 323,
324, 327,327n25, 328
relations with Jerusalem
Church, 315, 322, 324-325,
325n21
sincerity of, 315, 329
social context of, 317, 318,
319, 320, 329, 336
visions and authority, 315, 325,
325n21
Pentateuch, 248, 249, 250, 251,
277n78, 309, 427
Pentecost, 297n25, 316n2,
439n44
performatives, 13—-16, 29-34,
31n49, 151n28
personage, concept of, 153, 156,
166, 167n59, 168, 169n64,
173, 178-179, 180n78
Pharisees, 349, 352, 353, 353n30,
354n30, 355, 355n33, 358,
392
Philo, 175, 254-255, 255n29,
361n6, 415
Pilate, wife of, 383n45, 385
poison oracle, 23, 25, 27n42
political theory, 149, 152, 224,
246, 288, 351, 369, 403,
406n98
pollution, 104, 250, 285, 302n32,
391, 438
poor, the/sinners, 408, 417418,
419, 420
Popper, Karl, 141n9, 159n47
possession, 29, 167, 168, 170
demonic, 111, 170, 318, 319,
326
divine, 168, 266n56, 317, 319,
326



Potter’s Field, purchase of, 384,
389, 389n59, 390, 391, 396,
398
poverty-of-explanations
argument, 91
powers of the air, 378, 415
prefiguration, doctrine of, 99,
119, 278, 359, 365, 384n48
presupposition, 53, 86, 90
presuppositionalism, 90, 101,
102, 130
primogeniture, 178, 241, 272,
275,302, 393n73
probability, 38, 44, 55, 56n30,
61n42, 62, 64, 65n48, 65n49,
66n52, 67,71, 72,78, 87—
88n8&4
antecedent or prior, 42-43,
43n5, 65, 68, 68n54, 69, 70,
77, 82,110, 448
epistemic, 68
objective, 68
posterior, 8, 81
Promised Land, 244, 267, 276,
301, 342n10, 357n38, 400
sale of, 371n22, 389n59, 391,
398
properties
compositional, 138, 139
holistic, 138, 139
part, 138, 139
psychology, folk, 36, 105, 158,
222,283n2
quests, of the historical Jesus, 96,
132, 199, 200
Rahab/Leviathan, 289, 359,
374n29, 375, 382
raising the dead, 92-93, 97,
97nl6, 112, 121, 131, 167n59
Rationalism, 3, 87n83
rationality
criteria for, 21, 24

Index 491

of religious beliefs, 11, 15, 19,
20-29
weak/strong, 26, 27, 114
reasoning to the best explanation,
xv, 55,57, 58, 85,108, 110,
421
reciprocity, 236, 237, 238, 239,
241, 275, 390, 397n86. see
also exchange
Red Sea, 177n74, 234, 289n9,
295,376
parting of, 41n2, 43n6
reduction, 36, 134, 137, 157n44,
224126
diachronic, 139, 140
of the social, 138-145
synchronic, 138, 139, 140
reductionism, xiv, 138, 140, 141,
142, 143
anti-reductionism, 5, 6, 6n5, 10,
145n15, 157n44
non-reductionist position, 44,
134, 144, 145
Reformation mystics, 171n67,
319, 319n7
relativism, 28, 41n2, 50, 100, 124
cultural, 17, 183, 323
radical, 27, 27n42, 36
Religionsgeschichte School, 361
religious/secular distinction, 93,
245,352,416
Renan, Ernest, 198, 199
resurrection, 92, 93, 96, 105, 119,
121, 131. see also
death/resurrection of Jesus
conception of, 375n34, 421—
429
ring composition, 334, 338, 353.
see also chiasmus
signs of, 336, 337
risen Jesus, appearances of, 313,
314, 315, 316n2, 327, 328
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rites of passage, 225-234, 267,
295, 304, 374, 377n37
ritual purity, 241, 248, 253,
263n46
rituals. see also blood, ritual
significance of; initiation
rites
death/resurrection, 227, 228,
230,231, 232,234
structural analysis of, 242
Rome
as Eternal City, 435, 442
political crises of, 433, 441
rules, constitutive, 140, 141, 143,
151, 266n56
sacrifice, of first-born male, 269,
271,393
Sadducees, 257n35, 349, 353,
353n30, 354n30, 355, 357,
388, 392
salvation, 39, 43, 76, 265, 266,
276, 324, 339, 359, 387, 388,
391,408,411, 417, 418, 419,
435, 440, 445
Sanhedrin, 355, 356, 371, 385,
385n50, 387, 392n69,
395n79, 399, 405
Saussure, Ferdinand de, 209, 211
scapegoat, 257, 265, 394, 394n76,
394n78, 395, 395n79, 396,
396n81, 396n83
Second Coming. see parousia
second-order justification,
144n13
semantic information, coding of,
367,368, 368n17, 381
sex and social chaos, 286, 294
Simon of Cyrene, 194
sin, expiation of, 254, 264n50
Sinai, Mount, 240, 253, 262,
274n72, 276, 277076, 376n35
sinners/the poor, 417418, 419,
420

Smith, Jonathan Z., 248, 362,
362n9

Smith, Morton, 112, 200

social contract, myth of, 187

social institutions, 137, 140,
143n12, 146n21, 147n21,
148, 150, 155-156n39, 156,
165, 259, 367, 436

social ontology, xiii, xiv, 1, 135,
152-158, 173176, 180n78,
234,242,413, 423

social systems, 26, 27, 35n61,
144, 164, 217n16, 219, 288,
308n39

social-political context, 112, 119,
128, 132, 133

societies, (in)stability of, 34, 219,
281, 286287, 291, 341,
376n35, 408

Sodom, 282, 292, 298, 309,
309n45, 310, 310n46

Son of God, political dimensions,
344, 345-346

soteriology, 39, 104, 258, 259,
266, 323, 324, 360, 365,
395n79, 397n85, 406n97,
412, 446

soul

concept of, 165, 166, 166n56,
166n57, 167, 168
disembodied, 90, 113, 173,

379140

Spinoza, Baruch, 48n16, 91n2

stability, social, 219. see also
societies, (in)stability of

Stanner, W. E. H., 33n56, 35n62

structural analysis, Turner
improvements, 208, 218-225

structure, symbolic, 193, 222

style of Jesus, criterion of, 108

supernatural, 135n2, 138, 157,
174,177, 181



Supreme Court, U.S., 30, 32,
32n55, 34, 34n58, 148n24,
155n38, 171, 244

suspicion, hermeneutics of, 124,
315,332

synoptics, 82, 83, 101, 117,
204n32, 205, 334, 351, 352,
360n3, 371

tax collecting, political
dimensions, 343, 344, 345,
356

tehom, 240, 285, 296, 374, 386,
387

temple. see also altar, Jerusalem
Temple; First Temple;
Jerusalem Temple

functions of, 241, 242, 243,
244,245, 247-248, 278
in Jerusalem, 241, 247, 248,
281
portable, 263, 433
sacrifice functions, 241, 244,
245,247,253, 263, 264n50,
278
temple tax, 343, 345, 349, 353,
356
temptations
of Adam and Eve, 290, 293n14,
296n23
of Israel, 411
of Jesus, 410, 411
Teresa of Avila, 319, 319n7, 326
testimony
epistemology of, 5
independence of, 5, 47, 60, 84,
85, 114
witnesses, 8, 9

thematic elements, 192, 194, 209,
305, 338, 339, 340

Theodore of Mopsuestia, 180n78,
264n48

theories of magic, associationist,
29
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Third Quest, 132, 200
three days/three nights, implied
chronology, 360, 369,
370n20, 372, 372n23
Thucydides, 126
Tophet, valley of, 270, 270n65
Torah, failure of, 418
track-record argument, 91
tribe vs. empire, 433, 438, 441
Trinity, doctrine of, 177, 180n78
truth-value, 14, 16, 19, 21, 32,
161, 192
Turner, Terrence, 218-225, 306
Turner, Victor, 227, 228
two swords, doctrine of, 442, 445
Tylor, Edward, 22, 207
unfruitful tree, parable of, 353—
354n30
urbanization and social chaos,
308, 309
valley of Tophet, 270, 270n65
van Gennep, Arnold, xiv, 166,
225,226,227, 228, 230, 231,
232,234
van Inwagen, Peter, xiv, 139n6,
149n25
Virgil, 187, 326n23, 381n43, 422,
423,433,436
literary influence of, 338, 339,
340, 341, 341n9, 342
wedding guests, parable of, 356—
357
Wiesel, Elie, 241
Winch, Peter, 24, 27, 162
Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 152n29,
201, 202
women
role in death/resurrection,
380n42
role in Passion, 359, 371, 379—
387,379n42, 381n43,
383n45, 389, 390
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Wright, N. T., 194, 327, 356n36, Yuval, Sinai, 272n69
363, 373n27, 375n34, Zechariah, Book of, 357n38, 359,
406n97, 410, 421-429 383n47, 389, 389n59, 390,
Yamouchi, Edwin, 112, 113, 114 391, 398, 399, 400

Yom Kippur, 76, 254, 257, 265,
267160, 393, 394n78, 395n79



