
T U R N I N G  T H E  T I M E  O V E R  T O  . . .  Soren Kierkegaard we confront the feeling 
that God is mysteriously infinite, that we are 
fallibly human, and that a vast gulf separates 
the one condition from the other.' Simple 

Wayne S C ~ O W  faith may give us a measure of courage and 
confidence to persevere in the dark night of 
mortality, but it does not conjure away the 

SPIRITUAL EVOLUTION: chasm nor supplant the need to discover in 
humility the greater mysteries of godhood. 
The latter is a project at which we toil not 

LINGUISTIC FIGUMTION AND THE 
merely individually but collectively and cu- 
mulatively in our history. As individuals, our 
attempts to  know ~ o d - w i l l  be substantially 

PROBLEM OF KNOWING GOD influenced by the particular time and place 
we join the collective endeavor. 

LANGUAGE-BASED EPISTEMOLOGICAL 

I believe that the divine exists perfectly, ideally But its revelation 

COMPLICATIONS 
Language is never the thing; 
it is only an approximation. 

F OR most of us, the effort to learn 
about God is largely indirect. In the 
absence of immediate personal revela- 

tion of the divine, we focus on the relevant 
experience of other persons, living and dead, 
whose testimony is authoritative and com- 
pelling. Initially, we are taught by our elders, 
themselves the inheritors of traditional teach- 
ings. In these circumstances, the Bible seems 
a particularly promising source of enlighten- 
ment concerning God's being and will. And 
so it is, though not if approached by the sim- 
plistic, proof-texting method I learned as a 
missionary. When 1 first began to read the 
Bible on its own terms, without an a priori 
agenda, I had to admit that it contained in re- 
spect to God and the divine spirit, if not out- 

to US will Occur only as We overcome, with God's help ight  contradictions, then a multitude of 
highly ambiguous statements. To be sure, 

and with our own desire and effort, the obstacles in our there were many references to  GO^ in anthro- 
evolutionary path to understanding. 

For now we see through a glass, 
darkly; but then face to face: now I 
know in part; but then shall I 
know even as also I am known. 

-1 CORINTHIANS 13: 12 

I F WE TAKE seriously the formidable 
goal of becoming "as God is," a raison 
d'etre central to Latter-day Saint theology, 

we must seek to know God as fully as our 
mortal condition will allow. Of course, not 
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until one has actually achieved godhood will 
he or she in the fullest sense know God. In 
the meantime, we are engaged in a very long 
and arduous process of evolutionary 
learning. 

The attempt to know God fmm a mortal 
vantage point is more complex than is some- 
times thought. A simplified missionary ap- 
proach to LDs theology proclaims a familiar 
and readily accessible deity, whose bodily re- 
ality is the pattern for our own, whose habits 
of mind and whose purposes may be known 
by the serious seeker. Yet this emphasis on 
the comfortingly familiar elements in a 
parent-child / divine-human relationship fails 
to acknowledge a corollary truth experienced 
by many of us as we seek to know God: like 

pomorphic terms, but there were also fre- 
quent instances where the divine presence 
had been experienced in some other form- 
wind, spirit, cloud, pillar of fire, angel, et 
cetera. (Moses' first direct encounter with the 
Lord is a good example; not only does he 
perceive God as a "flame of fire out of the 
midst of a bush," but the divine presence is 
ambiguously referred to as both God and "the 
angel of the Lord [Exodus 3:2-4]). A catalog 
of biblical texts referring to deity would 
demonstrate the difficulty, indeed impossi- 
bility, of our arriving at conclusive literal def- 
initions about God if all of these texts are 
considered. 

How can we account for this scriptural 
ambiguity? To lay the blame on biblical mis- 
translation is not sufficient, for the same 
problem exists with other LDs scriptures. It is 
more helpful to reflect on an inevitable epis- 
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II 

W e  project our knowing through what we already know. 
Thus, while we do not in this way create God, we do 

substantially create our perception of the divine. " 

temologcal obstacle that scriptural revela- 
tion of the divine must confront-the inade- 
quacy of language to express fully our 
human experience. 

Here we encounter a paradox: we tend to 
think of language as a means for giving form 
and clarity to our thought, but since it is not 
a perfect instrument, its limitations impede 
as well as advance our understanding. 
Indeed, some philosophers of language argue 
that thought is not even possible outside of 
language: it is the mode in which we exist, 
making us all the more bound by its con- 
straints. As Nietzsche once observed, "We 
have to cease to think if we refuse to do it in 
the prison house of language."2 Perhaps in 
this context language can be metaphorically 
conceived as Paul's glass, through which in 
this life we see darkly Let us consider the 
ways in which language obscures our vision. 

We may begin with the problem of trans- 
lation in relation to sacred texts. Our eighth 
article of faith proclaims the Bible to be Go& 
word "as far as it is translated correctly." The 
general assumption is that its "errors" are the 
result of either linguistic ineptitude or lack of 
spiritual inspiration-or both. In reality, the 
problem is not so much in the translators as 
in the nature of language itself, for the fol- 
lowing reasons: First, every language is cul- 
ture bound, which limits the range of what it 
can express, and no two cultures are exactly 
the same. This goes beyond unique idiomatic 
expressions that lose nuance in translation; it 
is a reflection of subtle and not so subtle dif- 
ferences in cultural values and experience, 
manifested in both semantics and linguistic 
morphology. Second, no language is suffi- 
ciently refined to achieve a consistently per- 
fect equivalence between linguistic signifier 
and referrant (between linguistic expression 
and its object); this is particularly so with 
discourse treating abstract and intangible 
matters. Third, even those who share the 
same culture and the same language cannot 
communicate perfectly with each other; 
every individual's experience of his native 
tongue varies because our grasp of language 
is rooted in our individual life experience, 
and even closely related individuals have 
varylng experience. 

For these reasons, not only is a perfectly 
equivalent translation of any complex text 
from one language to another simply impos- 

sible: even the possibility of two persons 
achieving a completely equivalent under- 
standing of such a text in a shared language is 
theoretically nonexistent (and texts in gen- 
eral are more complexly ambiguous than 
most people realize). At best, we can only ar- 
rive at acceptable approximations of the 
same meaning. 

We describe in imprecise, poetic, human 
images because we have no better way. 

A SIDE from these theoretical difficul- 
ties, the scriptural descriptions of 
deity are extremely problematic. 

Why are they not characterized-at least 
within the same language and culture-by 
greater clarity and consistency? Linguistic 
theory sheds some light on this matter.j To a 
surprising degree, we describe our world and 
our experience in figurative language-in 
metaphor, metonymy, and synecdoche.4 We 
do this because literal discursive language so 
inadequately conveys the subtle substance of 
our experience of intangible things-in- 
cluding especially our emotional, spiritual, 
transcendent experiences--that we resort to 
comparisons. Can anyone, for example, de- 
scribe the experience of spiritual conversion 
without recourse to figuration ("burning in 
the bosom," being "born again," being 
"washed clean in the blood of the Lamb)? 

Our everyday language is thus more "po- 
etic" than most of us realize. With figuration 
we attempt to overcome the limitations of lit- 
eral discursive language by constructing un- 
derstandable, non-literal analoges. These are 
but linguistic approximations, but they are 
satisfying because, in linking the ineffable to 
the everyday, they make the former roughly 
graspable and vividly felt. 

So ingrained, so deep-rooted is this habit 
of perception that our language abounds in 
buried metaphors, expressions so common 
that we frequently fail to notice that they are, 
in fact, figurative. Consider, for example, the 
previous sentence. The words ingrained, and 
deep-rooted, and buried, and expression are all 
metaphors. Consider another vivid and rele- 
vant example of how our spiritual discourse 
is rooted in figurative speech, the word inspi- 
ration, with its submerged metaphor: spire 
from middle English, meaning "to breathe," 
hence inspire, meaning literally "to breathe 

into," hence figuratively to "infuse with an 
animating influence." This results in spiritual 
enlightenment, another buried metaphor. 
These figures illustrate how, when humans 
have experienced Go& animating presence 
immediately and powerfully, they try to grasp 
and articulate the mystery. 

Cognitive science, as well as linguistic 
theory, has recognized this extensive human 
propensity to apprehend the world through 
figuration. It is not simply that we seek a po- 
etic way to express what we otherwise know: 
rather, non-literal figuration is essential to our 
cognition; it is the way our brains f~nc t ion .~  

The relevance of this to how God is repre- 
sented in scripture-and in human minds 
generally-is clear. If we begin existentially 
with an awareness of the divine, if we appre- 
hend it as mysterious and infinite, yet pow- 
erful and present in our lives, we must find a 
way to convey our perceptions. And, since 
discursive description largely fails, the lan- 
guage-making portion of our human brains 
represents the ineffable divine through fig- 
ures familiar from our experience. We project 
our knowing through what we already know. 
Thus, while we do not in this way create 
God, we do substantially create our perception 
of the divine. 

We understand God's characteristics 
in terms of our own values. 

A CCORDINGLY, if the divine is per- 
ceived as being capable of thought 
and action, we conceive it in anthro- 

pomorphic terms understandable to us. If we 
are impressed that the divine will is revealed 
to us, we say we "hear God's voice." In our at- 
tempts to grasp the mind of God, we at- 
tribute to him human emotions such as 
anger, jealousy, love, patience-emotional 
currency with which we are familiar. When 
we speak of God as creator, father, lord, we 
are employing buried metaphors derived 
from earthly roles and relationships. (The 
word "lord," for example, is not a literal 
translation from the Hebrew, but an Old 
English word describing a powerful figure in 
feudal society; it was chosen by translators as 
a synonym for God because of its figurative 
appropriateness.) If we idealize the divine as 
being loftily above us, we associate God with 
high places, such as mountain tops and 
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S U N S T O N E  

clouds, and we say that God "comes down" 
from heaven (e.g., Exodus 19:3, 9, 11). If we 
perceive God as powerful, we associate him 
with awesome forces we understand, with 
thunder, lightning and flood, with supemat- 
ural magic such as changing staves into 
snakes (Exodus 7); in short, with mastery 
over the material world. If we perceive the 
divine mastery as being mysteriously intel- 
lectual, we equate it with the Word: ("And 
the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among 
us" (John 1: 1, 14). If we associate the divine 
power with fecundity, we link God with the 
feminine-at least this has been true in most 
of the religious mythologies of the world, in- 
cluding those of India, Egypt, and Greece (in 
the Christian tradition, the cult of the Virgn 
Mary is an indirect expression of this associa- 
tion). When we want to emphasize the inef- 
fable rather than the anthropomorphically 
familiar, we turn to metaphors of fire or light, 
or wind or spirit (e.g., Matt. 3:11, 16; Ex. 
13:21; John 1:5-9, Acts 2:2-4, 17). 

Once we recognize these scriptural char- 
acteristics as metaphors, their considerable 
and contradictory variety ceases to be prob- 
lematic. We understand that it is not the lit- 
eral terms of the figures that are being 
emphasized, but rather the elevated, pow- 
erful, fecund, creative, sheltering qualities of 
divinity that we are in the process of discov- 
ering. Instead of leading to confusion, such 
metaphorical richness helps us appreciate 
the multi-faceted, awesome, and ultimately 
mysterious nature of God. 

The metaphors we choose to describe God in 
turn shape us. 

W E can understand this in part by 
looking from another angle at 
the influence of figurative lan- 

guage on our concept of the divine. In the 
representation of our spiritual understanding 
as derived from the Bible and elaborated in 
many other religious texts, several over- 
arching figurational schemes are identifiable. 
One of the most formative and dominant is 
that in which our spiritual lives are conceived 
in relation to a great military conflict. We are 
soldiers, fighting either on the side of good or 
of evil. Christ and Satan are the opposing 
generals, to one of whom we must decide to 
give our allegiance. "We are all enlisted till 
the conflict is over"; "we are marching on to 
glory" with, we hope, a great reward in store; 
we must be ever vigilant and valiant, lest the 
enemy (the tempter) surprise and overcome 
us. Our spiritual lives are thus fraught with 
danger and the possibility of everlasting 
perdition. The God who presides over this 

battleground will mete out swift and sure 
punishment to the unfaithful who fail in the 
great encounter. 

This familiar, elaborately developed mili- 
tary conceit, influenced by Genesis and the 
Book of Revelation in particular, reinforced 
by our subsequent religous literature (such 
as Milton's Paradise Lost and scores of hymn 
texts), does more than simply express our 
cultural perception of the divine; it helps to 
create and to reinforce powerfully in young 
minds a particular view of God and of our re- 
lationship to him. 

Consider how different the effect on our 
perception if, instead, we choose to frame 
our spiritual discourse in a quite different 
metaphorical scheme, one not so pervasive 
but nevertheless discernible in some comers 
of Christian literature: that our spiritual 
quest is an educational process in which, 
with Go& loving support, we seek to 
broaden our experience through trial and 
error. This metaphorical model suggests that 
rather than coming to a temble-and 

final-moment of judgment, our spiritual 
growth is ongoing, with possibility for 
eternal adjustment and progress. In this 
model God is seen not as a stem judge or a 
super-combatant, but rather as a great and 
patient teacher, and we are not warriors in a 
defensive posture but learners in an open 
and forgiving spiritual space. 

Clearly, these metaphorical models are in- 
compatible (although, paradoxically, they 
exist side by side in our religious texts). The 
ultimate objective truth about God to which 
both speak cannot lie in both directions. Not 
only will our spiritual lives be significantly 
different, depending on which of these 
models we find most influential: our very 
perception about God and the nature of the 
divine is altered. Ultimately, one's preference 
for one of these figurative systems over the 
other tells more about the subjective truth of 
the individual and his or her efforts to be- 
come like God than it tells about the divine 
reality 

"Nothing personal-I just prefer a religion that doesn't require me 
to justfy being a liberal Democrat." 
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S U N S T O N E  

IMPLICATIONS 
Are we merely creating God in our own image? 

M OST human beings feel an in- 
herent need to discover the divine, 
to define themselves and order 

their lives in relation to it. Considered from a 
cultural perspective, the perfecting of this 
discovery is not achieved quickly through 
single-faceted revelation, for the divine is 
complexly ideal. Rather, the human concep- 
tion of God evolves gradually and somewhat 
irregularly In primitive stages of culture, ig- 
norance, impotence, and fear in the face of 
nature's power explain human attempts to 
placate a severe deity (as Bertrand Russell ar- 
gues in his famous essay, "A Free Man's 
worshipn6); but as the experience of the race 
expands, the impulse to connect with God 
becomes an expression of our quest for the 
highest human potential. 

Our search for the "personality" of God is 
in actuality an attribution to God of our 
highest evolving values, a projection of the 
noblest ideals we in our cultural context can 
conceive. Such projection is the mechanism 
by which humans come step by step to know 
him.' If, as in a primitive culture, the highest 
good is power, worshipped in a context of 
abject fear, then power will be the principal 
element in the prevailing perception of God. 
If in a different age, personal freedom is the 
highest good envisioned by mortals, then 
free agency will be central to the cultural un- 
derstanding of God. If sexual sensation is 
paramount in the prevailing system of values, 
or creativity, or obedience, or personal 
serenity, or ascetic renunciation, or social jus- 
tice, then the divine will be envisioned, de- 
fined, and pursued in those terms. It should 
be obvious that in any cultural context, lin- 
guistic figuration in relation to the divine 
stands in a reciprocal relation to values: it 
both influences and is influenced by them. 

Here is an important contemporary ex- 
ample: There is a strong tendency on the part 
of many people just now to recognize and 
value the feminine. This impulse may be 
seen as a pendulum swlng, a recognition that 
our world is and has been for some time 
dominantly patriarchal, that the feminine has 
been undervalued, and that some correction 
is both desirable and appropriate. Such an 
adjustment is tied to our evolving values of 
justice and enlightenment. 

It is not surprising then that many would 
project such desire by incorporating 
metaphorically the feminine into their con- 
ception of deity, that many would feel the 
need for a mother goddess as well as a father 
god. I myself feel comfortable envisioning 

deity in terms of both male and female, and if 
my prayer takes the form of communion 
with a heavenly mother as well as a heavenly 
father, that is my way of expressing also my 
gratitude and veneration for the mysterious 
pfts of life that I find embodied in and ex- 
pressed by wives, mothers, and daughters. It 
is a metaphorical projection of my search for 
God through the noblest values I can envi- 
sion. It says that I mean to do God's work by 
recognizing the need for creative balance and 
wholeness in our human environment, that 
with my thoughts and words 1 will strive to 
make such values prevail equally. 

In suggesting that humans pursue God by 
envisioning him in terms of their own 
highest values, often figuratively expressed, I 
do not mean simply and cynically that "man 
creates God in his own image" as the phrase 
is usually understood. That is, I do not mean 
that God has no separate existence except as 
a figment of human imapnation. I believe 
that the divine exists perfectly, ideally But its 
revelation to us will occur only as we over- 
come, with God's help and with our own de- 
sire and effort, the obstacles in our 
evolutionary path to understanding. 

Given our current condition in mortality, 
lerkegaard is undoubtedly right in some 
sense: we cannot know God completely, per- 
fectly But in pursuing our highest aspira- 
tions, our noblest thought, our most ethical 
and creative life, we are in the process of dis- 
covering the divine, we are on the evolu- 
tionary high road toward truly knowing God. 
The value of any particular figuration with 
which groups or individuals imagine God 
will be directly proportional to the degree it 
motivates them to pursue that learning 
process intensely, creatively, to the degree it 
kindles their desire to become like ~ o d . '  V 

NOTES 

1. Soren Klerkegaard. Fear and Trembling, 
passim. 

2. Nietzsche's actual words are, V i r  horen auf 
zu denken, wenn wir es n~cht in dem Sprachlichen 
Zwange tun wollen . . ." (Der Wille zur Macht. 
[Leipz~g: Alfred Kroner Verlag, 19231 190). In a 1968 
translat~on. W Kaufmann and R. J. Holllngdale ren- 
dered this oulte Ilterallv as follows: "We cease to think 
when we refuse to do so under the constraint of lan- 
guage." But ~t is the metaphoncal translat~on ("prison 
house of language") [hat srlcks in the mind and IS 

usually quoted by language theonsts writing in 
English. This alteration. fa~thful In spint to the orig- 
lnal, exemplifies the f lu~d~ty of the boundanes be- 
tween literal and figurative language, a central 
concern of my paper 

3 See George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, 
Metaphors We Live By (Un~versity of Chlcago Press, 
1980). See also Andrew Onon): Melaphor and 

Thought, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, Mass.: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993). 

4. Metaphor is the most pervasive of these 
tropes. Broadly speaking, it denotes "a condensed 
verbal relat~on In which an idea, image, or symbol 
may, by the presence of one or more other ideas, im- 
ages, or symbols, be enhanced in vividness, com- 
plexity, or breadth of implication." Princeton 
Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics). At a subtle level, 
metaphor is operating when an abstraction IS ex- 
pressed in concrete imagery Metonymy and synec- 
doche are more specialized tropes. The former occurs 
when one term is substituted for another with whlch 
it stands in close relatlonsh~p: e.g.. "In the beginning 
was the Word," where the Word stands for Christ; or 
in George Herbert's line, "Love bade me welcome." in 
which Love is understood as equivalent to Christ. In 
synecdoche, a significant part stands for the whole: 
e.g., the All-Seeing Eye represents God. 

5. See, for example, Mark Johnson, The Body in 
the Mind: The Bodily Basis ofMeaning, Imagination, and 
Reason (University of Chicago Press, 1987). 

6. In Mysticism and Logic (George Allen & 
Unwn, 1917). 

7. I am persuaded that God's revelation comes 
to us only when-and to the degree that-we are 
prepared to receive it. The revelation concemlng 
Blacks and the priesthood is a recent case in point. 
The evolut~onary implications of this are clear. 

8. A related discussion, which considers our 
spiritual development in the context of linguistic and 
cultural contingency, is found in Scott Abbott's "Will 
We Find Zion or Make It?: An Essay on 
Postmodemlty and Revelation." SUNSTONE, 17:3 
(Feb. 1994). 16-21. 

MUDDY BROWN 
Even after it stops raining, 
rain falls from branches. 
Bits of sky between crowns 
of trees turn indigo, trail 
is muddy brown. 

Ferns are prehistoric, 
but right here near 
my shoulder. 

I sit on remains of a 
fallen log. It is cold. 
Darkening trees do not seem 
threatening. I want to think 
what they think. Small stream 
trickles by 

Back where tall buildings 
absorb people, elevators 
up and down cany faces. 
My city tries to be a forest. 

I take a deep breath and spill 
out into trees. Stronger 
by forests I stand straight. 

-RUSSELL SALAMON 
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