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ONE 

·Unicorns, Numbers and God 

1 a) I believe in God. 
b) I do not believe in God. 

2 a) I believe in unicorns. 
b) I do not believe in unicorns. 

" ' 

We all kno~ what a unicorn is. If we met one walking down our 
local High Street we would recognise it. We might, of course, have 
some doubts as to whether it . was a real unicorn. We might well 
suspect that it was a trick o'f some sort, and might imagine that what 
we saw~ a horse with a spiral horn s~mehow grafted onto its fore-
head. However, there would be tests that we could apply, and these 
might well include finding out where the animal came from. It may 
well· be that we think. that meeting a unicorn is so unlikely that no 
tests would satisfy us. In tins case we would be sceptical about the 
possibility ·of unicorns. We would agree ~bout what a unicorn 
would be ·like, but we would sun.ply_ deny' that there were such 
animals! . 

Imagine that you have a friend who is useless at mathematics. As 
soon as he sees a mathematical symbol, his mind goes blank. He has 
no notion of the basic elements of mathematics, although he is 
otherwise intelligent. Imagine that you try to explain to him what a 
prime number is. You might say: 'A prime number is any whole 
number that is divisible by itself and one and by no other number.' 
You might go on to give examples and to ·tell him that the numbers 
2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, 17, 19 and so on are prime numbers. The person to 
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The Puzzle of God 

whom you are explaining might, however 
ythin fall this talk 

. , not be abl 
an go - to him, prime numb . e to tnak 
Th 

. . ers are sun ly e 
ey are a curious idea used. by mathemati · P not rea} . , c1ans - the . . 

irrelevant and make no sense to him. Finall h . Y are sunply 
,v. . , y, e nught s 
1ou say prune numbers are real and that the . ay to you• 

, v. will . y exist. All right . 
me one. 1ou probably be puzzled by this v. , , show . . . iou cant put i,; __ . 

car and drive him to see the prime number 23 p . 'Wil 1I1 a 
tainl 

. b . flille numb 
cer y exist, ut you cannot go to visit them Th . ers 
23~ or any other prime number is not sittm" g m: e pr~e number · ' a part:Icular la 
The very· fact that he asks you to show him a pr· b P ce. . lllle num erm 
that he has not understood what a prime number is. eans 

We un~erstand what unicorns are and most of us accept that they 
do not exist. We understand what prime numbers are and f .. most o us 
accept that prime numbers exist- albeit in a different way to unicorns. 
We understand that trees, love, atoms and evil exist - but in different 
ways. What, however, does it mean to talk of God existing? 

The word 'God' has been the most fought-over and debated 
word in the history ofideas. For centuries it dominated the thought 
of the most intelligent people on this planet. Even today, talk about 
God is guaranteed to raise the passions. Religion is an emotive 
subject, and around the world families and communities are divided 
from each other because of different religious beliefs. All too often 
these beliefs are passionately held, yet all too rarely do those holding 
the beliefs stop to think about what it is that they believe. 

Even within a particular community people will differ about 
what the worcJ 'God' means. Many people have a somewhat childish 
idea of God, seeing Him. as an old man with· a white beard sitting 
somewhere above the clouds. If we talk to someone else about God. 
we will normally find considetable differences I,ern,een the twO of 
us, and examining these diffi,tences with an open wind can help 
each of us to be clear about what we do and do not believe. 

Philosophy is partly concerned with a search for trUthand ~der-. · bidden 
standing. This book takes the search seriously. There is no 
agenda, no attempt to provide you with the 'right' answer- }lather, 
the aim is to help you, the reader, to think through what God ,neans 
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Unicorns, Numbers and God 

and then to go on to explore the consequences of holding this view. 
Whatever view you hold is going to be fraught with difficulties and 
complications. Some people are nervous of philosophy because they 
do not think it is right to think about or to examine their faith. 
However, most religions make a claim to truth, and so this claim 
should be taken seriously. Any religion that seeks truth should not be 
frightened of the search for greater understanding. Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge put it this way: 'He who begins by loving Christianity 
better than truth will proceed by loving his own sect or Church 
better than Christianity and end by loving himself better than all.' 

If we refuse to seek the truth, if we retreat behind our own certain-
ties because we are frightened that they cannot bear examination, 
then we are likely to become increasingly intolerant of others. In a 
world where there are many different religious systems, the search for 
truth and understanding must be.a worthy one. In previous centuries, 
religious wars were used by one religious grouping to impose their 
beliefs on others. Human beings should have moved beyond that stage 
now, although, sadly, this is not the case. We should be able to sit down 
with friends who have different religious beliefi and reason our way 
towards greater mutual understanding. 

The chapters that follow look ·at three different ideas of what it 
means to talk about God. All these ideas are persuasive, all are influ-
ential. Some have an ancient history, others have their roots in the 
past but have been more recently brought up to date. All are credible, 
all suffer from disadvantages. In exploring. these different ideas of 
God we will be exploring the very heart of religion and, by so doing, 
we may be able to co~e closer to the goal of our own search for ulti-
mate truth. 

Questions for consideration 
a) What does it mean to say that God exists? Is God more like a 

spirit, a person, a prime number, an idea in people's minds or 
none of these? 

b) If religious believers h9ld fast to certain beliefs, does it matter if 
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The Puzzle of God 
these are true?. 

c) Can it ever be right to believe in a particular Way oflookiiig 
. the world and not 00 think about one's belie& or not to listen tat 

the points qf view of others? 0 

d) Are the beliefs 'of our parents . and those beliefs with Which 
have been bro~ght up necessarily right? We 
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'TWO 

What is Truth? 

One way oflearning to swim is to be thrown into the deep end! We 
are going straight into a discussion which is probably going to be at 
the heart of philosophy and theology in the next century, yet few 
people are aware of the issues. It really revolves around the question 
Pontius Pilate asked Jesus during his trial: 'What is truth?' (cf. my 
book JiVhat ,is truth?, University ofNew South Wales, 1999). This is 
tremendously important, particularly when we start to consider 
whatit means to say that a religious or a moral claim is true. 
, ' To understand the, issues, we :are !going to have to think about . 
how language is used. We learn language at our parents' knees. Very 
young children have an innate ability to master language. This 
mastery ,is one of the key elements in . human development. ·Early 
man developed an ability to wield tools, but as the first inartkulate 
grunts developed i,nto ·a means of communication, so it became 
possible for individuals to co-operate towards soi:ne common end. 
Language' is a p~blic affair. It is the way in which we communicate 
ideas, aspirations, truths, objectives and insights. We use language to , 
tell.others 'Of our needs, feelings and intentions. 

Language is not static, it is developing all the time. New words are 
introduced and the meanings of old words change. The meaning .ot 
the t~rm a 'gay young man, a hundred years ago was entirely different 
to what it· is today. Even 30 years ago, a billion in Britain meant a 
million million. Today Britain has adopted the United States conven-
tion and a billion means a_thousand million - a substantial difference. 
Terms file~ 'genetic engineering', 'embryo research', 'laptop 
computer', 'mobile telephone', 'charged particles', 'acid rain' or 
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'video recorder' simply did not exist until recently, as the ideas they 
represented were not there to be expressed. language is rich and . . 

. It IS dynanu· c. It expresses truth and also, of course, falsity. However h 
• . , W at does it mean for language to express truth? Take a sunple staterne 

· ' Wha d . tha this nt like 'Murder is wrong. t oes It mean to say t stateme . 
nt1s true? Most people would probably agree with this claim, hut that 

does not mean that we understand what would be necessary to tnake 
the statement true. 
· There are two hasic theories of truth, or ways of understanding 
truth: ·. . . . ' 

The corresponde~ce t~eofyi of truth 

The correspondence theory :of truth maintains that a statement is 
true if it ·Corresponds : to a. state· 'of. affairs which it attempts to 
describe; l'hus··'The dog•:iits ·on,'th-e bench' is true iff (this means 'if 
and only if') w~t I am referring to is' a dog and it is sitting on the 
bench. Truth does not.depend orrlanguage and the society in which 
we live. Soineone,'Vho,hol~ to:a correspond~nce theory of truth is 
today calle~ a realist. :.. , . 
: · Re_alists maintain that -~guage,captures reality, it does not create 

reality. Language attempts-to ·stretch outto a reality that is external to 
us· .. and 'tries to express· this reality accurately. Sometime we make 
errors - for. -instance;· people once believed'- that the world was flat. 

· This view. was misbken,' those who. hold to the correspondence 
theocy will maintain,· becal;lSe th.e ~world is not flat. The e1T9r lay in 
people thinking that the claim to flatness correctly represented the 
world, when if did-not. - , 

The realist will maintain that · a statement is either true or false. 
This is to affirm bivalen,:e. Bi~en~e means that the truth or falsity of 
a statement does not· depend on evidence. Evidence will help us to 
decide whether .a statement is t;rue or not, but.truth does not depend 
on evidence.- Take the .statements 'Caesar ate an apple on the 
morning he landed in Britain' or 'There is intelligent life elsewhere 
in the universe.' Realists maintain that these -statements are either 
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true or they are false. Ceitlinly there may be no evidence of their 
truth or falsity, but this does not maintain there is not a truth at stake. 

To talk of truth is to claim that language correctly corresponds to 
the reality that lies beyond it. On this basis, the statement 'I am 
sitting on a chair' is true tf and only if what I am sitting on is a chair. 
This seems obvious, but it need not be. In some societies,. they may 
have no idea of chairs, they may never sit down. We could easily 
imagine the society of ancient Rome where everyone lay down to 
have meals and the_ alternatives were between standing and lying 
down. If someone from such a society were shown a chair she would 
not know what it was, and might instead regard it as a thing which 
one stands on in order to make oneself higher, in other words a form 
of pedestal: 1'.ruth, it might be claimed, is expressed in language and 
language.is use4 in different ways in different-societies. It is this claim 
tha~ leads on to the alternative conception of truth. , 

The coherence theory of truth i ,. 

The cohetence theory:,of truth,maintains that a statement is true if it 
coheres with other 'true statements. Someone· who holds a coher-
ence, theory, of tnith1:is today callectan ·anti.:.realist. Imagine a jigsaw. 
One piece 'ofa jigsaw bclo~ ot:is• correct only if it fits in with other . 
pieces. Jigsaw pieces, are 0·rtot isobted;·they 'are part of a dynamic 
whole •. All -die· defimtions :in ,,a. dictioDaty are ·in fact circular, since 
they are aUexpressed in words, and each of those words is defined by 
other words. There is-no 'word that cannot be ·· defined using other 
words. · , , 

The coherence theory of truth says that ,the same sort of principle 
applies·to language.' •language 'is the jigsaw into. which·words and 
expressions have' to-fit:• A word that doesnodit in does'not make my 
sense, ... Th~ statement · about · the ·' world , being flat, the 
anti;;.realist claims, .would once ·have been true·becaus¢ it formed an 
integnl part ,of the,.way in whi¢h-the •world was then seen. It was 
once tru·e, but is so no longer. · _ 

According to this theory a statement is tnie if it coheres or fits in 
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.th ther statements considered to be true within a Partic.,1A_

6 WI o rali If R "'-ld.f ortn flife. Take the case of mo ty. you are a oman Catholic 0 
al birth 1 · · ' will ' tlien th tatement 'artifici contro IS wrong be true fc es b . . ory0u 

(Yc may not of course, choose to o ey this moral rule b . · 
OU , . . . . , Ut It is 

nevertheless a rule which forms part of the Catholic way of life.) 
Similarly, it is true ~t y~u have a duty to go_ tQ M~s. on Sunday and 
on Holy Days of obligation. · If you are a Hindu, It Is true that 

Muslim th . . You must respect cows. If you are a , en It IS true that you ha~ 
an obligation to pray facing towards Mecca and, and so far as this ; 
possible, to make a .pilgrimage to Mecca at least once during your 
lifetime. For a Muslim it is true that a man may have four wives hut 
for a Christian it is true that only one is allowed. 

' , What makes these statements true is that they are part of or fit in 
with a particular form oflife. Within the Catholic, Hindu or Islamic 
worlds, within their different forms oflife, these statements are true. 
On this basis, there can be different truths in different communities. 
Truth is not absolute, it is relative. Truth in one culture may be 
different from truth in another. 

Take the example of two posts :with another post joining them 
across the top. In a. society· where football is played, this might be 
considered a ·goalpost~ What · makes this · arrangement a goalpost is 
how the society tises the ~rin~ and the u~ it for the.idea of goal-
posts. In a society which doe$ n~t play foot}>all, the same arrange-
ment might be correctly termed '~hing-~e.' In another society it 
might be . called 'execution place' - -because it is the place from 
which people .are hung .by ropes suspended from the crossbar. , 
Whether it is goalpost, washing-line or execution place depends on 
the society in which it is used. 

The anti-realists hold that truth is relative to the fonn oflife or the 
community in which the trod;>. claims are made or. expressed Within 
a particular fortn of life, within ·a particular society, something may 
be true whid~, is not true else~here. :Anti-realists deny bivalence 
(this was defined.earlier in this.chapter), since they claim that some 
statements are neither true nor false - they just have no content. It is 
neither true nor false for a tribe of Amazonian . Indians who have I 
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never seen an outsider before, that the three poles referred to above 
are a goal. The idea of goalposts has simply no meaning for them, 
and the question of truth or falsity does not, .therefore, arise. 

If we consider the moral arena, the issue may be clearer. Take the 
following statements: · 

1 Sex before marriage is wrong. 
2 Homosexuality is wrong. 
3 Killing your parents is wrong. 

The realist will maintain that these statements are either true or false 
and that their truth or falsity does not depend on the society· in 
which they are expressed. Beyond any of our earthly societies,· they 
might perhaps claim, there is a transcendental realm of value which 
makes moral statements either true or false. If they do not corre-
spond, they are false. The realist will claim that the moral values of 
different societies are right or wrong to the extent that they corre-
spond to some ultimate value. This ultimate value may be found 

• in the will of God who has laid down absolute moral rules, or 
• in something like Plato's Forms which exist beyond time and 

space clhd which represent the perfect ideas of truth, justice, the 
good, etc., and to which our moral claims need to conform if 
they are to be true. 

The anti-realist will reply, 'Oh no, this is not the case at all. Within 
some societies sex before marriage, homosexuality and killing your 
parents is wrong, but in other societies these may be right. There are 

. no absolutes. There is no independent standard or vantage point 
from which or ·by which we can .judge moral norms. Morality 
evolves to meet the needs of society and in different societies . there 
may be different moralities. A hundred years ago sex before marriage 
was wrong. Today, in the Western world, it is morally acceptable 
between two people who love each other and who are in a long-
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term relationship. In some African societies be£ 
the accepted norm.' ' sex ore Illarriage is 
, If there are disagreements about morality hetw . 
. th _,!A will claim een different . etles, e recWSt that one society is •gh soci-

th n t and the oth 
wro~, as . ere can be only one truth. The anti-realist will en are 
there is no single truth -within each society th say that 

. . d ere are true and V3li positions, an you cannot judge the morality f . d 
'd f . th o one society by th 
1 eas o ano er. e 

Truth about the future · 
Someone can be a realist about some .. h .... ,_ and an ann· rea1is b . • · w.uu.5"> - t a out 
others. For instance, someone can be a realist about morality but 
~ti'.'"realist about the future: Take the statement 1udith will have 
children' made about ·a girl who presently aged 19 and who is 
biologically capable of having ~hildren if the circumstances are right: 

1 The realist about the fu~ will maintain that it is either true or 
false now that Judith will have. 14 children, even if we do not know 
which is the case. Somehow, the realist will -maintain, there exists a 
fact 'out there' to which the statement 'Judith will have 14 children' 

' ' . 

corresponds. We may not have the evidence to tell whether or not 
this statement is true, but lack _of evidence does not prevent the 
realist saying that the statement is either true or false. 

2 The anti-realist will simply deny that-there ~, any ~th to b: 
known: since there is no fact 'out there' and t_?ere is no evidencec:-

uld C
·ount for or 'l~in!:t the statement about the numb~r of co ""b-- · neither trUe 

dren that Judith will eventually have. The statement is 

nor false. 
1 

12 



. Ulhat is Truth? 

Making sense of mistakes 
The issue of how the realist and the anti-realist make sense of 
mistakes is important. Both realist and anti-realist recognise that 
mistakes can be made, but their understanding is different: 

1 The realist will seek to justify the truth of a statement by estab-
lishjng its correspondence with the independent reality to which it is 
held to relate. A statement will be false if it fails to correspond to the 
reality that lies beyond language. Even when the realist has 

1 exhausted all available verificatj.on conditions, she will still say, 'But I 
could still be wrong: Truth, for the realist, transcends · (or goes 
beyond)_ the verification conditions that are or could be available and 
a global mistake is always possible. A global mistake is a total mistake, a 
mistake made even after every available or possible checking proce-
dure has been correctly carried out. 

2 . The anti-realist will seek to establish the truth of a statement by 
determining whether it coheres or fits in with other true statements 
- whether, in other words, it fits in with the jigsaw which is the form 
of life of the particular society. 

For the anti-realist, a statement is false ifit fails to cohere with other 
true statements within a particular society. The anti-realist checks 

I 

whether the statement does correctly cohere by applying verifica-
tion procedures to test the · statement against other statements 
accepted as true within the society concerned. 

One~ the anti-realist has exhausted all the possible or available 
checks (the conditions or tests that would verify whether the state-
ment fits into the jigsaw), then the statement is simply held to be 
true. To continue to say, 'Well, we have exhausted the checks - we 
have used every means to ensure that the statem~nt does cohere with 
other true statements - but are we sure it is true?' simply does not 
make sense since truth is coherence with other true statements in a ' . 

particular society or form of life. 
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A global mistake is, for the anti-realist, impossible. Once 
certain, by applying all the available or possible checking Proc:: "'' 
(there is -a difference to explore here), that the statement does hres · 

. th th . co ere with other true statements, en e statement tn question is . 
true. , SlnJ.ply 

The difference between realist and anti-realist can be illu tr 
. . . . s ated by the belief m a fiat earth which we have used as an ClC!Jnple. If We 

had lived a tho';'=d years ago, all the tests that would have been 
available WOuld have served to demonstr.ite that the world was Ba 
Everyone would have agreed and the evidence would have be t. 

. en overwhelming'. Tl\e _ anti-realist would have maintained that in the , 
society in which people \Vere then living it was true ro say that the 
world .was . flat. The · realist, whilst accepting that all the -available 
evidence pointed in this direction, would s_till have said, 'But I could 
still be wrong., The eventtiaJ. . discovery that the earth was· in fact 
round would, for th~ realist, have shown that the. original claim that 
the earth was tlat was_ an eqor, .a mistake. It was not correct because 
the state~ent ,did hot cqµ-esponq. tQ th~ state of the world. 

','I ,.•!,'- '\'. 

Summary 

There a:re .t\\'.'O different ;ways 9flooking at what it means to say that a 
s~tement is ~e: 

1 The ~t claims that a is true because it con-esponds 
. to a scite of affairs that is independent of language and of the society 
in which we live. To say. that a statement is. true is to claim that it 
correctly refers beyond itsel£ 

2 The .,;ti-realist !hat a statement is, true because it coheres 
with other true Statements within a particular society or form oflife. 
To say· that a statement is' true is ~o cJamithat it fits in or coheres with 
other statements. 

14 



What is Truth? 

When we come to apply this to God, we shall see that the realist 
maintains that the statement 'God exists' is true because it corre-
sponds or refers to . the God who created and sustains the universe. 
The anti-realist, on the other. hand, will claim that 'God e:ris~' is 
tn1e because the statement coheres, or fits in with other statements 
made by religious believers. As we shall see, the two positions are 
very different! ' 

Que~tions for :consid~~ation · 
I 

a), What would one do to establish whethei; it is true to say 'Thou 
shalt not steal?' Do you think '1ie truth of this statement depends 
on the society in which one lives? - . , .. 

b) Are you a realist,or an anµ-realist ~bout the future? Why? 
c) What is bivalence?. . - . 1 , 

d) lf.~ the possible c);l.ecks have been cari1ed .out to ensure that a 
statement is true, i,s it stiU pos~ible tlµ,t _the .statement could never- . 
theless be false? .Give. _examples . ... · •, ' 

\ . ./ 
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