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Preprint 

Referring to God: Jewish and Christian Philosophical and Theological 

Perspectives, edited by Paul Helm, Curzon 2000 (ISBN 0-7007-1079-5), pp. ix + 175, hb 

£40.00 

In the Middle Ages there were fruitful debates among Jews, Christians and Muslims over 

matters of common philosophical concern. This book, issuing from a Conference held at 

King’s College London in April 1997, is presented as a first step in an attempt to revive this 

dialogue. The contributors are mostly well known philosophers of religion standing within 

the analytical tradition; Jews and Christians, but no Muslims as yet. They do not deal 

primarily with the main problem about God-talk that concerns Jews and Christians, i.e., 

how we can use ordinary language to refer to a transcendent God. Instead, they aim to 

focus on interfaith issues: Do Jews and Christians refer to the same God, in spite of their 

different views? What is it for participants in different religious traditions to refer to the 

same God? Could a God who is a Trinity of Persons be the same God as one who is not? 

How might one decide whether reference is to the same God? By reference to historical 

continuity, or by doctrinal content, or in some other way? 

            The collection is introduced by Oliver Leaman, who emphasizes that though it is 

quite clear that the sense of ‘God’ in the three Abrahamitic traditions varies (despite 

obvious overlaps), this does not preclude that they all refer to the same being. ‘Morning 

star’ and ‘evening star’ have different meanings, but refer to the same star. If the use of 

terms with different meanings implied that they referred to different entities, that would 

create gigantic problems not only for interfaith dialogues, but also for internal 

communication within one religion. For the problem of the different senses of ‘God’ arises 

not only between religions, but also within religions: For example, within Christianity, 

postmodern feminists and fundamentalist Calvinists differ about the meaning of the term 

‘God.’ Thus the question becomes: what are the criteria, both within and between 

religions, for sameness of reference? Can some kind of common core be isolated within the 

concept of God? After this lucid and promising introduction, the actual contributions to the 

volume are somewhat disappointing, because none of them really addresses the important 

questions that are being posed. John Haldane argues for the existence of God by invoking 

God as an explanation for our capacity for thought, and Mark Wynn replies. Joe Houston 

provides a critical, very technical discussion of William P. Alston’s views on referring to 

God. He argues against Alston’s assertion of the primacy of direct reference; Houston 

cautions, that if we are to be able to decide whether two religious traditions worship the 

same God, we will need ‘some theological description’ (60), but does not attempt to 

develop this point. Both he and Peter Byrne, who responds to him, argue that even by 

means of untrue descriptions one can sometimes successfully refer to God; in this way, 

Byrne argues, Jews can explain why Christians can successfully refer to God despite their 

flawed theologies, and vice versa. Jerome Gellman provides a sophisticated refutation of 

some arguments of Richard Gale against the possibility of experiencing God, and Paul 

Helm points out that this refutation has itself some difficulties to overcome. Eleonore 

Stump’s paper ‘Saadia Gaon on the Problem of Evil’ (Faith and Philosophy 14 [1997]) is 

republished in a revised version. As in the previous version, Stump emphasizes the 

similarities of Saadia’s approach and that of Aquinas; this time, she goes on to conclude 

that ‘for these two thinkers … it seems not unreasonable to suppose that they are referring 

to the same God’ (119). Martin Stone replies, and makes some very insightful comments 
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on (dis)continuity in approaches to theodicy. Like R. Douglas Geivett in his Evil and the 

Evidence for God (Temple University Press 1993), Stone shows that despite the 

similarities, contemporary Free Will Theodicy differs essentially from Augustine’s approach, 

to which it is so much indebted. Finally, Jerome Gellman contributes an essay on ‘Judaic 

Perspectives on Petitionary Prayer’ (arguing that petionary prayer creates defeasible 

obligations on God’s part), and Paul Helm compares ‘Maimonides and Calvin on 

Accommodation.’ 

            While the essays that are collected here are of the highest quality, there is not 

much more coherence than in the average issue of Faith and Philosophy or Religious 

Studies. It is to be hoped that the important issues raised in the Introduction will receive 

more attention in another book in the near future. 

Marcel Sarot 

Utrecht University, The Netherlands  
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