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A Conversation with Schubert Ogden on “The Task of Philosophical Theology” 
Charles W. Allen, Schubert Ogden, The Divinity School, The University of Chicago, November 13, 1985 

Allen: 

I want to begin our conversation with the reformulation of the four theses from Ogden’s essay, “The Task 
of Philosophical Theology.”  That essay seems to be his most systematic statement on the nature of 1

philosophical theology and its relation to Christian theology. I want to reformulate its four theses mainly 
in order to highlight some of the clarifications and qualifications Ogden himself provides, whether 
explicitly or implicitly, both in his discussion of each thesis in that essay and in his discussions of related 
topics in other essays. This is not to say that such a reading will in general avoid more criticisms than 
Ogden’s original statement. I only hope, in reformulating his theses, to disarm certain easy if willful 
misreadings of his kind of project which I have found fairly vexing. 

In particular I want to avoid the easy temptation of using certain typology is popular among a number of 
New Englanders in order to classify and then dismiss Ogden’s proposals. The people I’m referring to call 
them selves “postliberals“ and would dismiss Ogden’s work as unrepentantly liberal. The difference is 
supposed to turn on whether we aim to redescribe reality within a scriptural framework, as the postliberal 
claims to do, or aim to redescribe the reality portrayed by Scripture in terms which originate elsewhere, 
which is what unrepentant liberals are accused of doing.  Their assumption seems to be that if you set out 2

on one of these trajectories you automatically cut yourself off from ever pursuing the other. Since the 
name of Schubert Ogden immediately calls to mind associations with process philosophy and 
transcendental metaphysics, he must be an unrepentant liberal, or so they would view him. 

Now, besides the fact that Ogden called himself a postliberal long before the term became so fashionable 
in parts east of here, what we must keep in mind is that, while Ogden does indeed insist that the reality 
portrayed in Scripture also can and must be described in terms which originate elsewhere (though perhaps 
some of those terms originate in Scripture too), he nevertheless rejects the assumption that the reverse is 
thereby precluded.  Ogden presents appropriateness to the Christian witness as a criterion just as basic for 3

Christian theology as its counterpart—credibility in terms of universal aspects of human existence. While 
our eastern friends might still question whether anyone can actually get away with rejecting their belief 
that we can’t have it both ways, it would help if we began by recognizing, as they seem not to do, that 
some theologians are at least trying to get away with it. 

There are other superficial but likely misreadings these reformulations aim to avoid as well, as I’ll point 
out along the way. I’ll be interested in hearing from Ogden whether and how far this strikes him as a 
plausible interpretation of his work, and what its specific weaknesses might be for the way in which he 
envisions his own task. 

Ogden’s first thesis can, in effect, be stated as follows: 

 Schubert M. Ogden, “The Task of Philosophical Theology,” typewritten, 1985. Unless otherwise indicated, all quotations are from this 1

typewritten manuscript.

 See George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in  Postliberal Age (Philadelphia: Westminster press, 1984), p. 118.2

 To use a popular neoclassical ploy, we could say that the eastern postliberal confuses contraries with contradictories. We are not forced to 3

choose between always or in all respects following one trajectory or else never or in no respects following it (because we are following another). 
Both contraries could be false, which means that their contradictories would both be true. We could sometimes follow one trajectory and 
sometimes follow the other, or we could simultaneously follow one in some respects and the other in some respects.
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1. To live humanly is more or less reflectively to live by a more or less conceptually precise 
understanding of one’s own life as somehow finally worth living amidst conditions that make such 
an understanding all but impossible. 

To live humanly is thus to live by an inescapable, if inescapably threatened, existential faith or confidence 
which, while providing the basis for everything else we say or do, cannot and need not be based on 
anything outside itself. Elsewhere Ogden explicitly discusses what he calls “the negativities of our 
existence” which can obscure our sense of how our lives are finally worth living, leaving us only with the 
faint if persistent sense that they somehow are.  This is not a new theme in Ogden’s writing,  but it is 4 5

scarcely alluded to here.  This is unfortunate, because it’s inclusion seems to me at least to lend the thesis 6

a far greater initial plausibility. 

In the face of such uncertainty at the level of explicit belief, Ogden nevertheless finds that he can do no 
other than affirm that life is somehow worth living and that reality must be such as to authorize this vague 
sense of worth. Nor can he conceive anyone else to do otherwise at the level of existence, for, he argues, 
“none of these [negative] conditions would pose the kind of problem [they do] for us but for our prior 
assurance that it has been given to us to live and that to do so is, after all, worthwhile.”  This is a kind of 7

transcendental move, and we’ll examine what kind of move that is under the next thesis. 

Further clarification about this first thesis has to do with the kind of understanding faith involves. Ogden 
is quite unambiguous in claiming that faith is already a mode of understanding, albeit an “existential” as 
distinguished from a “reflective” understanding, an instance of practical as distinct from theoretical 
reason. But even Ogden’s distinction between existential and reflective understanding can prove 
misleading, for, as he later explains, reflective understanding is reflective only in a specialized sense, 
while in a broad sense we can say that all understanding is, as such, reflective.  Furthermore, in that 8

broader sense an existential understanding need not be thought any less reflective than an effort of 
understanding which aims at  a conceptually precise rendering of that prior understanding. Indeed, the 
case often makes for the inescapability of somehow living by confidence that life is worth living seems to 
require considerable effort at reflection which does not yet have to be conceptually precise. Two relative 
distinctions therefore seen called for here—one between a more or less reflective understanding 
(existential or otherwise) and another between a more or less conceptually precise rendering of existential 
or other modes of understanding. Though reflection may not be possible without some effort at 
conceptual discipline, the two should not be confused, especially since reflection may lead us to discard 
some effort at conceptual discipline we may have learned in order to begin formulating new ones. 

 “Even though we have no alternative, finally, but to trust somehow that life is worth living… how exactly we are to understand our faith is so 4

far from being unproblematic as to be continually called into question. The reason for this, generally speaking, is that our life is perforce lived 
under conditions that threaten to undermine any naïve assurance that we may have as to its final worth. There are the inescapable fact that we 
must suffer and die, that we involve ourselves in guilt, and that all our undertakings are exposed to the workings of chance. Or again, there is the 
loneliness that comes over us in even the most intimate of human relationships and, still worse, the gnawing of doubt and the threat of final 
meaninglessness when we recognize, as we must, that our most basic beliefs are just the ones of whose truth we must be the least certain at the 
level of explicit belief.” Ogden, “Theology and Religious Studies,” typewritten.

 See Schubert M. Ogden, The Reality of God (New York: Harper and Row, 1966), pp. 30-31, 114-115.5

 To be sure, Ogden is careful to distinguish this constitutive faith from religiously authentic faith. He adds that such a basic faith can exist in 6

tension with what we explicitly affirm, and at one point he suggests that all that is meant by that faith is “accepting the larger setting of one’s life 
and adjusting oneself to it.” But he does not say here why it is so easy, indeed plausible, to question that faith, while his minimal definition hardly 
conveys all that he means by the term unless we already explicitly accept, as Ogden of course does, a conceptuality within which the phrase could 
imply that fuller understanding fairly directly. In common parlance accepting the larger setting of one’s life and adjusting oneself to it does not 
directly imply that we do so in confident trust.

 Ogden, “Theology and Religious Studies.”7

 For example, after identifying theology as a form of reflective understanding Ogden proceeds to qualify what this means. “Since even the most 8

direct and spontaneous religious expression is itself the product of understanding, it is already to some degree reflective and to that extent 
theology. But theology strictly so-called is the more sustained, deliberate, and, therefore, specialized reflection whereby the primary expression of 
religion is subjected to critical analysis and interpretation” (“Task”).
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The second thesis in Ogden’s argument can be stated as follows: 

2. Philosophy can arguably be said to be understanding living humanly in as reflective and 
responsive a manner as possible. 

I say “arguably” because Ogden does not pretend here to offer a definition of philosophy which all 
philosophers would automatically accept, though he believes the case can be made that his definition 
accounts adequately for all that philosophers do as philosophers. Because he is quite emphatic about 
philosophy’s being historically implicated, I have thought it appropriate to say that its understanding aims 
to be as reflective and responsive as possible, instead of saying that it’s understanding is fully reflective. I 
say that philosophy is understanding living humanly, rather than understanding only the basic faith by 
which we live humanly, because it seems that both the claim that we do live by such a faith and further 
claims about the what that faith entails are arrived at by precisely the kind of maximally reflective and 
responsive understanding characteristic of philosophy. 

This kind of understanding is what Ogden means by metaphysics. The procedure metaphysics involves is 
always some form or other of transcendental method, by which Ogden means “simply the raising to full 
self-consciousness the basic beliefs that are necessary conditions of the possibility of our existing or 
understanding at all.” This still does not tell us how transcendental method proceeds to raise these beliefs 
to full self-consciousness, so I’ll supply a definition which does try to spell this out. 

Transcendental method can be understood as an historically implicated comparison of claims explicitly 
made (including its own prior claims) with whatever more or less contestable sense can be assigned to the 
performative situation in which those claims are made or understood, attempting to determine whether 
they can be understood to be performatively self-warranting or performatively self-refuting.  9

In other words, there are some claims which, and the very act of being made or understood, are part of a 
situation which either exemplifies what they claim or else exemplifies the denial of what they claim. 
Some of these claims can seem trivial, for example the claim that something exists. Others can be more 
interesting, though perhaps more controversial, as in the claim that any identifiable situation is distinct in 
some but not every way from any other situation. Any situation in which these claims were made would 
somehow exemplify what they claim, in which case we may understand them to be performatively self-
warranting. And if we claimed the opposite—that nothing exists or that some identifiable situation is not 
distinct in any way from every other, or that it is distinct in no way from another—our very act of making 
these claims would be part of a situation in which not these claims but their denials were somehow 
exemplified, in which case the claims can be understood to be self-refuting. At least this is what I think 
Ogden would conclude about these particular claims, and so would I. 

In assessing such claims, then, we are asking whether the situations in which they were made or could be 
made, but I am calling the performative situations, are such that they exemplify that claim or its denial. 
This is a question that cannot be answered apart from offering a construal of those situations, of what is 
being claimed in them, and who the claimants and their interpreters are. We then ask if the claim to be 
assessed coheres or conflicts with whatever claims have resulted from these further construals. We could 
just as easily refer to these construed performative situation as experience and say, as Ogden more often 
does, that metaphysical claims are those “for whose truth the criterion is … necessary application through 
experience”—either human experience, or any conceivable experience, with human experience providing 
the context for metaphysics in the least strict but broadest and most inclusive sense.  But the term 10

 This is adapted from my own definition, in which the last phrase reads “attempting to determine whether and in what way then can be 9

understood to be anywhere from performatively self-warranting to performatively self-refuting.” I think Ogden would insist that such claims must 
be either self-warranting or self-contradictory, or else they would not be proper subjects of transcendental method.

 Ogden, “The Criterion of Metaphysical Truth and the Senses of ‘Metaphysics’,” Process Studies 5 (1975):47-48.10
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“experience” has recently gotten bad press in philosophical and theological circles, so I think it advisable 
to avoid the term until people stop assuming that it can have only one ridiculously implausible meaning. 

Such construals, offered as they are by interpreters who are at best fallible, can hardly be said to be 
wholly uncontestable, even when we cannot at a given time make any coherent sense of someone 
seriously challenging them. If we can’t make coherent sense of a challenge, that could mean that our 
interpretive tools are just too crude for that task. Ogden has indicated his openness to precisely such a 
possibility in his dialogue with Buddhists. There is, even here, a risk of interpretation which is also in 
some sense a risk of faith, or as Ogden puts it, “one comes to understand what one comes to understand 
and then that’s one’s life on it.”  It’s a risk because later generations and even we may come to abhor 11

what we once thought our existential faith called for in living our lives by it, before our horizon of 
conceivability was successfully challenged and transformed in some unforeseeable way, as of course it 
inevitably will be. I think Ogden would concur in holding that any form of transcendental method which 
did not keep us mindful of precisely that possibility would be sheer ideology. 

Such, I take it, are the reasons behind his insistence that “the ‘evidence’ that philosophy must attend to 
comprises nothing less than the whole of human life and culture,” in which the various philosophical 
traditions play only a minor role. This is in part what I mean by saying that philosophy strives to 
understand living humanly not only in as reflective manner as possible but also in as responsive manner as 
possible. I say it is in part what I mean only in the sense that I would further emphasize what I think is 
already implied, namely, that the philosopher’s  responsiveness must, wherever possible, encourage and 
seek to enable further interpretive responses from those whose claims and behavior we are interpreting. 
John B. Thompson, adapting arguments from Hilary Putnam, Jürgen Habermas, and Paul Ricoeur, 
provides persuasive reasons for insisting on this type of responsiveness. Insofar as interpretations of any 
situation claim to be true, he argues, they presuppose, on the one hand, that the claim could be justified 
under certain ideal evidential conditions, and, on the other hand, that a claim can’t be justified by being 
imposed. But when subjects capable of reflection are included in what we are interpreting a further 
principle comes into play which he calls the principle of self-reflection. The principle requires that such 
interpretations, to sustain their truth claims, would have to be justifiable in the eyes of the subjects about 
whom they are made, by means of whatever evidence is deemed to be necessary under the formal 
conditions of argumentation.  This is of course the regulative ideal which no more settles actual 12

controversies than any other. All we can do is foster a variety of public spaces where those interpretive 
struggles can continue in all frankness. 

These reminders will of course be less directly relevant, though not wholly so, for metaphysics in the 
strict sense of ontology—claims about the structure of reality in general presupposed and exemplified by 
living humanly. But they are directly relevant to metaphysics in the broader and more inclusive sense 
which Ogden claims is most directly relevant to theology. This metaphysics includes not only ontology 
but also anthropology—claims like Ogden’s first thesis about the necessary structure of living humanly. 
That such reminders from social theory are relevant here is further confirmed by some of Ogden’s most 
recent work, where he also insists on correcting the more existential analyses of his earlier work by 
focusing equally on the kinds of analyses provided by other post-Hegelian philosophies of human activity 
or praxis.  13

This brings us to Ogden’s central thesis on the task of philosophical theology, which is also a definition of 
what philosophical theology is. 

 Public conversation with Schubert M. Ogden, The Divinity School, The University of Chicago, November 11, 1985.11

 See John B. Thompson, Studies in the Theory of Ideology (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), pp. 143, 202, 276-277.12

 See Schubert M. Ogden, “The Metaphysics of Faith and Justice,” Process Studies 14 (1985):94-95. Ogden refers specifically to Richard J. 13

Bernstein, Karl-Otto Apel, Jurgen Habermas, and Michael Landmann. 
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3. Philosophical theology examines as reflectively and responsibly as possible how living humanly 
may imply or deny the reality of God. 

In other words for Ogden the task of philosophical theology is to determine whether the ontology 
presupposed by living humanly must finally be conceived theistically or atheistically. If we claim our 
ontology is neutral on this question we are either mistaken or else our ontology is too vague to be taken 
seriously as an ontology. I do want to ask here if these are really our only choices. That would depend on 
how strict the implications of living humanly have to be in order to be taken seriously as an ontology. 
Suppose we were faced with two ontologies, one whose concepts were somewhat loosely formulated and 
coordinated but whose exemplification in living humanly was by far more readily acknowledged by 
reflective inquirers than was the case with its competitor, those concepts were quite strictly formulated 
and coordinated. Which would deserve to be taken more seriously as an ontology? I would take the 
former more seriously, and so, I suspect, would Ogden. Now, while I doubt that such an ontology could 
lend itself equally to both theistic and atheistic construals, it might be difficult to tell whether a theistic 
construal was more appropriate than one which was only quasi-theistic. So while we wouldn’t have a 
theistically neutral ontology in this case, that wouldn’t leave us with a choice between only theistic or 
atheistic alternatives either. Perhaps all that needs pointing out for the moment is that in either Ogden’s or 
in my scenario we would have good reasons to suspect any ontology which claimed to be fully 
comprehensive and yet wholly neutral as to the reality of God. And the task of philosophical theology 
would remain much the same. 

Ogden’s fourth and final thesis attempts to specify the relation between philosophical and Christian 
theology. 

4. While Christian theology begins by striving as reflectively and responsibly as possible to 
understand living humanly in terms of living Christianly, in claiming truth for that construal it 
must also strive as reflectively and responsibly as possible to understand living Christianly in terms 
of living humanly, which then requires that both trajectories in understanding with their respective 
truth claims be somehow reconciled wherever necessary. 

The main difference between Christian and philosophical theology lies in the different questions which 
constitute their field of inquiry. Christian theology is constituted by the question as to the meaning and 
truth of the Christian witness of faith. If there were no such witness there would be no Christian theology. 
Philosophical Theology could exist, however, just so long as there are or have been at least some religious 
traditions which are or were theistic, granting of course that if there were no theists left the persistence of 
such a field would be fairly unlikely. I take it that this does not mean that a Christian or a Buddhist 
philosophical theologian need apologize for being more familiar with her own tradition than with others, 
and thus able to engage it more reflectively and responsibly than she can others. But this will be the result 
more of her relatively unspecialized reflection, not the direct result of the disciplines by which her 
reflection in her field becomes more specialized. But those who take up Christian theology will owe their 
intimate acquaintance with the Christian tradition as much to their specialized as to their unspecialized 
reflection, and perhaps more to the former than the latter. 

This last point raises the issue of whether even Christian theology must presuppose explicit Christian 
faith or authentic Christian existence. In this essay as well as others Ogden claims, as is well known, that 
it might not presuppose this, and I think we can better understand his point if we think of Christian 
theology less in terms of the field itself and more in terms of the people who participate in that field and 
the kinds of public spaces they are committed to fostering or maintaining. We might simply claim that 
Christian theologians are directly answerable to, and must welcome as somehow their own, anyone for 
whom the acceptance of the Christian witness is a possibility serious enough to call for honest inquiry. 
That in any case is what I have always taken Ogden to mean and in that sense I can think of no serious 
objection to such a requirement. This may still raise an interesting question, for to require that such 
inquiry be honest is still to make some manner of authentic existence a prerequisite for doing Christian 
theology, even though the manner of authenticity required is not specifically Christian and would apply to 
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any field of inquiry. It is perhaps as difficult to determine whether this kind of authenticity is actually 
present as it is to determine the presence of authentic Christian existence. Even so, Christian theologians 
surely are in some measure answerable and must extend some welcome even to those for whom 
acceptance of the Christian witness is not a serious possibility at all. 

This brings my response at long last to an end. I hope its length is compensated for by its intent to be a 
presentation of Ogden’s project and not mine, though I must admit that, if this actually is a legitimate 
interpretation of what he claims, then it not only defines his own understanding of the role of 
philosophical theology but in large measure must define my understanding of it as well. 

Ogden: 

Well, I owe you a considerable debt, Charles Allen, for helping me to understand myself. I must confess 
that much of what you have laid out in this paper, even though I had the privilege of reading it as you 
spoke it, has not yet sunk in to the point where I’m sure that I can tell you that you and I are a blur in the 
consequent nature of God. How different we are may depend upon what turns up as we both reflect on 
this further, but from the first reading and the first hearing I would have to say that I am not sensible of 
any significant differences between your reformulation of what you understand me to mean and what I 
understood myself to mean when I formulated the theses that you are concerned to reformulate. It seems 
to me that you have understood very well the meaning of these theses and you have restated that meaning 
in ways that I find very interesting, and I want to be able to reflect further on that as a general answer to 
your question. You suspected that, and on every occasion where are you said that you would do 
something and you suspect I would, I could always say, “Yes, I think I would.” So this is not going to be 
lively in the sense that I can just say, “Oh no, you’ve got it all wrong!” I can’t say that. I strongly suspect 
you got it all right. And since you’re willing to subscribe to it then that relieves my mind. So in answer to 
your question, “Is this interpretation plausible?”—yes, It seems to me to be more than plausible. It 
borders on being convincing, if not convincing. And what are its specific weaknesses? I frankly am 
embarrassed to not be able to identify very many—if any. 

I will make a couple of comments. I welcome especially your elucidation of how it is that one goes about 
raising the basic beliefs by which we exist the full consciousness, in other words what the transcendental 
method of reflection amounts to. It seems to me that the way you did that by pointing to performative 
situations and the relationship that obtains between the situation of performance and what is affirmed or 
denied in the assertions in question—that’s all very much the sort of thing I had in mind. In the book of 
Passmore’s to which I make reference in one of the footnotes in this paper—a book called Philosophical 
Reasoning—he makes a distinction, as I recall, between assertions that are absolutely self-warranting or 
self-refuting and those that are relatively self-warranting or self-refuting—something like that. You did 
not make that distinction, but I wonder, if I were to make it, whether you would concur. That is to say, if 
one allows that anthropology is an essential part of metaphysics taken in the broad sense of the word—in 
the way in which, you pointed out in your paper, I do—then it would seem that the statement “I exist” is 
self-warranting, just as the statement “I do not exist” is  self-refuting. But in Passmore one would have to 
say that the statement “I exist” is relatively self-warranting, not absolutely so, and so on. Whereas the 
statement “God exists” seems to me to be in his own language an absolutely self-warranting statement, 
because it is, so I would argue (and of course it’s a very complex argument), a statement which, if you 
understand its meaning, requires you to say yes to it, the only alternative being that you have to judge it to 
be a statement whose meaning cannot be understood because it doesn’t have any, at least in the sense of 
coherent meaning. I mean I think it’s that kind of statement. Now how that relates down to the 
performative situation, you see, is a very interesting question. Perhaps you have to say that there are some 
assertions so related to performative situations that in any situation, even conceivable situations, they 
would be self-refuting or self-warranting, whereas there are other assertions that are self-warranting or 
self-refuting only relative to certain conditions, like the statement concerning my own existence, 
something like that. But with that nuance, it seems to me the way you spelled that out would be the way I 
would want to try to spell it out in answer to the kind of question that somebody might well ask me. And 
I’d be interested if you have any further comments on that. 
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One place where it seems to me that you helpfully point to difficulties in the argument in this paper is in 
connection with what I would have to allow is a vague use of the term “theism” the paper. And that’s not 
unconnected with all this business about analogy and all that. I’m not entirely clear that I can sort this all 
out well, but let me try to show you what I’m talking about. If you take theism in one sense of the term—
it would certainly be an appropriate sense in which to take it—it would seem to me you could say it’s the 
view according to which the strictly ultimate reality that all other things necessarily presuppose is at the 
same time personal reality. Now, as I try to think out what that kind of claim involves, to talk about 
strictly ultimate reality as personal seems to me impossible unless you allow that the term “personal” is 
here operating analogically or symbolically. It doesn’t make sense to talk about strictly ultimate reality 
being literally personal, or if it does I don’t know how it could. On the other hand it seems to me that the 
notion of person, which can be employed in such a context only symbolically or analogically, presupposes 
the possibility of applying another term, namely, “individual,” that I would want to argue can be defined it 
in a literal way. I don’t think “individual” is like “personal” in being used across such a range only in an 
analogical or symbolic sense. You can define an individual, as I do in the short paper on transcendental 
metaphysics, in such a fashion that you can say that strictly ultimate reality is individual and not get into 
the need to talk in a symbolic or analogical way. Now the question is, Is the statement, “Ultimate reality is 
individual,” theism? Or when you have so define “individual” in this highly formal sense, namely to mean 
the kind of concrete entity that can both make a difference to and have difference made to it by the same 
things, have you affirmed theism? I think there would certainly be reasonable grounds on which 
somebody could say not: “That’s not theism; you have so attenuated ‘theism’ here that it’s not appropriate 
to use it.” Somebody could argue that way because theism requires the affirmation of the personal, or 
something like that. On the other hand perhaps one could say that theism is being upheld in this type of 
statement. Anyway, my point is that there is something going on there which accounts for whether there 
are any other options than the ones I allow for, that you ask about. The other thing I think that allows for 
options there is that sometimes the term “God” is used by people as in effect strictly synonymous with 
“ultimate reality.” Whereas in a proper theistic meaning it isn’t just synonymous with “ultimate reality”— 
it’s a certain way of construing “ultimate reality,” mainly, as roughly at once universal and personal or 
universal and individual. but, because the term “God” in a theistic context functions to name the strictly 
ultimate reality, theists have a natural tendency to use the term as if it were equivalent to the ultimate 
reality which is names, and, so to speak, forgetting for the moment that it names it in a special way. And 
therefore you can get formulations for your theists will say, “Everyone believes in God.” But what they 
really mean is everyone in someway or other has to do with/believes in strictly ultimate reality, because 
we all have to do with that. But whether one comes to terms with that ultimate reality in any way that 
would be appropriately described as coming to terms with God, would depend on how you’re using the 
term “God.” It can be expanded and made just equivalent to strictly ultimate reality, or it can be taken in a 
more proper theistic sense. Now I, like other theologians of my acquaintance, have in argument too often 
permitted myself to move between these different senses without being clear myself, much less making 
clear to my readers, that such moving back-and-forth was going on. And so when you say any ontology 
can’t be neutral on this question, that’s tied up somehow with the possibilities of equivocation that lie in 
not observing these differences of meaning in the terms.  

I just feel the force of your point. Can there be other alternatives? I think if you sort out these kinds of 
equivocations the answer is, yes, there can be other alternatives. I think the theist, now in the proper sense
—if somebody will tell me what that is—in the sense of the person who affirms for example what I 
understand Anselm to affirm in the Proslogion’s argument for God’s existence, that is to say, who affirms 
the existence of a concrete reality than which none greater can be conceived, that that would be roughly 
theism. It seems to me the theist who makes that affirmation will want to say that God, whom I affirm as a 
theist, is the strictly ultimate reality. Now I understand that statement by the theist to be like the 
Christological statement that the Christian makes about Jesus Christ. That is to say, it’s not just a 
statement about who God is; it’s a statement about what ultimate reality is, just as the statement about 
Jesus Christ is not just a statement about who Jesus is, but it’s a statement about what we mean by any 
term in which we talk about God or the one who represents God. You have to see that there’s a polemical 
point to the Christological statement, there’s a polemical points to the theistic statement. The theist exists 
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in a world of other non- or a- theist believers and claims that the strictly ultimate reality with which all of 
them have to do is God. That’s the theist’s claim. And it seems to me when you think of it that way, I 
would want to argue that from the theistic standpoint there cannot be any neutrality on that question. That 
is to say the theist will so understand God, if he on or she understands God in that sense, that either an 
ontology will be theistic in affirming that, or it will be an incoherent ontology. I think that’s essentially 
what it comes to. 

The other point where I felt very illumined by what you had to say is this business of who the theologian 
is accountable to. I do not understand you to mean anything different there from what I mean, though I’m 
not sure I see that that amounts to moving from talking about the field to talking about the persons that 
make up the field. That may be all right, but I’m not sure I quite see it that way. The way I sometimes put 
it to myself, in asking “What does theology presuppose, if it doesn’t presuppose faith?” is that it seems to 
me that what one can say is that what theology presupposes is the earnest asking of the question to which 
faith is a response. Now Paul Tillich sometimes tried to deal with the question in this way. He faces the 
issue that was fought out between the pietists and the orthodox over the question whether there could be a 
theology only of the regenerate or whether there could be a so-called theology of the unregenerate, and 
Tillich says that from that debate one learns important things, and in his lectures on the history of 
Christian thought he says at one point that what one learns is that you cannot be a theologian unless you 
are able to ask the question to which the Christian answer comes as an answer. Now, if it’s put in that way, 
I don’t have any problem. My problem is I don’t think you have to give the answer to be a theologian. 
And it seems to me that that is away also of trying to deal with the difficulty that you were trying to deal 
with by casting it in terms of to whom is it that the theologian must hold him- or herself accountable, 
because he or she is accountable and here I understood it to be any person who sincerely asks the 
question, who is honestly open to the Christian answer as a possibility. I wouldn’t want to put too much 
weight on the honest and sincere business. I mean there are a lot of prudential considerations connected 
with it. I don’t waste my time talking to someone who doesn’t seem to care about it. That’s what I mean 
by “prudential.” If somebody seems to be interested, then my job, as a believer or as a theologian, I think, 
is to try to do whatever I can to be of any help in pursuit of that inquiry. And if the person acts in ways  
that makes me think that he or she really isn’t serious, then I’ll probably find something else to do with 
the same time. But even then I couldn’t just say, because I might misread—behavior isn’t all that clear an 
index. So I wouldn’t want to say you have to be sincerely asking, I just think you have to be asking. And 
that’s enough at least to entitle you to the theologian’s attention. Because if I start looking for sincerity, as 
you say, it may turn out to be as hard as looking for faith, and I’d rather leave it to God to look for both 
and look for things that I can find. 

That’s all I have to say in response to your excellent interpretation of what you think I mean. 

Allen: 

I do recognize the distinction you were making, drawing on Passmore, between what you call absolutely 
and relatively self-warranting claims. I’m not sure I would describe it quite in that sense. I would say that 
a strictly metaphysical claim would purport to be an unconditionally assertable claim. That means, not 
assertable independent of any conditions, but assertable under any conditions whatsoever, applicable to 
any conditions. But this could nevertheless only be conditionally warranted by transcendental reflection. I 
mean that for us it is the outgrowth have a contingent process of reflection. That doesn’t mean that we 
should take it any less seriously. I mean to say that the process by which we come to arrive at what we 
claim is unconditionally assertable is a conditional process, and it does depend on how nuanced and how 
broad our horizons of conceivability is, and that can change. And we can’t anticipate those changes before 
they happen, so that, too, serves mainly as a reminder and not some thing that really changes that much 
the way in which we engage these issues. It changes more the ways in which we’ll make sure that other 
people have a chance to ask us for our reasons. 

I have wondered, and I just wanted to go on to ask this. I do think that, as “individual” is defined in 
transcendental metaphysics as you outlined it, a neoclassical transcendental metaphysics, that the phrase 
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that God is an individual is more directly referential to what we mean by “God” than the phrase that God 
is personal or that God is pure unbounded love, and so on. I wonder if it has to be thought of as univocal. 
Because it seems that, even if we’re not sure about that, we can tell on reflection in an argumentative 
situation, or agreement can be reached, that one is more directly referential than the other, and maybe 
that’s all we need to say is that it is more directly referential than other phrases. I’ve always been a little 
uncomfortable with holding out for proving that the terms are univocal, because I think that even if they 
aren’t, that doesn’t mean that you should abandon neoclassical metaphysics. 

Ogden: 

I would quite agree with that. I don’t think there’s any need to insist on univocality for that reason. It 
seems to me that the only reason to insist on it is that you find yourself in fact using terms in such a 
fashion that you cannot imagine in any circumstance in which you have used the term that you would not 
use it in essentially the same sense in which you would use it in any other circumstance. And it seems to 
me that you can define the term “individual” in such a fashion that in any circumstance in which you 
would want to use that term you would use it in the same way in which you would use it in any other 
circumstance, and in that sense it would be univocal. I think that can be done. 

Now there is of course the difference between (as I point out) particular individuals and the universal 
individual. And you could say, “That’s a ground for something other than univocality.” And I’m not 
impatient with construing that as in effect an assertion of what was at stake in the classical discussions of 
analogy. Because if you look at those discussions one of the striking things about them to me is that they 
all presuppose the fundamental distinction between creator and creature. Aquinas’ whole discussion of 
analogy and of the names for God presupposed the literal character of the distinction between creator and 
creature. That was not an analogical distinction. The question of univocality or univocity, that I think is 
relative to what you’re trying to do, and my discussions of this are relative to what Hartshorne was trying 
to do and what I was trying to do in relation to that—you have to observe those limits or otherwise there 
is a equivocation. [At this point the tape ran out.] 


