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Language, Metaphor, and Chalcedon:
A Case of Theological Double Vision®

Stephen W. Need
L.S.U. College of Higher Education, Southampton, England

he question of how human language functions in relation to God

constitutes one of the most difficult problems in Christian theology. I
contend that Christian notions of language about God should be constructed
in light of christology, since both are concerned with the relationship be-
tween the human and the divine. Northrop Frye, drawing on the poetry and
thought of William Blake, speaks of the importance of “the double vision
of a spiritual and a physical world simultaneously present”! in understand-
ing how religious language works. This fundamental quality of double vi-
sion or tension characterizes the relationship between the human and the
divine both in language about God and in christology. In this article I shall
examine several aspects of the relationship between the human and the
divine: first, the basic problem of theological language as discussed by
George Lindbeck; second, the notion of theological language as metaphori-
cal, as discussed by Sallie McFague; and third, christology as found in the
Chalcedonian definition of Christian faith. I shall conclude that it is appro-
priate to construct notions of language about God in light of Chalcedonian
christology.

*I would like to thank Professor Sarah Coakley, Professor Helmut Koester, and Mr. David
Lamberth for their helpful comments on previous drafts of this article.

Northrop Frye, The Double Vision: Language and Meaning in Religion (Toronto: Univer-
sity of Toronto Press, 1991) 85.

HTR 88:2 (1995) 237-55
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Language
George Lindbeck has recently addressed the perennial problem of how
human language about God functions. In The Nature of Doctrine, Lindbeck
discusses three possible ways of understanding the doctrines of religion and
theological language.? The difficulty of finding the correct balance between
experiential and cognitive dimensions of language draws attention to the
slippery nature of human language about God and the need to bear in mind
the double vision of humanity and divinity simultaneously present. Lindbeck
maintains that human language relates to the divine in a way that is neither
merely expressive nor permanently true. Human language is, rather, mean-
ingful, yet limited. In view of this, Lindbeck sets out to avoid the weak-
nesses of both simplistic subjectivism and objectivism; although his goal is
to steer a middle course between the two, however, he often drifts in the
direction of undermining the objective dimension. Indeed, Alister McGrath
has commented that “Lindbeck’s concept of doctrine is strongly reduction-
ist, facilitating theoretical analysis at the cost of failing to interact fully
with the phenomenon in question” and that Lindbeck’s view involves “the
abandonment of any talk about God as an independent reality.”* In view of
this problem, I shall look more closely at what Lindbeck is trying to achieve.
The first notion of theological language that Lindbeck discusses is the
cognitive propositionalist view, in which the propositions of religious dis-
course are seen as permanently and objectively true. In this view, the cog-
nitive dimension of religious language is emphasized and the language is
seen primarily as informative and descriptive. Lindbeck says that “for a
propositionalist, if a doctrine is once true, it is always true, and if it is once
false, it is always false.”® This notion of language is reminiscent of that
found in Wittgenstein’s early writings, namely his Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus. Human language is seen as once and for all picturing a state
of affairs that exists apart from the language itself.® Language and reality,
therefore, operate in a one-to-one or isomorphic manner. According to the
second view, the experiential expressive type, the language of religion is
made up of “non-informative and non-discursive symbols of inner feelings,

2George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Theology in a Post-Liberal Age (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1984). In the last decade this work has continued to provoke and influence
discussion. See, for example, Modern Theology 4 (1988); Richard Lints, “The Postpositivist
Choice: Tracy or Lindbeck?” JAAR 61 (1993) 655-77; and Stephen L. Stell, “Hermeneutics
in Theology and the Theology of Hermeneutics: Beyond Lindbeck and Tracy,” JAAR 61
(1993) 679-703.

3Alister McGrath, The Genesis of Doctrine (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990) 34.

“Ibid., 29.

SLindbeck, Nature, 16.

%See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (trans. David F. Pears and
Bernard F. McGuiness; London: Routledge, 1974) 21.
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attitudes, or existential orientations.”” Here Lindbeck sees a fundamental
polyvalence in the way religious doctrines and propositions function. They
can have different meanings at different times and in different circum-
stances. The significant question is not whether the language pictures a
permanently true state of affairs, but rather how effectively it articulates
the religious experiences of an individual or a community. Thus, the mea-
sure lies in the language’s symbolic efficacy in the context of its actual use.
The basic experience is prior to the language about it and may then be
expressed in a number of different ways. This language has no permanent
meaning. For Lindbeck, the cognitive propositionalist and experiential ex-
pressive notions of theological language are inadequate. The first empha-
sizes the cognitive dimension of language at the expense of the experiential,
while the second emphasizes the experiential at the expense of the cogni-
tive.

The third view, Lindbeck’s own cultural linguistic view, is comparable
to the learning of acquired skills. When learning a language or growing up
in a culture, one does not first ask whether the rules and procedures are
permanently true or adequately expressive. Rather, one simply learns the
rules and inhabits the codes of behavior. The necessary skills are acquired
and result in the binding together of the participants. This notion of theo-
logical language is reminiscent of that found in Wittgenstein’s later writ-
ings, namely his Philosophical Investigations, in which he claims that the
meaning of language lies in its use within a particular language game or
form of life.® For Lindbeck, theological language and the doctrines of re-
ligion function primarily like rules in a language, and the meaningfulness
of theological discourse lies in its actual use. Thus, Lindbeck also calls this
view a “rule theory.” Lindbeck’s desire to bring together the experiential
and cognitive elements of theological language is laudable. When he says
that theology and doctrine “assert nothing either true or false about God
and his relation to creatures,” however, he has undermined the objective
dimension of theological and doctrinal language and has drifted into
expressivism.?

An important illustration of this drift into expressivism can be found in
Lindbeck’s treatment of the christological statements of Nicea and Chalcedon.
Early on, Lindbeck says that “the Nicaenum in its role as a communal
doctrine does not make first-order truth-claims.”!? By this he means that
the creed of Nicea and its statement concerning the unity of father and son

7Lindbeck, Nature, 16.

8See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (trans. by Gertrude E. M. Anscombe;
Oxford: Blackwell, 1967) 20.

9Lindbeck, Nature, 69.

01bid., 19.
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should be understood as referring neither to ontological truth, nor to cog-
nitive propositionalist truth, but to regulative truth. Such language tells us
nothing about God, but is simply like the rules of a language. Speaking of
the key role of Athanasius and the notion of consubstantiality at the Coun-
cil of Nicea, Lindbeck claims that “the theologian most responsible for the
triumph of Nicaea thought of it, not as a first-order proposition with onto-
logical reference, but as a second-order rule of speech. For him, to accept
the doctrine meant to agree to speak in a certain way.”!! For Lindbeck, the
same is true of the language of Chalcedon. He claims that the ontological
or first-order concern developed in the Middle Ages.'? In treating christology
as regulative and second-order, it seems that Lindbeck’s emphasis on mean-
ing as use has led him to undermine the objective side of this language,
namely, God.

Although I share Lindbeck’s basic concern to find a notion of theologi-
cal language that holds together the experiential and cognitive elements, I
wish to avoid his tendency toward expressivism. Moreover, his difficulty
with classical christology is more significant than it first seems. If this
christology were examined in some detail and if it became a more signifi-
cant element in the debate about theological language, an altogether differ-
ent picture would emerge. The christology of Chalcedon deals with the
relationship between the human and the divine, precisely the relationship at
stake in the question of the meaning of theological language. Karl Barth
appreciated this connection more than any other theologian in the twentieth
century. Barth stressed the revelation of God in Jesus as the context for all
legitimate speaking about God, emphasizing that the word of God does not
come to us directly, but comes clothed “in the garments of creaturely re-
ality.”'3 For Barth, the God who is hidden and yet revealed in Jesus is
described in limited and tentative language, but is nonetheless truly named.
If christology provided the climate in which to formulate notions of theo-
logical language, such language might remain more adequate to the phe-
nomenon it articulates, and both human and divine elements could be kept
in view. Before examining the christology of Chalcedon I shall look further
at the basic problem as it has arisen in Sallie McFague’s discussion of
metaphor.

Tbid., 94.

121bid. For further discussion of this matter, see Stephen Williams, “Lindbeck’s Regulative
Christology,” Modern Theology 4 (1988) 173-86.

13Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics 1/1 (trans. George T. Thompson; Edinburgh: T. & T.
Clark, 1961) 189.
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Metaphor

A great deal has been written on the nature of metaphor in recent years,
and the issues are wide-ranging and complex.!* In the western philosophi-
cal tradition stemming from Aristotle, the attitude to metaphor has been
largely negative.!> Recent literature on the subject, however, values the
cognitive dimension of metaphor to a greater extent. A useful way to dis-
cuss metaphor is to contrast it with literal language. The literal sense of
language is its “primary matter-of-fact”!® sense or what it means “on the
face of it.”!” By contrast, metaphor is “that figure of speech whereby we
speak about one thing in terms which are seen to be suggestive of an-
other.”!8 Within this context, the notion that two elements within metaphor
produce an interaction or a tension has been stressed.!® Paul Ricoeur, for
example, underlines this double aspect of metaphor, speaking of a funda-
mental “is and is not” structure.?’

Paul Ricoeur has had some influence on Sallie McFague’s work. In her
Metaphorical Theology, McFague attempts to avoid two obstacles to under-
standing the function of theological language: idolatry and irrelevance.?' If
language about God is taken literally, the result will be idolatry—an iden-
tification of language with the divine. If language about God becomes

14See, for example, Janet Martin Soskice, Metaphor and Religious Language (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1985); Sallie McFague, Metaphorical Theology: Models of God in
Religious Language (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982); Andrew Ortony, ed., Metaphor and Thought
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979); Eva Feder Kittay, Metaphor: Its Cognitive
Force and Linguistic Structure (Oxford: Clarendon, 1987).

150n Aristotle, see Soskice, Metaphor, 3-4. For Enlightenment views, see John Locke,
“An Essay Concerning Human Understanding,” in The Works of John Locke (1823; 10 vols.;
reprinted Aalen: Scientia Verlag, 1963) vols. 1-3. Locke says that figurative language, which
includes metaphor, is made up of “perfect cheats” (2. 288). See also Thomas Hobbes, Levia-
than (ed. Crawford B. Macpherson; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985). Metaphors, he says,
“deceive others” (p. 102).

18George Caird, The Language and Imagery of the Bible (London: Duckworth, 1980) 133.

7Owen Barfield, “The Meaning of the Word ‘Literal,” in Lionel C. Knights and Basil
Cottle, eds., Metaphor and Symbol (London: Butterworth, 1960) 48.

18Soskice, Metaphor, 15.

19See Ivor A. Richards, The Philosophy of Rhetoric (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1936) 90; Max Black, “Metaphor,” in Models and Metaphors: Studies in Language and Phi-
losophy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1962) 25-47; Monroe Beardsley, Aesthetics:
Problems in the Philosophy of Criticism (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Co.,1958) 134-47;
and idem, “The Metaphorical Twist,” in Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 22 (1962)
292-307.

208ee Paul Ricoeur, The Rule of Metaphor: Multidisciplinary Studies of the Creation of
Meaning in Language (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1978) 224.

2IMcFague, Metaphorical Theology, 4.
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irrelevant, however, then it is rendered meaningless. McFague’s aim is to
find “a way of speaking of religious language as referring to God without
identifying it with the divine.”?? In Lindbeck’s terms, the problem lies
between a cognitive propositionalist view and an experiential expressive
view. McFague maintains that the way to understand theological language
is to acknowledge its metaphorical structure. Her overriding point, like
Ricoeur’s, is that metaphor consists of a simultaneous “is and is not™:
“metaphorical theology, most basically, insists on the dialectic of the posi-
tive and the negative, on the ‘is and is not, and that tension permeates
every aspect of it.”?3 Thus, by underlining this tensive quality of metaphor,
McFague sets out to avoid seeing language about God either as literally
true or as meaningless.

McFague frequently claims that metaphors are not merely ornaments,
but are “cognitively oriented for the purpose of understanding the world”?*;
models, which for McFague are sustained metaphors, involve both discov-
ery and creation,?’ and they make intelligibile the unintelligible.?® Never-
theless, her view that metaphors must be developed without limit tends
toward meaninglessness, one of the directions she attempts to avoid. She
says that “a metaphorical theology will insist that many metaphors and
models are necessary, that a piling up of images is essential, both to avoid
idolatry and to attempt to express the richness and variety of the divine-
human relationship.”?” The danger here, however, is that with such a wealth
of metaphors the “is not” element will prevail over the “is,” and all will be
rendered meaningless.?8

Another important feature of McFague’s Metaphorical Theology, men-
tioned only in passing, is its christology. By way of rejecting the christology
of Chalcedon, McFague claims that “an incarnational christology is inevi-
tably static and nature-oriented.”?® In its place, she prefers to see Jesus as
the “parable of God.” The parables of Jesus are exactly the sort of language
needed in theology: “open-ended, tensive, secular, indirect, iconoclastic and

2Ibid., 4.

2Ibid., 65.

21bid., 92.

2Ibid., 101.

26Ibid., 73.

27Ibid., 20.

28This danger also permeates McFague’s more recent work, for example, Models of God:
Theology for an Ecological Nuclear Age (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987); and idem, The Body
of God: An Ecological Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993). See also David J. Bromell’s
discussion of McFague’s work in “Sallie McFague’s ‘Metaphorical Theology,”” JAAR 61 (1993)
485-503.

2McFague, Metaphorical Theology, 196.
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revolutionary.”® In light of this view of Jesus’ parables, McFague wishes
us to see his entire life as a parable of God.3! Interestingly, although
McFague rejects incarnational christology, she bases her entire system on
an “is and is not” notion of language. In fact, it seems that McFague has
not so much rejected incarnational christology per se, but a particular no-
tion of it. As I shall demonstrate, the christology of Chalcedon is hardly
static. Rather, its distinguishing feature corresponds to one of McFague’s
particular interests, namely, the notion of a dynamic interplay between the
human and the divine.??

Metaphor constitutes an important element of human speech about God;
its double element yields a tensive interaction. While articulating truth at
one level, metaphors are usually literally false. They contain an “is and is
not” structure, a simultaneous affirmation and denial. This gives them spe-
cific power and richness. Even where this feature is stressed, however, a
drift into expressivism in views of metaphor is still possible. The ontologi-
cal or objective dimension can be easily undermined as one focuses on the
tentative side. To some extent, as has been discussed, this has happened in
both Lindbeck’s and McFague’s notions of language. Their attempts to avoid
overemphasizing the cognitive and literal dimension on the one hand and
the expressive dimension on the other have resulted in a tendency toward
expressivism and a dissatisfaction with incarnational christology. I have
suggested that the connection between language and christology is of cen-
tral significance, as Karl Barth’s work demonstrates. Discussing difficulties
in forming an adequate notion of religious language, Roger White has
emphasized the connection between language and christology in Barth’s
theology: “It is a central leitmotif of the Dogmatics and perhaps one of the
deepest lessons we may learn from it, how much more radically we must
be prepared to look to divine revelation—and above all to Jesus Christ—
to learn about the very words we use in theology.”? I shall turn, therefore,
to the relationship between the human and the divine as it is found in
Chalcedonian christology, examining how this relationship may provide a
more constructive climate for the closely related matter of forming con-
cepts of theological language.

31bid., 48.

311bid., 42-43.

321t is interesting that in The Body of God McFague moves clearly toward a dynamic
incarnational view of the relationship between God and world.

33Roger White, “Notes on Analogical Predication and Speaking about God,” in Brian
Hebblethwaite and Stewart Sutherland, eds., The Philosophical Frontiers of Christian Theol-
ogy: Essays Presented to D. M. Mac-Kinnon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982)
224.
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# Chalcedon

The main concern of christology is the relationship between the human
and the divine. As suggested earlier, this relationship is important for no-
tions of human language about God. The christological model that has
articulated this relationship most adequately has been the Chalcedonian
definition of Christian faith (451 CE).3* I shall turn first to a brief exposi-
tion of the Antiochene and Alexandrian traditions which influenced this
definition, noting how they understood the relationship between the human
and the divine.3®> Charles Waldrop summarizes the respective emphases of
these two schools succinctly: “The Antiochenes and the Alexandrians con-
ceive the unity of the person of Christ differently. The latter emphasize the
oneness, while the former stress the duality. Each side attempts to deal
adequately with the opposite emphasis.”>® Wolfhart Pannenberg calls these
two basic types disjunction christology and unification christology, respec-
tively.?” I shall refer to them here simply as the model of distinction and
the model of unity.

The Antiochene tradition is typified in popular thinking by the
christologies of Theodore of Mopsuestia and Nestorius. A useful entry point
into this christology is to discuss their rejection of the term 8€0TdK0G or
“God-bearer” for the Virgin Mary. Nestorius maintained that to call Mary
the bearer of God or to say that God had been born of Mary was to claim
that the divine had undergone a human birth. To call Mary 8€0TdKoC,
therefore, was to undermine the divine nature. Nestorius’s christology over-
looked the fact that the term 8€0T0K0g was used to claim that not God but
rather the man Jesus, recognized as divine, was born of Mary. In any case,
the word 0€0T0K0¢ also opened the door to a blatant docetism, for it could
give the impression that the man born of Mary was not really human. In
view of this, Nestorius’s preference was to qualify 8e0T0k0¢ by the expres-
sion GvOpWTOTOKOG (“man-bearer”) or to use Xp1ot0ToK0G (“Christ-bearer”)
instead. Even the expression 8€080x0¢ (“God-receiver”) would be prefer-
able to the original word, and in Greek it had the advantage of sounding
the same. The key problem here was that the divine and human elements

34For the text of the Chalcedonian definition and some discussion, see T. Herbert Bindley
and Frederick W. Green, eds., The Oecumenical Documents of the Faith (4th ed.; London:
Methuen, 1950) 183-99. For the wider historical and theological background, see Robert V.
Sellers, The Council of Chalcedon: A Historical and Doctrinal Survey (London: S.P.C.K.,
1953).

35For a fuller discussion of these two traditions, see Robert V. Sellers, Two Ancient
Christologies (London: S.P.C.K., 1940).

36Charles Waldrop, Karl Barth’s Christology: Its Basic Alexandrian Character (Amsterdam:
Mouton, 1984) 25.

3TWolfhart Pannenberg, Jesus—God and Man (London: SCM, 1968) 287.
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were becoming blurred. The Antiochenes’ chief concern was to emphasize
the distinction within the unity.

Another issue regarding the distinction between human and divine is the
so-called communicatio idiomatum. In Alexandrian christology this notion
of the communion of idioms meant that because of the union of the human
and the divine in Christ, language normally referring to the human element
in Christ could be used of the divine element and vice versa. Aspects in the
gospels relating to the humanity of Christ could be predicated of the divin-
ity, while elements relating to the divinity could be predicated of the hu-
manity. As we shall see, in the Alexandrian tradition there was an eagerness
to unite the two elements. For Nestorius and the Antiochenes, however, a
distinction between the two elements was essential. The language of the
gospels relating to the humanity of Christ was to be taken as referring to
the human nature; that relating to the divinity was to be taken as referring
to the divine. In his work on Theodore’s christology, Rowan Greer says that
“predication had to be either to the human nature or to the divine nature.”38
The Antiochenes were thus dissatisfied with this notion of a communicatio
idiomatum and worked toward emphasizing the distinction within the unity
once again.

A brief look at the key words used in Antiochene christology will clarify
their concern to bring out this distinction within the unity of the two ele-
ments. Central to understanding patristic theology are four key words: ovoia,
¢vo1g, vVnooToolg, and Tpdcwnov. Their meanings are broad and com-
plex and sometimes overlap to the extent of synonymity. OVcic basically
indicates the being or identity of a thing, or what makes that thing unique.
®Volg is the nature of a thing; the term thus overlaps with ovoio.

‘Tréotaolg is the reality behind the appearance of a thing. Finally,
TPOCOTOV is the mask or face of a thing, or that which presents itself to
the senses. These words are used to focus the crucial relationship between
the human and the divine in Antiochene christology, because while there is
total unity at the level of tpdcwnov, there could be said to be two reali-
ties—the human and the divine—at the levels of ovoia, ¢voig, and
UNOoTooLG. Nestorius thus speaks of a prosopic union, constituted by the
mutual reciprocity or dynamic interchange between the humanity and the
divinity at this prosopic level.?® The key contribution here, however, is the
notion of a distinction at the deepest levels. This model of distinction has
the potential to separate the elements completely.

The Alexandrian tradition, typified in popular thinking by the christology
of Apollinarius of Laodicea, holds an opposite emphasis to the Antiochene

38Rowan Greer, Theodore of Mopsuestia (London: Faith, 1961) 61.
3%For more details on this, see John N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines (London:
Black, 1977) especially chap. 12.
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tradition. The Alexandrian tradition upheld such notions as 6eoTéx0g and
communicatio idiomatum, and its emphasis on a union of the human and
divine in Christ led to a confusion of the two. The work of Apollinarius
constitutes the first attempt to articulate fully the relationship between the
divine and the human elements in Christ. Reacting against the Antiochene
tendency toward dualism in this matter, Apollinarius emphasized union.
Frances Young observes that “whatever the problems or implications, the
union is Apollinarius’s chief concern.”*® In order to secure a correct notion
of this union, Apollinarius began with a study of human psychology.

For Apollinarius the human person is made up of three elements: GO
(“body”), yuyn (‘“vital principle”), and voD¢ (“rational principle”). These
elements form a hierarchy with the voig, the rational or intellectual prin-
ciple, at the top. This voUg is the feature that separates human beings from
animals; it is the seat of human freedom, of free will and thus of sin or
sinlessness. Next, the yvy1, the animal or vital soul which human beings
share with the animals, is the nonmaterial part of the human personality.
Finally, at the bottom of the ladder, the material aspect, or the body, may
be found. This is also called cap&, a usage that links the body to the lower
soul or yuyn. This scheme of understanding the human person is crucial
to grasping the distinctive features of Apollinarius’s christology. As Herbert
Maurice Relton summarized Apollinarius’s central question: “How could
two perfect natures be united in one person, since two natures involve two
personalities?#! Apollinarius’s reply is that in the unity of the two ele-
ments in Christ, in the relationship between the divine and the human, the
divine A0Yog (“Word”) has taken the place of the human vo®¢, the rational
principle. As a result, the divine Adyog forms the seat of intelligence and
freedom and is thus the primary element within the union.

Apollinarius’s move to replace the human vo¥¢ with the divine Adyoc,
however, undermines Christ's humanity and moves toward docetism. An
attempt to articulate a union has slipped into a fundamental confusion of
the elements. For Apollinarius, the A0yog has become the sole life-giving
aspect of the union, and the voUc—that which separates human beings
from the animals—has been neglected. In his work on the philosophy of
the church fathers, Harry Austryn Wolfson maintains that Apollinarius’s
christology holds to a “union of predominance,” in which the active, divine
Adyog predominates over the passive, human flesh.#? The key soteriological
criticism of this notion came from Gregory Nazianzen in his comment that

“OFrances Young, From Nicaea to Chalcedon (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983) 188.

“'Herbert Maurice Relton, A Study in Christology (London: S.P.C.K., 1917) 19.

4?Harry Austryn Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Church Fathers (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1970) 441.
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“that which He has not assumed He has not healed.”*? In any case, an
attempted model of unity has drifted into one of considerable confusion of
the elements.

The coming together of the Antiochene and Alexandrian models charac-
terizes the christology of Chalcedon. In Chalcedon, they form a single
model in which the divine and human elements are united yet also remain
distinct. Many of those who see the document containing the Chalcedonian
definition as Nestorian, Monophysite, completely negative, or simply a
compromise focus on isolated aspects of its christology. Certain features of
the document, however, are integral to understanding its full contribution
to an adequate articulation of the relation betwen the human and the divine.
In order to understand Chalcedonian christology in a complete way, it is
necessary to focus on important words and phrases from the central section
of the document.

I begin with the words oVcio (“being”) and OL00VGLOG (“one being”).#
The document says that Jesus is “of one being with the Father concerning
the Godhead and the same of one being with us concerning the Man-
hood.”*5 These two words are among the most complex words in Greek
patristic theology, but in the Chalcedonian context they have to do with
affirming unity. Probably the best translation of oVvoio into English is
“being.” Geoffrey Lampe suggests that the basic meaning of ovoia has to
do with “being,” “reality,” and “ultimate reality.”#¢ He says that in relation
to material things it is the “substance from which a thing is made or in
which it exists, stuff, matter.”*’ It is thus the “essential element or feature”
or “special character” of a thing.*® The emphasis is on the unique character,
distinctive element, or defining characteristic. Lampe suggests that when
used to refer to God, this word specifically means the “being of God.”*

The word 0l100V010G means “one” or the “same” being and is specifi-
cally concerned with affirming unity. There are several possible transla-

9 <

43Gregory Nazianzen, “Epistle 101,” in Philip Schaff and Henry Wade, eds., The Nicene
and Post-Nicene Fathers (14 vols.; 2d ser.; trans. Charles G. Browne and James E. Swallow;
Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1978) 7. 440.

44For a thorough study of these words, see Christopher Stead, Divine Substance (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1977).

45My translation. The original Greek is 0lL00VG10V T®) TATPL KOTA THV BedTN T, KO
6L00VG1LOV TOV 0V TOV UiV KoTd TNV AvBpwrdtnTo. See Bindley and Green, Oecumenical
Documents, 193 and 234-35. For a full translation of the Chalcedonian definition, see ibid.,
232-35 and J. Stevenson, ed., Creeds, Councils, and Controversies. Documents lllustrative of
the History of the Church A.D. 337-461 (London: S.P.C.K., 1966) 334-38.

46LPGL, s.v. ovoia.

“TIbid.

“8Ibid.

“91bid.
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tions into English. Stead suggests “made of the same element” or “belong-
ing to the same order of beings.”>® George L. Prestige notes that “the
original signification of homoousios, apart from all theological technicality,
is simply ‘made of the same stuff.’ ‘Stuff here bears a generic sense, nec-
essarily, since no objects of physical experience are composed of identical
portions of matter; it really means ‘made of the same stuff’”>' Prestige
adds that until the Council of Nicea, this word was understood to refer to
something material and that “it conveyed a metaphor drawn from material
objects.”? Hence, although the word could have a wide variety of mean-
ings and indicate a very general notion, it could also designate very close
association. The emphasis on close unity arose in the anti-Arian context of
the Council of Nicea, and this meaning carried over into Chalcedon. Stead
says that “the phrase simply denies that the Son had an origin outside, or
independent of, the Father.”>3 The basic etymology of these words leads to
the conclusion that their use in Chalcedonian christology affirms unity
between the defining characteristics of two things: a common derivation,
continuity, or unity between the Adyog and the Father, on the one hand,
and between Jesus’ humanity and that of humans, on the other.

The next important word in Chalcedonian christology is mpdcwnov.>*
The definition indicates that there are two natures “running together into
one mpéownov and one VTOGTOOLG, not parted or divided into two
npdowno.">d Originally, Tpdc@rov meant mask, face, or the external ap-
pearance of a thing. The emphasis was on the concrete or empirical dimen-
sion, that which is presented to the senses. Prestige defines it as “the external
being or individual self as presented to an onlooker;”%¢ it could, therefore,
mean the individuality of a thing and thus have a deeper sense. The Semitic
background to this word involved a stress on the concrete or tangible di-
mension, and this appealed to the Antiochene’s emphasis on the humanity
of Christ. Nestorius’s concept of the prosopic union constituted the level at
which he saw the unity of the human and divine in Christ. For him there
were still fundamental distinctions at other levels. The Chalcedonian defi-
nition, however, claims that there is one Tpdcwrov and one VNOGTUCLS.
There is, therefore, a concern to assert unity at every level, so that the

50Stead, Divine Substance, 193.

5!George L. Prestige, God in Patristic Thought (London: S.P.C.K., 1956) 197.

32Ibid., 209.

33Stead, Divine Substance, 241.

54For a comprehensive account of this word’s background, see Eduard Lohse, “npdcwnov,”
TDNT 6 (1968) 768-80.

55My translation. The original Greek is gig £v Tpdcwnov koi piov VTECTAUCLY
cLVTpEXOVONG, 0VK lg d¥0 Tpdowro pepiiéuevov i Stoapovpevoy. See Bindley and
Green, Oecumenical Documents, 193 and 235.

SPrestige, Patristic Thought, 157.
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Alexandrian interest and tendency prevails. Thus far, the union has been
expressed at the expense of the distinction, but the distinction will be
emphasized in the second part of the main section of the definition.

The word VrocGTOOLG is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to trans-
late into a single English word.’” Much depends upon the context in which
it is used. Its origins lie in Greek science and medicine where the meaning
has to do with the sediment or deposit, for example, of urine or stagnant
water. Here the sense is simply one of “what settles.” Helmut Koester
comments that “a constituent part of the concept is that this is the part
which can be seen, which manifests itself, which takes concrete shape.”8
In philosophical use, it later came to mean the reality which lies behind
appearances. Referring, therefore, to the particular underlying concrete re-
ality of a thing, it means reality and genuineness and has very physical
overtones.” Cyril of Alexandria used the word most notably in his expres-
sion “hypostatic union” to assert the underlying unity of the human and
divine in Christ. While the Alexandrian understanding of VndoTacLg Was
one of a dynamic unity, the Antiochene view, preserving the impassability
of the divinity and the distinction between the elements involved, saw it as
a static phenomenon. In the Chalcedonian definition there is only one
hypostasis: piov ¥néotao1v.®? The Alexandrian use of the word in order
to assert unity has prevailed. The lack of a human VréoTOOLG in the
Chalcedonian Christ, however, is a major point of weakness that will not
be overcome until an adequate concept of €vomdcTOTOg has been articu-
lated. As yet, there remains an undermining of the humanity of Christ and
the balance between the union and the distinction is disturbed.

The word £€vumO6TOTOC, best translated in christology as “having inde-
pendent existence,”®! does not occur in the Chalcedonian definition, but is
first found in Leontius of Byzantium in the sixth century. It emerged in
order to secure a real humanity in the incarnate Christ while still speaking
of a hypostatic union. Leontius’s view was that the human Vtéc6T0G1G had
become enpersoned or really existed in the divine VTo6TOO1G. Ephraim of
Antioch later refined this notion and spoke of a GUvBeTog 1 VROOTACLS,
a “synthetic” or “composite” Vn00T001G.52 In these views the human el-
ement is at its fullest and most personal precisely when it is in union with
the divine VmooTaoLg. They attempt to balance the relationship between

57For a comprehensive account of this word’s background, see Helmut Koester, “Onéct001G,”
TDNT 8 (1969) 572-89.

S8Ibid., 574.

59Sellers, Council of Chalcedon, 139.

60See Bindley and Green, Oecumenical Documents, 193.

SILPGL, s.v. £VORGGTOTOG.

62See John Mclntyre, The Shape of Christology (London: SCM, 1966) 100-101.
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the human and the divine elements, and in doing so a particular notion of
full humanity emerges.

In the Chalcedonian definition the word ¢UG1¢ (“nature”) articulates the
distinction between the human and divine elements.5® The interpretation of
this word defines the type of christology which emerges. It is said that
Christ is “made known in two natures.”®* The usual translation is simply
“nature,” but this still needs interpretation. Lampe defines the word as:
“nature; essence of a person or thing with the attributes proper to it; es-
sence considered from the point of view of activity or function.”® Clearly
there are overlaps with ovoia and VnOGTOOLG, but the sense of the func-
tion of a thing in itself or of individual character predominates. The word,
which could also be seen in generic or collective terms as a species, was
used widely in theology and philosophy in relation to the divine nature, the
trinity, christology, and the natural world.

In the Antiochene tradition, $Vo1g was used to articulate the distinction
within the unity of the person of Christ. Theodore and Nestorius spoke of
two natures in order to maintain the two realities within the union and to
avoid any confusion at the most fundamental levels. The Alexandrian tra-
dition, especially Cyril and Eutyches, saw ¢Uo1¢ as more individual than
generic and therefore saw a threat to the unity of Christ in the Antiochene
claim to two natures. The Alexandrians, therefore, affirmed the unity in
terms of nature: two natures before the union, but one after. In the
Chalcedonian definition, the Antiochene practice is maintained and the dis-
tinction is articulated in terms of nature (€v 800 ¢VoeoLy, or “in two
natures”). The unity is spoken of as piov VoG TOGLY (“one” VMOOTOGLG).5
Although there is overlap in the meaning of the terms, they are used in this
way to articulate both unity and distinction.

However, modern theology has shown considerable differences regard-
ing the actual definition of ¢Vo1¢. The basic divide has been between those
who understand this word in its static sense, such as Schleiermacher, Tillich,
and the majority of the Enlightenment tradition,®’ and those who have in-

93For a comprehensive account of this word’s background, see Helmut Koester, “¢vo1g,”
TDNT 9 (1968) 251-77.

%4Translation by Sellers, Council of Chalcedon, 211. The original Greek is £v 800 ¢¥oeov. . .
yvopiiopevov. See also Bindley and Green, Oecumenical Documents, 193 and 235.

SSLPGL, s.v. $V01G.

66For £v 8%0 ¢¥oeotv and piov Yrédotacty see Bindly and Green, Oecumenical Docu-
ments, 193 and 235.

67See Friedrich Schleiermacher, The Christian Faith (3 vols.; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark,
1928) 393; and Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (trans. Hugh R. Mackintosh and James S.
Stewart; London: SCM, 1978) 2. 148.
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terpreted it in a dynamic sense, such as John Macquarrie.%® The dynamic
sense seems to be correct in the context of patristic christology. Koester
notes that the basic sense of the word is “to become” and “to grow”; used
in early Greek literature in relation to plant life, it has to do with devel-
opment and budding, and was then associated with the form, nature, con-
stitution, and character of human beings and animals.® In his Metaphysics,
Aristotle gives seven meanings for the word ¢0o1g, but the predominant
meaning has to do with movement and development. Aristotle says that it
is “the source from which the primary movement in each natural object is
present in it in virtue of its own essence.”’® Thus, ¢¥o1¢ has to do with the
growth, development, and movement of a thing towards its true character.
The sense is essentially fluid and dynamic.

At the heart of the Chalcedonian definition lie four negative terms that
are widely known and discussed. The document states that “one and the
same Christ” is “recognized in two natures, GOVYYXVTWOG, ATPENTWG,
adLoupeTwg, aympioTwg (unconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, insepa-
rably).””! Although the words are negative, they safeguard the crucial in-
sight of this document in a very positive way. The positive intention here
is to stave off the two errors of merging the union into confusion and of
turning the distinction into duality. There are two words aimed at each
error: The first two, 0oVYXVT®G and G TpénTwG, are aimed at
Apollinarianism; the second two, adionpétwg and dywpicTwg are aimed
at Nestorianism. While the errors are negated, the truthful insights of each
christological tradition are retained. Again, two natures are affirmed: “the
distinction of the natures being in no way denied because of the unity.””?
Here, there is neither a mixing nor a total separation of the elements, but
a harmonization of the two natures, a “running together into one” (gig
£v. . . oVVTpEXOVONG),”® a distinction within a unity.

%8John Macquarrie, “Foundation Documents of the Faith III: The Chalcedonian Defini-
tion,” ExpTim 91 (1979) 68-72.

%9See Koester, “¢vo1g,” 252-53.

TOAristotle Metaph. 1014b (trans. and eds. J. A. Smith and William D. Ross; 12 vols.;
London: Oxford University Press, 1908-1952) S. 4.16.

"I Translation from Bindley and Green, Oecumenical Documents, 235. It is worth noting
that not only are these four terms not wholly negative in intention, but they are also actually
adverbs not adjectives. This makes the usual translation “without confusion, without change,
without division, without separation” less appropriate. The translation I have used draws
attention to the fluid and dynamic nature of the relationship between human and divine in the
Chalcedonian definition.

"2My translation. The original Greek is 0080nos TH¢ T@V dVoewV Sropopdc dvypnuévng
Sia v Evwotv. See Bindley and Green, Oecumenical Documents, 193 and 235.

3My translation. Bindley and Green have “concurring into one.” See Oecumenical Docu-
ments, 235.
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This consideration of the main words used in the Chalcedonian defini-
tion indicates that the two models of the Antiochene and Alexandrian tra-
ditions merge to form a single, dynamic, Chalcedonian christology. Two
basic features are articulated together to form the single insight found in
this document for the first time. First, the affirmation of unity between the
human and the divine is achieved essentially through the words Opoovo10G,
npocwnov, and VTOOTAOLG, with some clarification offered by the word
£vumootatog. The word Opoovol0¢ affirms unity of the divinity of the
AGyog with the father, on the one hand, and the unity of the humanity of
Jesus with humanity, on the other. The other two words affirm unity be-
tween the human and the divine within Christ. The second feature, the
affirmation of distinction between the human and the divine, is articulated
with the word ¢Uo1g, interpreted in a dynamic sense. These combine into
the single insight of the distinction within the unity in the relationship
between the human and the divine.

In Chalcedonian christology, then, the two elements of humanity and
divinity are united and yet distinct. The double vision mentioned at the
beginning of this article is very much in evidence. Humanity and divinity
are simultaneously present in a dynamic relation similar to that between
lovers or between the notes in a musical chord.”* In the relationship be-
tween human beings in love, the individuals retain identity while simulta-
neously relating to the other. They form a new union while remaining
separate and distinct persons. When two or three musical notes sound to-
gether, the individual notes sound clearly and distinctly, while also making
a new sound together in harmony. In both cases, the union does not elimi-
nate the individuality, nor does the individuality destroy the union. In
Chalcedonian christology there is a similar notion of individuality in rela-
tionship: a lively, tensive, and fertile interplay between God and humanity.
The distinct elements retain their identity within the union. I maintain that
it is significant that the notion of a dynamic relation between God and
humanity, sought in so many discussions of the meaning of theological
language, is readily available in the christology of Chalcedon.

Conclusion

As mentioned earlier, both Lindbeck and McFague view the Chalcedonian
definition with suspicion. Lindbeck sees the language as second-order, while
for McFague it is simply static. In looking at the Chalcedonian definition
itself, however, I have found that its christology, drawing as it does upon
the Antiochene and Alexandrian traditions, attempts to articulate a com-

74For a discussion of music and christology, see Colin Gunton, Yesterday and Today: A
Study of Continuities in Christology (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1983) 115-24.
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plex, fluid relationship between the human and the divine. Far from being
static and negative, it produces, through subtle and powerful language, a
fine-tuned statement of a dynamic relation between the two elements. The
human and the divine are united to each other and yet remain distinct
within the union. In a very positive way, this christology indicates how the
human and the divine can relate and yet remain separate. They can appear
together without confusion; there is simultaneous union and distinction and
the elements retain their separate identities while existing together in tensive
relation.

My overarching statement is not that the christology of Chalcedon can
provide some sort of theory of theological language, nor do I wish to
encourage a return to Lindbeck’s notion of christology as regulative, simply
applying Chalcedon as an external measure to our notions of theological
language. Rather, the point is that Chalcedonian christology can provide a
context in which a more adequate notion of human language about God
may emerge for Christian theology. Barth emphasized revelation in Jesus
as the context in which human language about God is most properly viewed.
Indeed, for him, christology constituted the touchstone and center of all
human knowledge.”” Again, the aim in this article is not simply to apply
this measure to our notions of language and fall once again into a form of
absolutism. In light of Chalcedonian christology, however, it is necessary
to keep constantly in view the very real human limitations of language
about God, while also taking seriously the possibility that such language is
not merely expressive. While human language may be inadequate with regard
to speaking about God, it is possible, nevertheless, to claim that in the end
one really speaks about God. This context enables the double vision to be
kept the center as notions of language about God are constructed. For
Christians, God can only be known and spoken of in embodied and worldly
form, and it is here that language and christology are fundamentally re-
lated.

Chalcedon articulates a distinction between the human and the divine
and maintains that there is a real difference between the two elements. I
have shown that a specific word is used in relation to this: two natures
(¢Voerg). Forming a notion of how language about God functions in light
of Chalcedon involves keeping these two natures distinct. Language about
God should not be understood to operate in a cognitive propositionalist
fashion. Idolatry or identifying God with human language for God should
be avoided. Indeed, a variety of metaphors should be valued in articulating
the divine, since human language is distinct from God. Nonetheless, it is
possible to maintain that language about God relates to God positively. The

75Karl Barth, Dogmatics in Outline (trans. G. T. Thomson; 1949; reprinted London: SCM,
1957) 66.
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other side of Chalcedonian christology articulates unity between the human
and the divine. Specific words—VOndotaotg and TpdcwnRov—are used in
affirming their relation. In constructing a notion of theological language in
light of Chalcedon, Lindbeck’s experiential expressive drift and McFague’s
undermining of the positive side of metaphor can be avoided. Metaphors
for God must not proliferate amorphously, as if all were of equal value.

This christological climate leads to understanding language about God
as metaphorical. As McFague explains, metaphor contains a double, inter-
active element, an “is and is not” dynamic. Even where this is stressed,
however, a drift into expressivism is still possible. The “is not” can tri-
umph over the “is.” Within a christological climate it is necessary always
to be conscious of both the positive and the negative contents of metaphor.
Although metaphors do not quite mean what they say, they do, neverthe-
less, have meaning. Recalling the discussion of Lindbeck and McFague,
one should always keep a grounding in the ontological or objective side of
the language, maintaining that it is expressive but also genuinely cognitive.
The negative side of metaphor in the Chalcedonian context militates against
idolatry, while its positive element militates against irrelevance and mean-
inglessness. Thus, to speak of God as mother or father would not imply
that God really is a mother or a father. It would imply that God really is
motherly or fatherly, even though such notions should not be absolutized.
Similarly, to speak of the eucharist as a sacrifice, of the church as the
pilgrim people of God, or of salvation as justification would be to affirm
that it is appropriate to speak of the eucharist, the church, and salvation in
these ways, while not reducing the realities thus named to the metaphors
used. In this way the double vision of the language and the reality depicted
can be preserved in every case.’® Notions of language would be affected
more than the actual use of language. All notions of language presuppose
or imply an ontology and an epistemology. A Chalcedonian climate would
keep these more clearly in view. It would enable Christians to see both the
human and the divine in theological language, but not mistake one for the
other.

76Neither Lindbeck nor McFague doubts, in principle, that theological language has mean-
ing and achieves reference. Broadly speaking, both operate from a position of critical realism
in which theological language has meaning but must not be absolutized. It is not my concern
to enter into the problems of reference in relation to theological language. The notions of the
fixing of reference found in the following discussions, however, would certainly be continu-
ous with my overall argument: Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1981);
Keith S. Donnellan, “Reference and Definite Descriptions,” in Stephen P. Schwartz, ed.,
Naming, Necessity and Natural Kinds (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1977) 42-65;
Richard Boyd, “Metaphor and Theory Change: What is ‘Metaphor’ a Metaphor for?” in An-
drew Ortony, ed., Metaphor and Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979)
356-408; and Soskice, Metaphor, chaps. 7 and 8.
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Like Lindbeck and McFague, the fathers of the Christian church in the
patristic, medieval, and reformation periods were aware of the limitations
of human language about God. Nevertheless, they attempted to speak about
God and often did so in metaphors. Indeed, it was in their christology that
their metaphors occurred most frequently. They had no specific philosophy
of metaphor but knew that in speaking about God metaphors are indispens-
able. They experienced vividly the “double vision of a physical and a
spiritual world simultaneously present” and sought to articulate this as ad-
equately as they could. Their language about God—and especially their
metaphors—were closely associated with their christology. The decline in
appreciation of the power of metaphor, and in some circles, of Chalcedonian
christology, has been predominantly a Western, post-Enlightenment pro-
cess.”” At the present time, however, the complexities of human language
about God are becoming more widely appreciated and metaphor is reemerg-
ing into a respectable and powerful position at the heart of Christian the-
ology. It is important that the fundamental relation between the divine and
the human be kept in mind as notions of theological language are formed.
My suggestion, therefore, has been that the notion of this relation found in
the christology of Chalcedon can make a considerable difference to one of
Christian theology’s most difficult tasks.

7"Many factors have contributed to this decline, one of the most obvious being the devel-
opment and predominance of logical positivism, especially as found in Alfred J. Ayer, Lan-
guage, Truth and Logic (1936; reprinted Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971).



