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THE MEANING OF THE CHRISTIAN CONFESSION OF FAITH:
EXPLAINING THE NICENE CREED THROUGH UNIVERSAL
HUMAN CONCEPTS

This paper is part of a larger project, aiming at re-thinking Christian faith through
universal human concepts, and at the same time exploring the scope of possible human
understanding, across languages and cultures. Semantics can be divided into three main
branches: lexical semantics, grammatical semantics and “textual semantics.” The first is
concerned with the meaning of words, the second with the meaning of grammatical con-
structions, and the third with the meaning of entire texts. This paper belongs to the third
kind, as its purpose is to explicate the meaning of a text, or, more precisely, part of a text.
The text in question, the ‘Nicene Creed,’ is a fixed text articulating the core of Christian
belief, agreed upon in its Greek version at two great councils of the Church in the fourth
century, Nicaea in 325 and Constantinople in 381, when the Church was still undivided.
It is a text which to this day expresses the common faith of Christians in Western and
Eastern Christianity. The paper seeks to “unpack” the meaning of the opening lines of
the Nicene Creed: “I believe in one God, Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth,
of all things visible and invisible.” It relies on the methodology known as NSM (from
Natural Semantic Metalanguage). The three semantic texts arrived at in the paper present
the meaning of the opening lines of the Creed in words, phrases and sentences which are
simple, clear, and universally cross-translatable.
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1. Introduction: Understanding other people’s “dreamings”

Semantics can be divided into three main branches: lexical semantics, grammatical
semantics and “textual semantics.” The first is concerned with the meaning of words, the
second with the meaning of grammatical constructions, and the third with the meaning of
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entire texts. This paper belongs to the third kind, as its purpose is to explicate the mean-
ing of a text, or, more precisely, part of a text. The text in question, the ‘Nicene Creed,’
is a fixed text articulating the core of Christian belief, agreed upon in its Greek version at
two great councils of the Church in the fourth century, Nicaea in 325 and Constantinople
in 381, when the Church was still undivided. It is a text which to this day expresses the
common faith of Christians in Western and Eastern Christianity.

The idea that not only words and phrases but also entire texts can be explicated under-
lies “The Story of God and People in Minimal English,” which is a core part of my book
What Christians Believe [Wierzbicka 2019a]. Since that ‘story’ and that book provide the
background for my present exploration of the meaning of the Nicene Creed, I will begin
with three points which I made at the launch of What Christians Believe at the Australian
National University in May 2019, and which, as I said then, and say again now, mean
a great deal to me.

The first point is that I think it is important to understand other people, those near us,
and also those distant from us, whether in space, time, language, or culture. And it is not
easy to understand other people, especially if they are distant from us.

I’d like to illustrate this with something that an old Aboriginal man once said to the
Australian anthropologist W.H. Stanner: “White man got no dreaming.” I have often
thought about these words. I’d like to understand fully what this man meant.

On one level, it seems to me that I do understand; and I’d like to respond: Christians
do have a dreaming. But on another level, this old man was clearly referring to the Ab-
original concept expressed in words like “Jukurrpa” in Warlpiri, or “Altyerre” in Ar-
rernte.

Stanner tried to explain this concept by speaking of “a sacred, heroic time of the in-
definitely remote past, which is also, in a sense, still part of the present” [Stanner 2003:
57]. But for all my admiration for Stanner, this is, it seems to me, a somewhat Eurocentric
understanding. This explanation can be very helpful for English speakers, but it relies on
concepts which come from English, such as “sacred” and “heroic,” not from Australian
Aboriginal languages, which have no such words.

As colleagues and I have argued for many years, we can achieve better understand-
ing if in our explanations we rely on concepts which are shared by all languages, and all
speakers — concepts like good and bad, word and true, before and after. My colleague
Cliff Goddard and I have tried to provide such an explanation of the Warlpiri concept
of “jukurrpa” (“dreaming”) in an article which was published in Australian Aboriginal
Studies [Goddard & Wierzbicka 2015].

In What Christians Believe, 1 have tried to provide an analogous explanation of the
“Christian dreaming.” This is what “The Story of God and People,” which is the core of
that book, tries to achieve. No doubt, it is not perfect, but I think it is easier to understand
than many other books on either theology or comparative religion. And it is far more
cross-translatable into other languages.

The second point is that I believe in the essential unity of humankind. This belief
is not very fashionable these days in academia and in fact it is often contested, with
great emphasis being placed on “diversity” and some scorn expressed for putative
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human universals. Yet without human universals we couldn’t have any global ethics, any
hope for a global — planetary — conversation about what is good and what is bad. We
wouldn’t be able to say that it is bad if people want to kill other people, or that it is bad if
people want to do very bad things to other people. We can say such things only because,
as cross-linguistic investigations show, all languages have words for good and bad, want,
do and people.

As Australian Catholic theologian Anthony Kelly puts it in his article “The Risen
Christ and Interfaith Dialogue” [Kelly 2012a], “the dialogical attitude <...> envisages
unity in difference, rather than a homogenized sameness.” 1 think that as linguists and
anthropologists we should adopt the same attitude to human languages and cultures, and
to look in them for “unity in difference” rather than either “homogenized sameness” (a la
Chomsky) or boundless diversity, without even shared concepts like good and bad, know
and think.!

As St Paul said to the Greeks in his speech in Athens two thousand years ago, “God
hath made of one blood all nations of men <...> to dwell on all the face of the earth”
(Acts 17:26, King James Version). “One blood” means here also what anthropologist
Franz Boas later called “the psychic unity of mankind.” This unity of humankind is also
manifested in shared human words like good and bad, know and think, before and af-
ter, true, words, and people. Taken together with their shared grammatical frames, these
words form a minimal language, both mental and oral, which allows, and underlies hu-
man communication. We can call this minimal language “Basic Human.”

The third, and last, point that I want to make is about Jesus. Jesus’ “dreaming” was
universal: he wanted it to reach all people, so his teaching was meant to be accessible to
all people. At the same time, it was very much embedded within one particular culture.
So there is, seemingly, a paradox here: We can only understand Jesus’ teaching in the
context of that particular culture, but at the same time, we know that he wanted it to be
conveyed also to people from other cultures, as he put it, “to the ends of the earth” (Acts
1:8).

Furthermore, as 21 century speakers of languages like English we are also embedded
in a particular culture, which draws, among other things, on Christian concepts, such as
“forgiveness,” and Christian images, such as “turn the other cheek” and “the good Sa-
maritan.” These words and images are shared not only by speakers of English, but also by
speakers of a great many other languages. To explain what Christians believe to people
from non-Christian backgrounds we need to re-think these concepts and these images
with the help of shared human concepts; and also, without relying on norms of interpre-
tation specific to our own culture.

For those who are not interested in Christianity as such, this project of re-thinking
Christianity from a universal point of view can work as a laboratory for exploring the
scope of possible human understanding. The diversity of human languages and cultures

! The universality of know and think was questioned in relation to Australian Aboriginal language
Dalabon by Nicholas Evans [2010]. Evans’ arguments on this point were answered and, I believe, refuted
in Goddard and Wierzbicka [2014: 94-99].
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is phenomenal, but it is not boundless: I believe that with a good methodology, we can
better understand other people’s “dreamings” and make our own “dreaming” more intel-
ligible to others. I hope that What Christians Believe represents a step in that direction.

2. Universal human concepts: the heart of “Basic Human”

At a time when many linguists and anthropologists emphasise the diversity of lan-
guages and even question the existence of any language universals [see e.g. Evans &
Levinson 2009], many theologians take the opposite position and stress what human
languages share. For example, Timothy Radcliffe (Dominican), in his book What is the
Point of Being Christian [Radcliffe 2005: 145] writes: “As Christians, we believe that the
unity of the human community is rooted in shared language.”

Referring to the book of another Dominican, Herbert McCabe, Law, Love and Lan-
guage [McCabe 1968], Radcliffe writes: “Cats or cows have a biological unity which
means that they are able to interbreed. Human beings have that sort of unity too, since
we too can mate with each other. But we are linguistic animals, which means that we are
called to a deeper unity. Human unity is founded on our ability to talk to each other. Lan-
guage is the breakthrough into a new sort of communion” [Radcliffe 2005: 58].

Radcliffe concludes with a statement which I believe has a special relevance for lin-
guists, and semanticists in particular: “Our human vocation is to go on searching for new
and deeper ways of belonging together, new ways of speaking, which realise our capac-
ity for communion more profoundly” [Radcliffe 2005: 159]. I think that different people
and different professions may have different vocations; but Radcliffe’s statement deeply
resonates with my own thinking and experience as a semanticist. In seeking to discov-
er common human concepts and to construct a language accessible, in principle, to all
people, colleagues and I have sought to realise more profoundly our human capacity for
communion, for mutual understanding, across languages and cultures. This is what this
paper seeks to demonstrate, with its semantic exploration of the Nicene Creed.

Theologians who talk about our common humanity and our “shared language” often
appear to assume that the word “God” is shared by all people and to attach special signifi-
cance to this [see for example: Sesboiié 1999: 96-97; Rahner 1983: 61-64 quoted by Ses-
boiié]. In fact, however, both linguists and missionaries know well that there are a great
many languages in the world which don’t have a word for God. On the other hand, empir-
ical cross-linguistic investigations indicate that all languages have words corresponding
to “good,” “bad,” and “true” — and some 60 others, out of which the concept of “God”
(in the Christian sense of the word) can be constructed.

The first article of the Nicene Creed says “I believe in one God.” The fact that not all
languages have a word corresponding to “God” doesn’t mean that this fundamental tenet
of Christian faith cannot be expressed in all languages, but it means that finding a way to
express it is not simple or straightforward.

This is where semantics (linguistic semantics) comes in. Once we have analysed the
meaning of the word “God” and explained it through words which have counterparts in
all languages, the concept of “God” can be introduced into any human language — it can
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be labelled either with a loanword or with an indigenous word, but its content can be ex-
plained with indigenous words alone. I will show how this can be done in section 4. First,
however, I will present the repertoire of universal human concepts which has emerged
from decades of cross-linguistic investigations carried out by many scholars following
the NSM approach (where “NSM” stands for Natural Semantic Metalanguage).’

At the heart of this repertoire lies a set of 65 universal semantic primes: concepts
which, as evidence suggests, can be found in all languages and which cannot be decom-
posed into simpler concepts. The full set is given in Table 1. A second set, built on the
first one, comprises concepts which NSM scholars call “semantic molecules.” This set
includes concepts like “hands,” “fire” and “be born,” which can be found as words (of-
ten polysemous words) in all languages but which are not semantic primes and can be
decomposed into primes. Table 2 includes only a partial list of universal semantic mol-
ecules (as they have emerged from cross-linguistic investigations so far). Using the uni-
versal semantic primes and molecules, we can, in principle, explain the meaning of any
word and any sentence in any language through a paraphrase formulated in natural lan-
guage. Such paraphrases may not be idiomatic but they can, in principle, be intelligible
and cross-translatable.

Generally speaking, all sentences formulated in “Basic Human” are both intelligible
and cross-translatable. These two attributes are closely connected, because only cross-
translatable sentences — that is sentences formulated in Basic Human — are so simple
(in both vocabulary and grammar) that they can be generally understood.

One example. An excellent recent book for children which tries to explain Christian
faith in a way that children could understand, includes the following sentence about Je-
sus: “The cause of death was <...> by suffocating on the cross” [YOUCAT Foundation].
Despite the authors’ best intentions, this is a complex sentence which is neither gener-
ally understandable nor universally cross-translatable: not all English-speaking children
can understand the word “suffocate” or the phrase “the cause of death”; and not all lan-
guages have a verb corresponding to “suffocate,” or nouns corresponding to “cause” and
“death.” The intended meaning, however, can be easily expressed in “Basic Human” as
“He died because he couldn’t breathe” — a sentence which is both generally understand-
able and universally cross-translatable.

Table 1
Semantic primes grouped into 12 categories [Goddard & Wierzbicka 2018]

i, you, someone, something ~ thing, people, body, kind, part

this, the same, other

one, two, much ~ many, little ~ few, some, all

AW N -

good, bad, big, small

99 <.

2 The exact relationship between the notions “the Natural Semantic Metalanguage,” “minimal lan-
guage,” “Minimal English,” and “Basic Human” cannot be discussed here for reasons of space [see, how-
ever: Wierzbicka 2014; 2019a; 2019b; Goddard 2018].
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think, know, want, don’t want, feel, see, hear

say, words, true

be (somewhere), there is, be (someone/something), (is) mine

5
6
7 | do, happen, move
8
9

live, die

10 | when ~ time, now, before, after, a long time, a short time, for some time, moment

11 | where ~ place, here, above, below, far, near, side, inside, touch

12 | not, maybe, can, because, if, very, more, like

Table 2
Selection of proposed universal molecules [Goddard & Wierzbicka 2018]
hands, mouth, eyes, head, ears, nose, face, legs, teeth, fingers, breasts, skin,
bones, blood Body-parts
long, round, flat, thin, hard, soft, sharp, smooth, heavy Physical
be on something, at the top, at the bottom, in the middle, in front of, around | Spatial/physical
sky, the Earth, sun, moon, stars, ground, during the day, at night Environmental
day Times
water, fire Fire and water
creature, grow, egg, tail, wings, feathers Biological
children, men, women, be born, mother, father, wife, husband Biosocial
wood, stone Materials
know (someone), be called “Knowing,” “naming”
hold, make, kill, breathe, sleep, sit, lie, stand, play, laugh, sing “Doing”

In his book Systematic Lexicography, Yuri Apresjan [2000: 225] wrote: “The fun-
damental similarity between the theories of the Moscow Semantic School and those of
Anna Wierzbicka can be seen at a glance.”” Having pointed out some of these fundamen-
tal similarities he moves on to point to some important differences. In Systematic Lexicog-
raphy, Apresjan identifies one key difference: between the ideal of explicating meanings
directly via primitives (as in my Semantic Primitives [Wierzbicka 1972]) and the ideal
of explicating them indirectly, via “intermediate concepts” (as in his Lexical Semantics
[Apresjan 1992]). It will be seen at a glance, however, that semantic texts presented in
the present paper do not try to present all meanings exclusively via semantic primes; my
colleagues and I have long revised this ideal as too limiting [see e.g. Wierzbicka 1996;

3 In this sentence Apresjan contrasts the work of the “Moscow Semantic School” with that of the
present author, identified by name, whereas in the heading of the section he speaks of “the Polish Seman-
tic School.” To clarify, my own key idea of searching for universal semantic primes developed in Seman-
tic Primitives [Wierzbicka 1972] was due to my Polish colleague Andrzej Bogustawski [1963; 1970].
Since the 1980s, I have been working in close intellectual partnership with my Australian colleague Cliff
Goddard. Our joint program, which involves many researchers of different nationalities, is generally
known under the acronym NSM (from Natural Semantic Metalanguage).

155



Anna Wierzbicka

Goddard & Wierzbicka 2014a; Goddard 2011; 2018]. The semantic molecules used in
the current NSM approach play the role of intermediate concepts. What is distinct about
the NSM approach is that, as far as possible, we aim at using in our semantic texts mol-
ecules which meet two conditions: first, they are universal (e.g. ‘hands,” ‘eyes,” ‘men,’
‘women,’ ‘fire,” ‘water’), rather than language-specific, and second, they have already
been explicated in NSM-based work via semantic primes. Nonetheless, universal or not,
our “semantic molecules” are akin to the “intermediate concepts” of the Moscow Seman-
tic School; and it is a joy to be able to acknowledge this convergence.

3. Can believers in different places and at different times profess the same faith?

In his recent book 4 Theology of the Presence and Absence of God prominent Catho-
lic theologian Anthony Godzieba [2018: 13] emphasises “the historically-situated nature
of all human knowledge, and of faith as well” and adds: “Further, human knowledge, and
also faith, is culturally situated: the believer’s faith is mediated by the experience of the
world and culture in which it is situated” [Ibid.: 14]. Speaking in simple words, he states:
“The believer is a someone in a somewhere that is shared with others <...> Our faith ex-
perience, even when dealing with the transcendent reality that is God, is saturated with
presuppositions and norms that are peculiar to our time and place” [Ibid.].

As far as faith experience is concerned, this is no doubt true. But does it mean that
the content of faith cannot be articulated in a way independent of the speaker’s, or writ-
er’s, historical and cultural environment? Godzieba appears to suggest that this is indeed
the case, and that, like everyone else, he too belongs to a particular time and place: “the
‘somewhere’ from which and for which I am writing is Western culture in the second de-
cade of the third millennium” [Godzieba 2018: 15]. I, Anna Wierzbicka, am also writing
in the second decade of the third millennium. In contrast to Godzieba, however, I am not
writing exclusively “for Western culture”; nor am I writing (exclusively) “from Western
culture.” At the very least, | am writing for people in all places around the globe where
people are able to communicate through a minimal English of just a few hundred words
(and associated grammatical constructions).

As for “where I am writing from,” this place can be described as being, experientially,
within “Western culture” (and more accurately, within Polish and Australian cultures).
Conceptually, however, I can be writing from a “place” which is not tied to any particular
time or culture. It is a “place” discovered through decades of empirical cross-linguistic
investigations and through radical shedding of anything peculiar to English, other “West-
ern” languages, or indeed to languages anywhere, and searching for the conceptual com-
mon ground hidden within them all.

For the postmodernist, all human knowledge is of course historically, and culturally,
situated. For many contemporary theologians too, the belief in such “situatedness” is
something to be taken for granted. For a cross-linguistic semanticist, however, such his-
torical and cultural “situatedness” of everything, including all human concepts, is open to
question — and to empirical verification. Wide-ranging cross-linguistic investigations of
the last few decades show that in fact, not a// human concepts are peculiar to a particular
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time and place [Goddard & Wierzbicka 2002; Goddard & Wierzbicka 2014a; 2014b].
One consequence of this discovery — the discovery of universal human concepts — is
that it may be possible, after all, to profess “one faith,” beyond all the particularities of in-
dividual languages and cultures. Specifically, this discovery allows us to address, from a
“planetary” rather than “parochial” point of view the central question: what does it mean
to say, “I believe in one God”?

4. “I believe in one God”

In his book The God of Jesus Christ, German Catholic theologian Cardinal Walter
Kasper writes:

The confession of faith which all the great churches of the East and the West have had
in common from the early Christian centuries down to our own day begins with the state-
ment: Credo in unum Deum, “I believe in one God.” This opening sentence is also the foun-
dational statement of the entire creed. <...> As far as their content is concerned, the other
statements of the faith speak of many other things besides God: the beginning and the end
of the world; the origin, sin, redemption and fulfilment of the human person; the church,
its preaching, sacraments and offices. But these many and varied statements are statements
of the faith only to the extent that they are related to God <...> God is therefore the sole
and unifying theme of theology. God — who is the salvation of the world and the human
race — is as it were the one word spoken in the many words of theology. <...> But what
does it really mean to say “God”? [Kasper 1982: 1].

A great many answers for this question have been proposed — by theologians, phi-
losophers, and many others — in words tied to particular languages, most commonly, in
Latin, French, German or English. Aiming at a “planetary,” pan-human point of view we
can try to answer these questions relying, as far as possible, on universal human concepts
and grammatical frames. Building on my earlier proposals [see e.g. Wierzbicka 2018;
2001] and trying to improve on them, I am proposing the following semantic text:

1 BELIEVE IN ONE GOD

I want to say something; I think about it like this: “It is true”;
1 know why I think like this;
I want to think like this.

[THERE IS SOMEONE NOT LIKE PEOPLE]
There is someone not like people. This someone is good.
We can’t see this someone.
At the same time we can know some things about this someone,
we can know these things because this someone wants it.
We people are born, we live for some time, after this we die.
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This someone is not like this. This someone is now, always was, always will be.

We people can do bad things.

This someone is not like this. When this someone does something, it is always good.

When we people say something about something, sometimes it is not true.

This someone is not like this. When this someone says something about something, it is
always true.

We people can’t know everything. We don’t know why many things happen as they
happen.

This someone knows everything. This someone knows why all things happen as they
happen.

[HOW WE PEOPLE CAN THINK ABOUT THIS SOMEONE)]

We can think about this someone like this:

“This someone is above us people, above everything.”

At the same time we can all think:

“I can speak to this someone; when I speak to this someone, this someone can hear me.”

We can know that it is like this:

“This someone loves us. This someone knows us. This someone wants to do good things
for us.

We live because this someone wants it.

We live on earth, the earth is here because this someone wants it.”

[GOD IS THIS SOMEONE]
God is this someone. There is no one else like God.

The unusual texture of this semantic text — its lexical and grammatical poverty, re-
petitiveness, and “granularity” — is a direct consequence of the fact that, with three
exceptions, this text explains the meaning of the first article of the Creed using almost
exclusively semantic primes. The three exceptions are: the two universal semantic mol-
ecules “be born” and “earth” and the word “love,” which is decomposable but not uni-
versal.

Why is the word “love” used, then, in a semantic text which is supposed to be uni-
versally cross-translatable? The reason is that the concept of ‘love’ (as in “God loves all
people”) is so central to the meaning of the Creed (and of the New Testament, which it
seeks to distil) that trying to avoid it while explaining the meaning of the Creed would
not only obscure and complicate the resulting explanation but actually misrepresent the
full meaning of the Creed. If we want outsiders to understand the Creed, it is far better,
I believe, to use “love” as a “Christian semantic molecule” fundamental to the meaning
of the Christian profession of faith. In other words, the verb “to love” is, like “God,”
a Christian key word. Of course the meaning of this key word and key molecule needs to
be explained, but it doesn’t need to be explained within the Nicene Creed script. A fuller
discussion of this topic is outside the scope of the present paper (see however my paper
Love in cross-linguistic perspective, in press). For my present purposes, suffice it to say
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that the verb “to love” in the sentence “God loves all people” can be explicated as fol-
lows:
God loves all people.
God sees all people
God feels something because of this
God wants to do many things because of this; God wants to do good things for all people.

This is not identical with the meaning of “love” in sentences about people, but very
close. I presume when people “love” people this includes thinking about them, which
doesn’t seem applicable to God; but perhaps they do (often) see them “in their mind’s
eye” — and when they see them, they feel something because of this:

Mary loves John.
Mary often thinks about John
when she thinks about him, she often sees him (not with her eyes)
she feels something because of this
she wants to do many things because of this; she wants to do good things for him.

The topic cannot be discussed here in any detail, but intuitively, it should be clear that
God doesn’t need to “think about” people, because God can see them always — in the
primary, universal sense of the word “see,” which can apply to dreams, visions, and men-
tal images, and which does not require the use of bodily eyes.

The fact that in addition to “God,” “love” is the only non-universal concept needed in
the explanation of the Creed, is of course highly significant. Both “God” and “love” are
fundamental Christian concepts. They are not universal, but they can be introduced into
any language through universal human concepts. Once they have been introduced in this
way, they can be combined with universal concepts and used as key words for explaining
the Christian story and Christian faith.

5. “Father Almighty” or “Father All-Holding”?

Turning now to the second line of the Creed, that is, the phrase “Father Almighty,”
I will first say something briefly about the word “Father,” and then a little more about the
word “Almighty.”

As for “Father,” it is important to note that like ‘mother,” ‘father’ too is a universal
human concept, and that (polysemy aside) all languages have a word for it [Wierzbicka
2016]. There is no problem, then, with the cross-translatability of the word “father,” as
used in the Creed and as used in the semantic script developed here. As I see it, the ques-
tion is what else needs to be included in the semantic script to do justice to what the word
“Father” stands for in this line of the Creed.

On this point, [ would like to quote a few sentences from a book entitled God is Love:
The Heart of Christian Faith by Australian theologian Anthony Kelly:
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Needless to say, there is no excuse for the extreme masculinism of much religious
language. The sediment of past epochs of patriarchal experience lies thick on our present
powers of expression. It tends to make us forget the subversive intimacy of Jesus’ invo-
cation of God as “Abba, Father” <...> Despite the modern psychological ambivalence in
regard to “father images,” along with the feminist criticism of the long history of patri-
archy, “Father” in its Christian meaning denotes the primordial and prodigal character of
God’s love and the freedom in which it acts [Kelly 2012b].

My own view is that in the explanation of the opening lines of the Creed, we cannot
get away from the “father image,” but we can supplement it with the “mother image.”
In the proposed semantic text, I have done it by means of the following two lines: “We
people can think about God as children think about their father if they know that he loves
them, like they can think about their mother if they know that she loves them.” Both the
father image and the mother image are biblical (cf. e.g. Isaiah 49:15), and they both imply
God’s love for people. At the same time, I don’t think the two images should be presented
as completely symmetrical: in a patriarchal society like ancient Israel, it was the father
who was seen as being “above” the household. The assumption of the father’s “above-
ness” was part of that particular culture, but the assumption of God’s “aboveness” (i.e.
being someone above people) is not restricted to the patriarchal culture of ancient Israel:
it is part of the very idea of ‘God’ as Christians anywhere in the world have understood
and understand it. Thus, in this particular case, the “masculinism” of the image of God
as ‘father’ can be defended. Of course God doesn’t have a gender, but in being “above all
people, above everything” God can be likened to the head of a household in a patriarchal
society. To say this is not to defend patriarchal societies, but to recognize facts: in ancient
Israel, it was the father, not the mother, who was regarded as the head of the household.*

Catholic theologian Walter Kasper opens his book The God of Jesus Christ with a sec-
tion entitled “the problem of an almighty Father God,” in which he writes:

The Christian confession of faith begins with the sentence: “I believe in God, the Fa-
ther almighty.” This statement sums up in a valid and binding way the essential message
of Jesus <...> [T]he indeterminate and ambiguous concept “God” is specified and inter-
preted by the concept “Father.”

This interpretation, it must be admitted, hardly makes the God-question any simpler
for us today. On the contrary, the statement, so central to the New Testament, that God is
the Father of Jesus Christ and the Father of us all, has today become difficult for many to
understand and assimilate [Kasper 1982].

Placing the use of the word “Father” in the New Testament and in the Creed in a cultural
and historical context, Kasper points out that in that context, the father “represents power and
authority as well as gift, goodness, solicitude and aid,” noting that “after a long prior history

4 Ttis also essential that Jesus taught his disciples to use the word “Father” in his model prayer: “Our
Father who art in heaven” (Matthew 6:9).
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this picture of the father has become uncertain to us today.” In the semantic text presented
here, the word “father” is used alongside the word “mother,” to represent, roughly speaking,
parental love, whereas the other aspects of the New-Testamental father image are spelled
out, explicitly, in additional components couched in universal human concepts. These addi-
tional components build not only on the word “father,” but on the whole phrase, traditionally
rendered in English as “Father Almighty” — a phrase which is misleading in its implications
and which does not match the original Greek version of the Nicene Creed.

The New Testament says that God is love (1 John 4:18), but it does not describe God
as “almighty” or “omnipotent.” We may find such attributions in some translations of
the New Testament, but not in the Greek original. And the same applies to the Nicene
Creed. The Greek original of the Nicene Creed does not say: “Father Almighty”; rather,
it says ‘“Pater Pantokrator” (‘“Father Pantokrator”). Most experts agree that “pantokra-
tor,” as used in the Creed, meant, essentially, “holding everything in his hands.” As, for
example, German theologian Hildebrecht Hommel noted in 1956 in his book Schopfer
und Erhalter [Hommel 1956], the word pantokrator has two meanings, because the verb
kratein, on which it is based, had two meanings: 1) ‘to rule,’ 2) ‘to hold.” Accordingly,
pantokrator “signifies not only omnipotens [ ‘all-mighty’] but, to use St Augustine’s ren-
dering, omnitenens [‘all-holding’], and this sense is recognised through a long series of
exegetes down to Peter Lombard [12™ century], after whom it seems to have been mostly
forgotten.” [Rose 1957: 317].

Similarly, the Abarim Publications’ online Biblical Greek Dictionary states: “Togeth-
er with the adjective pan meaning ‘all’ <...> the familiar word pantokrator, lit. all-hold-
er, not ‘all-ruler’.”

So when “pantokrator” was translated into Latin as “omnipotens,” it was a mistrans-
lation, as noted at the time by Christian writers such as Tertullian and St Augustine, who
wanted to render it as omnitenens, “all-holding.” As Dutch theologian Pieter Smulders
[1980: 5-6] puts it, “It is universally recognized that the Latin omnipotens is an infelici-
tous rendering of the Greek pantokrator.” We can see the original meaning of the word
“pantokrator” (as used in the Greek original of the Creed) in the Russian version of the
Creed, where we hear: “Veruju v odnogo Boga, Otca, Vsederzitelja,” that is “I believe in
one God, the Father, the All-holding.”

The meaning of pantokrator as ‘all-ruler’ is perfectly consistent with the use of this
word in the Septuagint, the 3™ and 2™ century BC translation of the Hebrew Bible into
Greek. The Greek-speaking Jewish authors of this translation used the word pantokrator
around 180 times: 120 times to render the Hebrew word usually transliterated in Latin
as “Sabaoth” (hosts, armies) and around 60 times to render the Hebrew word “Shaddai,”
whose exact meaning is disputed [Van der Toorn et al. 1999; McLaughlin & Eisenstein],
but it was never combined with the word pater (‘father’).

Usually, in the Septuagint the word “pantokrator” appeared in the phrase Kyrios Pan-
tokrator (‘Lord Pantokrator’). In the New Testament, the word “Pantokrator” was used
several times in Revelation, and once, in one of St Paul’s letters, in all cases by itself.
But early Christian writers started to combine this word with the word “Pater” (‘Father’).
Two early uses of “Father Pantokrator” (‘Pater Pantokrator’) can be found in Justin the
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Martyr and in the anonymous Martyrdom of St Polykarp. Apparently, before the 4® cen-
tury, Christian authors were usually rendering the Septuagint’s phrase Kyrios Pantokra-
tor (‘Lord Pantokrator’) with a formula composed of three words: “God Father Pantokra-
tor”; and only very rarely with the two-word formula: “Father Pantokrator” [Smulders
1980: 5-6; Holland 1973]. And then, the Nicene Fathers codified, as it were, the two-
word formula “Father Pantokrator”; and by doing this, they cemented, I think, a new
understanding of God, not as a powerful “Lord of hosts” (i.e. supreme ruler of heavenly
armies) but as a Father who wants to, and is able to, care for his children.

I believe in one God, THE FATHER ALMIGHTY (pater pantokrator)
I want to say something; I think about it like this: ‘It is true’;

1 know why I think like this;

I want to think like this.

[HOW WE CAN THINK ABOUT GOD]

There is God, one God. God is above us people.

We can think about God like children can think about their father if they know that he
loves them,

like they can think about their mother if they know that she loves them.

We can know this: God wants very good things to happen to us.

We can know: if God wants them to happen, they will happen.

We can think like this:

“We live on earth, the earth is in God’s hands, everything is in God’s hands.”

We can all think: “I am in God’s hands.”

[“WITH GOD ALL THINGS ARE POSSIBLE”]
(cf. Matthew 19:26; cf. Isaiah 14:24-27; 46:9—-11)
We people often think like this about something: “We know that this cannot happen”;
At the same time, we can know that it is like this:
if God wants something to happen, it can happen,
if God says about something: “I want this to happen,” it happens,
if God says to someone: “Something very good will happen to you, I want this,” it
happens.

[WHEN SOMETHING VERY BAD IS HAPPENING TO SOMEONE...] (cf.
Matthew 10:29; Luke 21:16-18)
It is never like this: when something very bad is happening to people, God doesn’t know it;
if these people feel something very very bad, God doesn’t feel anything because of this.
It is always like this: when something very bad is happening to someone, God knows it;
if this someone feels something very very bad, God feels something because of it.

[NOT EVERYTHING HAPPENS ON EARTH AS GOD WANTS]
It is not like this:
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when something very bad happens to someone, it happens because God wants it to happen.

Many things happen on earth not as God wants.

Sometimes people do very bad things; sometimes very bad things happen to people.

We cannot know now why it is like this; we can know it when we don’t live on earth
anymore.

[“ALL WILL BE WELL, AND ALL MANNER OF THING WILL BE WELL”]
(Lady Julian of Norwich)
We can think like this:
“We know that God loves all people.
We know that God wants very good things to happen to all people.
We know that at some time everything will be as God wants, that at some time all will
be well.”

In addition to universal semantic primes, this text includes the universal semantic
molecules “children,” “father,” “mother,” “earth,” and “hands.” All these molecules have
been explicated, through primes, in earlier NSM-based work [Goddard & Wierzbicka
2014a; Goddard 2016; Wierzbicka 2007].

6. Maker [Creator] of heaven and Earth, of all things visible and invisible

Moving now to the third segment of the Nicene Creed, I will start with a semantic
text, and then I will comment on the words “maker” and “creator.”

I believe in one God, the Father almighty,

MAKER OF HEAVEN AND EARTH, OF ALL THINGS [BEINGS]
VISIBLE AND INVISIBLE

I want to say something; I think about it like this: ‘It is true’;

1 know why I think like this;

I want to think like this.

[BEFORE THERE WAS ANYTHING ANYWHERE...]
Before there was anything anywhere, there was God.
It was like this then: There was nothing — no places of any kind, no living creatures of
any kind, no people.
God wanted it to be not like this. Because of this, God wanted many things to happen.
Because of this, God did something.

[WHAT GOD DID]

We can think about it like this:

“God thought like this: ‘It is like this now: there is nothing; [ want it to be like this: there
is something.’

God thought: ‘I want it to be something very good.’
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God thought: ‘I want there to be places of many kinds, I want there to be living creatures
of many kinds.’

At the same time, God thought like this:

‘I want there to be living creatures of one kind not like any other, I want them to be like
me. [ will love them.

I will do very good things for them. They can know me. They can love me.

If they want, they can live with me forever.’

Because God thought like this, God did something.”

[WHAT HAPPENED AFTER THIS]

After this, many things happened, as God wanted.

Some of these things happened in a very short time, others were happening for a very
long time.

We can’t think about it like this:

“Everything happened as God wanted, everything happens now as God wants.”

We can think: “God knows what happened, why it happened; God knows what is
happening, why it is happening.”

We can think: “At some time, everything will be as God wants.”

[WHAT WE CAN SEE]

We can know that it is like this now:

there is the earth, there is the sky;

on earth, there are places of many kinds, there are living creatures of many kinds; there
are people;

far from the earth, there is the sun, there is the moon, there are the stars; people can see
all this.

We can know that it is like this because God wants it to be like this.

We can think: “It is like this because a very long time ago God said: ‘I want it to be like
this’.”

At the same time, we can think: “It is like this because God wants it to be like this.”

[WHAT WE CAN’T SEE]

We know that we can’t know everything, can’t see everything.

We can see people, because people have bodies.

We can all think like this: “I have a body, people can see it.”

At the same time, we can all think: “There is something else in me, people can’t see it.”

We can think: “It is like this because God wants it.”” At the same time, we can think:

“It is like this:

‘We people are one kind; there are others of many other kinds; we can’t see them.

They are not like living creatures, they don’t have bodies, they don’t die.

At the same time, they can think, they can speak, they can speak to God’.”

When we think like this, we can know that if it is like this, it is like this because God
wants it.
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In this semantic text, we encounter, again, the semantic molecule “earth,” and also,
“creatures,” “sun,” “moon” and “stars,” which are also universal. We do not encounter,
on the other hand, words like “create,” “creator” and “creation,” which are far from uni-
versal. Nor do we encounter words like “maker” and “make,” even though “maker” has
been used for centuries in the English versions of the Nicene Creed.

[ will note at this point that the usual English translation of the Greek phrase poietes to
uranou kai ge as “maker of heaven and earth” is somewhat misleading. The Greek word
poietes as used by the Fathers of the church was polysemous; it could mean “maker” but
it could also mean “creator” — a word which is normally used in the English version of
the Apostles’ Creed. In English, “creator” sounds either foreign or literary (it is a high
register word), whereas “maker” is a homely, colloquial word of native Anglo-Saxon ori-
gin, and as such it is preferred by most native speakers.

But of course there is a big difference between a mere “maker” and an awe-inspiring
“creator.” In the Creed, the concept of God as “creator” (in French, créateur, in Russian,
Tvorec, etc.) echoes the first sentence of the Bible: “In the beginning God created heaven
and earth,” which features the Hebrew word “bara.” As John Paul II commented in his
General Audience (of January 15, 1986), “God the Creator of Heaven and Earth,” “The
word ‘created’ is a translation of the Hebrew word bara, which describes an action of ex-
traordinary power whose subject is God alone” [John Paul II 1986]. Crucially, the word
bara as used at the beginning of Genesis and as echoed in the Creed, implies “creation
out of nothing,” what theologians call “creation ex nihilo.” There are no such implica-
tions in the English words “make” and “maker.”

Indeed, the word “maker” tends to imply the use of some material, and it has often
been said that the word “maker” in the English version of the Creed invites the image of
God as a craftsman. This is reinforced by the use of the word “things” in the same line:
“maker of <...> all things visible and invisible.” There are no such words in the semantic
text proposed here: no “make,” no “maker,” and no “things.” The unique and extraordi-
nary power of God’s action — creation ex nihilo — is conveyed exclusively through uni-
versal words [see Wierzbicka 2019a: chapter 3].

To conclude this section, I will comment on only one other aspect of the chapter on
“Creation”: the line “If they want, they can live with me forever. If they want.” The repe-
tition of the phrase “if they want” may strike the reader as unusual, and unnecessary in
a text composed in Minimal English. In fact, however, the repetition of this phrase has
profound theological implications. Briefly, it highlights God’s radical respect for human
freedom, and also God’s willingness to become vulnerable and open to disappointment
and suffering — two aspects of Christian understanding of God and creation beautifully
captured in a poem by Welsh poet and Anglican priest R. S. Thomas, “Making”:

And having built it

I set about furnishing it

To my taste: first moss, then grass
Annually renewed, and animals

165



Anna Wierzbicka

To divert me: faces stared in

From the wild. I thought up the flowers
Then birds. I found the bacteria
Sheltering in primordial

Darkness and called then forth

To the light. Quickly the earth
Teemed. Yet still an absence
Disturbed me. I slept and dreamed

Of a likeness, fashioning it.

When I woke, to a slow

Music: in love with it

For itself, giving it freedom

To love me: risking a disappointment [Thomas, 2012].

7. Concluding remarks

Semantics is usually described as the study of meaning (especially, the meaning of
words); I think, however, that it can also be described as the study of understanding.
Looking at it in this way, I see two important tasks before semanticists: first, to learn
how to interpret ours own thoughts, so that we can understand them ourselves and make
them accessible to others; and second, to learn to understand (and to help others to un-
derstand) what other people say. Both these tasks involve an understanding of the mean-
ing of words, but they both extend also beyond words, to larger stretches of speech (and
writing). Borrowing from the Russian linguistic tradition, we can link these two comple-
mentary perspectives with two correlative terms: the “Meaning — Text” perspective and
the “Text — Meaning” perspective. Obviously, in both these perspectives, meaning is
crucial.

In the present paper, the path taken is that from text — indeed, an extended text — to
meaning. The text in question is the Nicene Creed, which is of fundamental importance
to all Christians, that is, to a very large part of humanity; and the interpretive approach
remains, essentially, faithful to that outlined in my 1972 Semantic Primitives. Needless
to say, however, the project undertaken here builds on a great deal of previous thinking
about meaning, obviously, not just by the author and colleagues (I can’t not mention here
my closest partner in thinking, Cliff Goddard [see, for example: Goddard & Wierzbicka
2014b]), but also by those who have gone before us and those who have worked in other
parts of the globe.

In particular, I want to pay homage here (not for the first time) to Leibniz, who with
his idea of an “alphabet of human thoughts™ is in a sense the father of us all; to Andrzej
Bogustawski, who as early as 1963 wanted to build linguistic semantics on the funda-
ment of “indefinables” understood as “non-arbitrary and universal elements of content”
[Bogustawski 1970: 143; 1963; 2003]; to Aleksandr Zholkovsky and his idea of “elemen-
tary semantic units” which are “truly ultimate units of meaning” [Zholkovsky et al. 1961;
Zholkovsky 1964]; to Igor Mel’chuk, from the 1960s the leader and the spiritus movens
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of the high-powered “Meaning—Text” approach; and to Yuri Apresjan, whose monumen-
tal, half-a-century-long work on meaning we are honouring here today. Since the paper
is about what Christians believe, it will, I hope, be understandable that I can’t resist the
impulse to end with thanking God, too.
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