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Preface 

This is a companion volume to my Epicureanism and the Gospel of John: A 
Study of their Compatibility. WUNT 2/537 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020). I 
must express my thanks to Prof. Jörg Frey and the Series Editors for accepting 
this second of three planned volumes. I am also most grateful to Tobias Stäbler, 
Markus Kirchner, and Tobias Weiß whose professionalism in preparing the 
typescript more than compensated for my amateurism and the machinations of 
Tittivulus, the medieval demon tasked with collecting verbiage and frustrating 
scribes. Technology has opened up for him possibilities unimaginable in the 
scriptoria of old. 

The late Prof. John C. O’Neill of Edinburgh described our place as scholars 
as “standing on the shoulders of giants”. I must acknowledge such a vantage 
point. The late Prof. Ian G. Kidd and Peter Woodward shaped my studies in 
classical philosophy. Dr. Alistair C. Stewart has walked beside me from 
undergraduate days until now and always challenges me to up my game. All 
met at St Andrews. O’Neill and the late (but never tardy) Dr. Douglas 
Templeton from Edinburgh encouraged healthy distrust of majority consensus 
positions in NT studies. Former colleagues and students from St Mark’s 
College in Dar es Salaam, not least Archbishop Maimbo Mndolwa, who has 
recognised me as a Canon and Canon Theologian of his diocese, saved me from 
modernist eurocentricity. Prof. Eugene Botha, my doktorvater from the 
University of South Africa, taught me to ignore the ridiculous. Current 
colleagues at Trinity College in Melbourne, particularly Prof. Dorothy A. Lee 
(one of the most sure-footed scholars in Johannine literature one could have as 
a colleague, now a well-deserved emerita) and Assoc. Prof. Bob Derrenbacker 
tolerate me. None of them is responsible for the errors, which are all my own 
work. 

My family, too, count – constant companions in following and staying with 
Jesus, to whom I, as always, dedicate this work: Irene, Benjamin, Jacob, Isaac, 
Ezekiel, Joel, Sterling (the first of a new generation), and my mother, Prue. 
Lastly, in memoriam Gregor Henderson, a fine cousin and mental health 
advocate. 

Melbourne, January 2025  Fergus J. King 
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Note on Abbreviations and Bible Quotations 
 
 

Abbreviations used follow the conventions set out in Billie Jean Collins, Bob 
Buller, John F. Kutsko and the Society of Biblical Literature. The SBL 
Handbook of Style: For Biblical Studies and Related Disciplines (2nd ed. 
Atlanta, GA: SBL Press, 2014). Otherwise: 
 
Cleomedes, Cael. – Cleomedes, Caelestia (On the Circular Motions of the Heavenly Bodies) 
Nemesius, De nat. hom. – Nemesius of Emesa, De Natura Hominis (On Human Nature) 
 
Unless otherwise indicated, New Testament quotations in Greek are taken from 
The Greek New Testament: SBL Edition. Copyright 2010 Society of Biblical 
Literature and Logos Bible Software. 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 



   

 
 
 

Chapter 1 
 

Compatibility: 
Some Introductory Considerations 

 
 

A. Introduction 
 

The potential ideological environment of the Gospel according to John or the 
Fourth Gospel (hereafter FG) is one which has long concerned scholars, both 
in relation to the stuff of the text itself, and the individuals or community in-
volved in its genesis and possible redactions. However, one question which 
should be set aside is whether a primarily Graeco-Roman or Judaic background 
be posited. A vast amount of scholarship since Martin Hengel’s watershed Ju-
daism & Hellenism1 has revealed that these were not two discrete cultures 
which, to borrow Philip S. Alexander’s apposite phrasing, “were destined to 
collide like billiard balls”, but rather were “in constant contact and interchange 
at both the material and intellectual levels from earliest antiquity”.2 Thus, de-
mands that the FG belong to one or the other camp may be set aside, though, 
naturally, individual scholars and critics my choose to follow a preference in 
their investigations.  

As a result, the second half of the twentieth century and first years of this 
have seen scholarly outputs which both stress the Judaic nature of the FG, an 
interest rekindled greatly by the discoveries at Qumran and in the Dead Sea 
Scrolls, as well as its Graeco-Roman background. These last have included 
reflections on the Graeco-Roman intellectual traditions which were contempo-
rary with the FG, some preceding Hengel’s work. C.H. Dodd, among others, 
reckoned this background to be essentially Platonic, by which is really meant 
Middle Platonic, a phase which sees a resurgence of interest in Plato, not least 
in the work of Plutarch (ca 45–120 CE).3 This would culminate, by the end of 

 
1 Martin Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism: Studies in their Encounter in Palestine during 

the Early Hellenistic Period, trans. John Bowden (London: SCM Press, 1991). 
2 Philip S. Alexander, “Hellenism and Hellenization as Problematic Historiographical 

Categories” in Paul Beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide, ed. Troels Engberg-Pedersen 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 63–80, here at 69. 

3 Charles H. Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1978); Gitte Buch-Hansen, “It is the Spirit that Gives Life”: A Stoic Under-
standing of Pneuma in John’s Gospel (Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche 
Wissenschaft und Kunde der älteren Kirche 173. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2007), 3–6. 
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the second century CE, in the rise of Neoplatonism and the concomitant decline 
of Stoicism.4 Stoicism and Epicureanism have been reckoned the two most 
popular intellectual traditions on the late first century CE, not least because 
they both embraced the dissemination of their core ideas and practice at a pop-
ular as well as an elite level.5  

The potential engagement of Stoicism with emerging Christianity has been 
explored by Scandinavian scholars, particularly in relation to Paul and his 
eponymous tradition, but also to the FG and the Johannine tradition.6 Epicure-
anism has been less favoured, despite Norman DeWitt’s championing, most 
likely over-enthusiastic, of the links between it and Pauline Christianity.7 There 
have been fewer explorations of its potential engagement with the FG and Jo-
hannine tradition; most mentions are cursory.8 

 
4 Reginald E. Witt, Albinus and the History of Middle Platonism (Transactions of the 

Cambridge Philological Society 7. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1937), 114. 
5 Erlend D. MacGillivray, “Epitomizing Philosophy and the Critique of Epicurean Popu-

larizers”, Journal of Ancient History 3/1 (2015): 22–54, here at 24 for the Stoic usage (Sen-
eca, Ep. 33.5–7). 

6 For example, Harold W. Attridge, “An ‘Emotional’ Jesus and Stoic Tradition” in Stoi-
cism in Early Christianity, ed. Tuomas Rasimus, Troels Engberg-Pedersen and Ismo Dun-
derberg (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2010), 77–92; Gitte Buch-Hansen, “It is the Spirit”; 
“The Emotional Jesus: Anti-Stoicism in the Fourth Gospel” in Stoicism in Early Christianity, 
ed. Tuomas Rasimus, Troels Engberg-Pedersen and Ismo Dunderberg (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker, 2010), 93–114; Troels Engberg-Pedersen, Paul and the Stoics (Louisville, KY: West-
minster John Knox Press, 2000), “Stoicism in Early Christianity: The Apostle Paul and the 
Evangelist John as Stoics” in The Routledge Handbook of the Stoic Tradition, ed. John 
Sellars (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 29–43, John and Philosophy: A New Reading of the 
Fourth Gospel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017). 

7 Thus, inter alios, Norman DeWitt, St Paul and Epicurus (Minneapolis, MN: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1954); Clarence E. Glad, Paul and Philodemus: Adaptability in Epicu-
rean and Early Christian Psychagogy (Leiden: Brill, 1995); Graham Tomlin, “Christians 
and Epicureans”, Journal for the Study of the New Testament 68 (1997): 51–72. 

8 For a sustained study, see Fergus J. King, Epicureanism and the Gospel of John: A Study 
of their Compatibility (Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 2/537. Tü-
bingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020). On the Johannine Community and Hellenistic schools, includ-
ing the Epicurean, R. Alan Culpepper, The Johannine School: An Evaluation of the Johan-
nine-School Hypothesis based on an Investigation of the Nature of Ancient Schools (SBL 
Dissertation Series 26. Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1975). For shorter studies, Jo-Ann A. 
Brant, John (Paideia Commentaries on the New Testament. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2011), 
172, 213; Jaime Clark-Soles, Death and the Afterlife in the New Testament (New York, NY: 
T & T Clark, 2006), 110–149, especially 135–149 [Part of this material also appears in Jaime 
Clark-Soles, “‘I Will Raise [Whom?] Up on the Last Day’: Anthropology as a Feature of 
Johannine Eschatology” in New Currents in John: A Global Perspective, ed. Francisco 
Lozada & Tom Thatcher (Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical Literature, 2006), 29–53]; Craig 
S. Keener, The Gospel of John: A Commentary Vol.s 1–2 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
2003), 57, 365, 376–377, 381, 405, 553, 573, 652, 728, 766, 845, 875, 915, 979, 1005, 1008. 
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Studies of Stoicism in relation to emerging Christianity have seen a resur-
gence of interest in methodology, many stemming from C. Kavin Rowe’s One 
True Life, which has raised significant concerns about the viability of compar-
ison.9 These need to be addressed as a preliminary to investigating the compat-
ibility of the two traditions: of the FG, and of Stoicism. 
 
 

B. Types of Comparison 
 

Rowe was not the first to identify problems with comparisons. Ludwig Witt-
genstein’s Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough had long identified the dangers 
of comparison which failed to identify its own perspective and imported extra-
neous value judgments.10 It is a viewpoint shared by Mary Douglas: 
 
Nineteenth-century rationalists centred on what they thought of as the natives' intellectual 
problems. Gross superstitions, naïve magic, and immoral gods, (sic) were explained by ref-
erence to moral evolutionism. The mind of the primitive in aeons past had been hampered 
by illogical mental habits and proneness to letting emotions govern reason, and the same 
handicaps were thought to afflict present-day backward peoples. However, in reaction, for 
the students of my generation the main text was Evans-Pritchard's Witchcraft, Oracles and 
Magic (1937). From this we learnt that people from alien traditions, trusting in their gods 
and ancestors and fearing their witches, were every bit as logical as we (or just as illogical). 
It is actually no more ‘logical’ to believe in a divinely created moral universe than to believe 
in an amoral self-generating universe. Foundational beliefs stand beyond the operations of 
logic.11 
 
Jonathan Z. Smith, in Drudgery Divine, had identified two issues: Christians 
using comparative studies to inform their own theological controversies, and 
comparison existing in the mind of the beholder.12 These tendencies have been 
further identified by Dale B. Martin, whose lists of the various phenomena as-
sociated with Hellenism and Judaism are strikingly similar at points,13 and 

 
9 C. Kavin Rowe, One True Life: The Stoics and Early Christians as Rival Traditions 

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2016). 
10 Ludwig Wittgenstein, “Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough” in Ludwig Wittgenstein: 

Philosophical Occasions 1912–1951, ed. James Klagge and Alfred Nordmann (Indianapolis, 
IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1993), 118–159, here at 125, 129, 131, 137. For a more 
positive assessment of Frazer, see Robert A. Segal, “In Defense of the Comparative 
Method”, Numen 48/3 (2001): 339–373, here at 351–352. 

11 Mary Douglas, Leviticus as Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), v. 
12 Jonathan Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities and 

the Religions of Late Antiquity (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 34, 51. 
13 Dale B. Martin, “Paul and the Judaism/Hellenism Dichotomy: Toward a Social History 

of the Question” in Paul Beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide, ed. Troels Engberg-Peder-
sen (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 29–61, here at 58–59. 
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figure in critiques of Rowe’s work.14 Even if not always avoided, the pitfalls 
have been well-documented. 

In One True Life, Rowe juxtaposed the reflections of three Stoic thinkers 
with their Christian contemporaries, reaching the conclusion that they func-
tioned as “rival traditions”.15 By this, he meant that the traditions were incom-
mensurable, as well as competing for adherents. The rationale which lay behind 
this came from his adoption of categories developed by Thomas Kuhn (para-
digm shifts) and Alisdair MacIntyre (traditions of inquiry). The adoption of 
such a stance meant a departure from two other comparative methods: the “en-
cyclopaedic” and the “genealogical”. The encyclopaedic approach, which 
Rowe considers to have flourished in modernism and persisted in the work of 
scholars like Abraham Malherbe, risked seeing artificial similarities, which 
emerged from metanarratives or external constructs.16 However, Troels Eng-
berg-Pedersen’s description of Malherbe’s “parallel comparison” as a method 
in which “each worldview must be investigated on its own premises, without 
any bias of interest in one or the other of the comparanda” indicates an evalu-
ation which is far from the encyclopaedic.17 The genealogical, coming out of 
Nietzsche and stressing difference and otherness, denies the any possibility of 

 
14 Dale B. Martin, “The Possibility of Comparison, the Necessity of Anachronism, and 

the Dangers of Purity” in The New Testament in Comparison: Validity, Method, and Purpose 
in Comparing Traditions, ed. John M.G. Barclay and Benjamin G. White (Library of New 
Testament Studies 600. London: T&T Clark, 2020), 63–77, here at 63–66. Margaret M. 
Mitchell, “On Comparing, and Calling the Question” in The New Testament in Comparison: 
Validity, Method, and Purpose in Comparing Traditions, ed. John M.G. Barclay and Benja-
min G. White (Library of New Testament Studies 600. London: T&T Clark, 2020), 95–124, 
here at 111–114 views Rowe’s study as having an inherent Christian bias, and so echoes 
Smith’s first concerns. In reply, Rowe argues that, in identifying as Christian, he has simply 
given “a naming of the shape of rationality that I take to be possible”, see C. Kavin Rowe, 
“A Response to Friend-Critics” in The New Testament in Comparison: Validity, Method, and 
Purpose in Comparing Traditions, ed. John M.G. Barclay and Benjamin G. White (Library 
of New Testament Studies 600. London: T&T Clark, 2020), 125–141, here at 128. 

15 Rowe, One True Life, 7. 
16 Rowe, One True Life, 177–179. 
17 Troels Engberg-Pedersen, “The Past is a Foreign Country” in The New Testament in 

Comparison: Validity, Method, and Purpose in Comparing Traditions, ed. John M.G. Bar-
clay and Benjamin G. White (Library of New Testament Studies 600. London: T&T Clark, 
2020), 40–61, here at 56. For further criticism of Rowe’s description, see Matthew V. 
Novenson, “Beyond Compare or: Some Recent Strategies for Not Comparing Christianity 
with Other Things” in The New Testament in Comparison: Validity, Method, and Purpose 
in Comparing Traditions, ed. John M.G. Barclay and Benjamin G. White (Library of New 
Testament Studies 600. London: T&T Clark, 2020), 79–94, here at 88–90. Mitchell, “On 
Comparing”, 115 dismisses Rowe’s criticism as “invective fare”; Stephen L. Young, “Let’s 
Take the Text Seriously”, Method & Theory in the Study of Religion 32/4-5 (2019): 328–
363, here at 351–352. 
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comparison, even at the level of a point of origin (Gk. ἀρχή).18 Rowe’s “rival 
traditions” are identified with terms like Kuhn’s paradigms, which are de-
scribed as incommensurable, and MacIntyre’s “traditions of inquiry” and “sec-
ond first languages”.19 However, this third approach is not without its own 
problems. A number of these are raised in the John M.G. Barclay and Benjamin 
G. White, New Testament in Comparison: Validity, Method, and Purpose in 
Comparing Traditions.20 If any evidence was needed as to how firmly Rowe 
had poked the bear of comparative studies, this volume provided it.  

Both ancient practice and modern theory raise objections to Rowe’s claims. 
The work of the Stoic thinker Posidonius (135–51 BCE), amongst others, il-
lustrates the practice of taking Platonic concepts, when deemed appropriate, 
and integrating them into Stoic theory, without compromising its central ten-
ets.21 Such an incorporation might be justified as developing “a strand that was 
present in Stoicism all along”.22 Stoicism was also able to adopt elements of 
Cynicism which made it more appealing to Roman minds.23 These reveal that 
ancient thinkers, and the practice was not confined to Stoics, were able to adopt 
and adapt vocabulary and concepts as they saw fit in developing their tradi-
tions, even if the term “eclecticism” remains fraught.24 They could re-accentu-
ate, to use Bakhtin’s term, material from elsewhere to fit their own agenda. 
They were not bound to some prior or original sense of a term or item of vo-
cabulary: 
 

 
18 Rowe, One True Life, 179–181. 
19 Rowe, One True Life, 182–184, 202–204. 
20 John M.G. Barclay and Benjamin G. White, New Testament in Comparison: Validity, 

Method, and Purpose in Comparing Traditions (Library of New Testament Studies 600. 
London: T&T Clark, 2020). 

21 Mauro Bonazzi and Christoph Helmig, “Introduction” in The Dialogue between Stoi-
cism and Platonism in Antiquity, ed. Mauro Bonazzi and Christoph Helmig (Leuven: Leuven 
University Press, 2007) vii–xv, here at viii–ix. 

22 Alexander G. Long, “Introduction” in Plato and the Stoics, ed. Alexander G. Long 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 1–10 at 9. Quotation from Keimpe Algra, 
“Stoic Philosophical Theology and Graeco-Roman Religion” in God and Cosmos in Stoi-
cism, ed. Ricardo Salles (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 224–251, here at 230. 

23 Andrew Bowden, Desire in Paul’s Undisputed Epistles: Semantic Observations on the 
Use of epithymeō, ho epithymētēs, and epithymía in Roman Imperial Texts (Wissenschaft-
liche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 2/539. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 201, 
citing Margarethe Billerbeck, “Greek Cynicism in Imperial Rome” in Die Kyniker in der 
modernen Forschung: Aufsätze mit Einführung und Bibliographie, ed. Margarethe Biller-
beck (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 1991), 147–166, here at 149. 

24 Pierluigi Donini, Commentary and Tradition: Aristotelianism, Platonism and post-Hel-
lenistic Philosophy, ed. Mauro Bonazzi (Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca et Byzantina 
4. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2011), 197–198. 
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In the re-accentuation of terms, however, and in the new utterance that is created out of those 
traditional elements, it is possible to create the sense that one is only now understanding the 
true meaning of words that had long been familiar and important.25 
 
This should come as no surprise: it is given of semantics that meaning is not 
fixed within a term, definition, or etymology, but rather elucidated by a lexical 
field or semantic domain.26 However, this does, as Rowe points out, raise a 
question of identification: whether the reaccentuated term has retained the 
identity it had in the “original” tradition?27 Would a Platonic term adopted by 
Posidonius and appropriate for Stoic purposes still be identifiably Platonic 
given its reappropriation by a different tradition? Would the Posidonian posi-
tion still fall within the parameters of Stoicism? The latter appears more likely– 
as Posidonius has predominantly been identified as a Stoic thinker, even if the 
degree of his use of Platonic material has been disputed.28 It is difficult to as-
sess Rowe’s views, as One True Life does not include any analysis of Posido-
nius’s thought or method. However, the omission raises the question that all 
the potential data has not been considered.  

Posidonius’s practice may be described as any of “harmonization”, “syn-
cretism”, “pooling of resources”, “eclecticism”,29 or “hybridity”.30 All imply a 
measure of commensurability. They even suggested that Rowe’s implicit 
claim, that people stand within one tradition, and one alone, may simply not be 
sustainable.31 Furthermore, A.G. Long’s description of Posidonius’s method 
counters “rival traditions”: 

 

 
25 Carol A. Newsom, “Apocalyptic Subjects: Social Construction of the Self in the Qum-

ran Hodayot”, Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha 12/1 (2001): 3–35, here at 7.  
26 James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language (London: Oxford University Press, 

1961), 107–160, 206–262. 
27 Rowe, “A Response to Friend-Critics”, 134. 
28 Gretchen Reydam-Schils, Demiurge and Providence: Stoic and Platonist Readings of 

Plato’s Timaeus (Monothéismes et Philosophie. Collection dirigée par Carlos Lévy. Turn-
hout: Breplos, 1999), 87–89. 

29 Troels Engberg-Pedersen, “Introduction: A Historiographical Essay” in From Stoicism 
to Platonism: The Development of Philosophy, 100 BCE to 100 CE, ed. Troels Engberg-
Pedersen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 1–26, here at 6. 

30 Athanasios Despotis, “The Philosophical-Religious Hybridity in John 6 and Its Recep-
tion in the Commentaries of Origen and John Chrysostom” in Drawing and Transcending 
Boundaries in the New Testament and Early Christianity, ed. Jacobus Kok, Martin Webber 
and Jermo van Nes (Beiträge zum Verstehen der Bibel/Contributions to Understanding the 
Bible 38. Zürich: LIT Verlag, 2019), 47–67, here at 48. 

31 Martin, “The Possibility of Comparison”, 68. 
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When trying to understand the relations in this area [psychology] between Posidonius and 
Chrysippus, and Posidonius and Plato, it does not help to view the context as a battle between 
Stoics and Platonists.32  
 
Modern writers also take issue with Kuhn’s description of paradigms as incom-
mensurable, understood as indicating that: 
 
 there was no neutral measure that could be used to compare one paradigm with another, no 
paradigm-independent place in which to stand when considering competing paradigms.33  
 
Or, in David J. Bosch’s words: 
  
the perspectives of their respective champions are so different that one might even say that 
they are responding to different realities.34 
 
Critics claimed that this implied a “breakdown of communication” stemming 
from “mutually untranslatable languages”:35 Thus, communication became im-
possible. Resistance to such a conclusion was justified, linguistically.36 The 
concept of re-accentuation, mentioned above, is one indicator of the persistence 
of communication. Kuhn later refined his position: there was rather a difference 
in “epistemic values” in which: 
 
there is often no paradigm-neutral standard that one can appeal to in order to resolve the 
conflict between two paradigms.37  
 
The qualification is worth noting: often is not always. Matters need not end in 
either unintelligibility, or untranslatability.38 Translations are never exact, and 
may be bettered, but:  
 
it makes only an illusion of sense to say that all possible translation schemes fail to capture 
the ‘real’ sense or reference.39  
 
Owen Barfield, whilst noting Spengler’s comments on the untranslatability of 
great cultures, dismisses such conclusions: 

 
32 Alexander G. Long, “Plato, Chrysippus and Posidonius’ Theory of Affective Move-

ments” in From Stoicism to Platonism: The Development of Philosophy, 100 BCE to 100 
CE, ed. Troels Engberg-Pedersen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 27–46, 
here at 29, 46. 

33 Daniel Garber, “Incommensurabilities”, Historical Studies in the Natural Sciences 
42/5 (2012): 504–509, here at 504. 

34 David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission. 20th 
Anniversary Edition. (American Society of Missiology Series 16. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 
2011), 188. 

35 Garber, “Incommensurabilities”, 505. 
36 Garber, “Incommensurabilities”, 507. 
37 Garber, “Incommensurabilities”, 506 (italics mine). 
38 Respectively, Engberg-Pedersen, “The Past is a Foreign Country”, 46–47, 52; Martin, 

“The Possibility of Comparison”, 69; Hilary Putnam, Reason, Truth, and History (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 116–117. 

39 Putnam, Reason, 116. 
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But if these words are really quite untranslatable, if the gulf is truly unbridgeable, it will be 
said– what is the use of talking about them? The answer to this is that the meaning of such 
words– like all strange meaning– while not expressible in definitions and the like (the pro-
saic) is indirecdy (sic) expressible in metaphor and simile (the poetic). That is to say, it is 
suggestible; for meaning itself can never be conveyed from one person to another; words are 
not bottles; every individual must intuit meaning for himself, and the function of the poetic 
is to mediate such intuition by suitable suggestion.40  
And, as he would further remind us, there is more of the poetic and metaphor-
ical in even hard science than its proponents might care to admit; that its: 
 
linguistic symbols have a figurative origin; a rule from which high-sounding ‘scientific’ 
terms like cause, reference, organism, stimulus, etc., are not miraculously exempt!41 
 
Indeed, Hilary Putnam comments that Kuhn’s own work is ultimately “self-
refuting”: 42  
 
We could not translate other languages – or even past stages of our own language at all… 
To tell us that Galileo had ‘incommensurable’ notions and then to go on and describe them 
at length is totally incoherent.43 
 
This holds for more than scientific notions. Barfield’s comments on poetic dic-
tion, wherein the poet invests traditional materials with new insights, are also 
apposite: 
 
The new meaning must be strange, not incomprehensible; otherwise the poetry of the whole 
passage is killed, and the fresh meaning itself will be still-born.44 
 
Such strangeness demands a continuity: a degree of commensurability.  

In a longer piece, Derek L. Phillips argued that commensurability persists, 
rejecting the Kuhnian claim that paradigms are closed systems, recognising 
that movement between paradigms is possible, and that communication be-
tween paradigms remains possible.45 He concludes: 
 
it is only because Kuhn formulates paradigms as totally closed systems that the problem of 
incommensurability arises, and that Kuhn himself is an exception to the general thesis which 
he advances.46 
 

 
40 Owen Barfield, Poetic Diction: A Study in Meaning (Oxford: Barfield Press, 2010), 

130. 
41 Barfield, Poetic Diction, 131. Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-

Critical Philosophy (London: Routledge, 2002) offers a detailed critique of objective and 
impersonal approaches to scientific understanding, stressing the importance of the skills of 
the scientist for research. 

42 Putnam, Reason, 114. 
43 Putnam, Reason, 115. 
44 Barfield, Poetic Diction, 114–115. 
45 Derek L. Phillips, “Paradigms and Incommensurability”, Theory and Society 2/1 

(1975): 37–61, especially 49–59; see also Putnam, Reason, 113–119. 
46 Phillips, “Paradigms”, 60. 



 B. Types of Comparison 9 

Commensurability is also a social phenomenon. Peter J. Katzenstein sees it: 
 
emerge…from the partial overlaps of the multiple secular and religious traditions than mark 
all civilizational states.47  
 
The recognition that cultures have “porous boundaries”48 raises issues for in-
commensurability, re-iterating Phillips’s view that paradigms are not closed 
systems. Kuhn himself recognised it was possible to move between paradigms, 
even, at one point, describing the process as a “conversion”.49 Indeed, Phillips 
points out that Kuhn did not seem to apply his own findings about paradigms 
to his own experience.50 The question which persists is whether such breaks as 
are recognised in such matters as “conversion” are clean or gradual – and the 
implications of this difference on commensurability and translation.51 Bosch 
additionally reminds us that Kuhn himself was wary of applying his theories to 
the social sciences.52 These include disciplines such as philosophy, theology 
and the study of religion. 

Furthermore, in religious matters: 
 
syncretism, or the phenomenon of one religion borrowing elements from another religion, 
has long been recognized as a nearly universal phenomenon.53 
 
Stanley Tambiah offers further reflection on the persistence of commensura-
bility from such a perspective. He first notes that universals persist amidst hu-
man social diversity.54 This allows for the persistence of translation, which, in 
turn, allows room for comparative work.55 Admitting a preference for the ap-
proach of Louis Dumont, he sees comparison done through “proportioning”: 

 
Dumont’s method insists on first constituting the total design in terms of the valuations of 
the socio-cultural tradition entity from within the tradition…This approach, contrary to com-
mon misunderstanding is not averse to comparison. Explicit comparison comes after the 
totalities have been constructed, and it entails the dialectical opposing of total designs, sys-
tems of valuations, and hierarchies of relations. It therefore reveals qualitative differences 
as well as similarities, and in highlighting the former is sensitive to civilizational options.56 
 

 
47 Peter J. Katzenstein, “Civilizational States, Secularisms, and Religions” in Rethinking 

Secularism, ed. Craig Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer and Jonathan VanAntwerpen (New 
York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2011), 145–165, here at 156. 

48 Milena Ivanovic, Cultural Tourism (Cape Town: Juta & Company, 2008), 26. 
49 Bosch, Transforming Mission, 189; Phillips, “Paradigms”, 49, 59. 
50 Phillips, “Paradigms”, 59. 
51 Phillips, “Paradigms”, 53, 59. 
52 Bosch, Transforming Mission, 188. 
53 Eric Maroney, Religious Syncretism (London: SCM, 2006), xi–xii. 
54 Stanley Jeyaraja Tambiah, Magic, Science, Religion and the Scope of Rationality. The 

Lewis Henry Morgan Lectures 1984 presented at the University of Rochester, Rochester, 
New York (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 112–115. 

55 Tambiah, Magic, 121–127. 
56 Tambiah, Magic, 126–127. 
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The combination of all these voices shows that a strong case may be made for 
both the persistence of commensurability and comparison. 

Martin also suggests that Rowe has further failed to engage adequately with 
Wittgenstein’s family resemblances,57 to which an important codicil must be 
added, also from the Philosophical Investigations: the analogy of a thread, 
comprised of different fibres, which admits the extension of such resemblances 
through “number” and “indirect relationship” without recourse to any of a min-
imum number of shared phenomena, causal relationships, or external measures, 
ideals or forms: 

 
And we extend our concept of number as in spinning a thread we twist fibre on fibre. And 
the strength of the thread does not reside in the fact that one fibre runs through its whole 
length, but in the overlapping of many fibres. 
But if someone wished to say: “There is something common to all these constructions– 
namely the disjunction of all their common properties” – I should reply: Now you are only 
playing with words. One might as well say: “Something runs through the whole thread– 
namely the continuous overlapping of those fibres.”58  
 

Yet, it must be admitted, the resemblance of any given strands is firmly in the 
mind of the comparator: 
 
comparison, in its strongest from, brings differences together within the space of the 
scholar’s mind for the scholar’s own intellectual reasons.59  
 
Smith’s dictum about the role of observers persists since they ultimately make 
decisions about resemblance. His words are echoed by Barfield, for whom: 
 
the perception of resemblance, the demand for unity, is at all levels, the proper activity of 
the imagination, or…concrete thinking.60 
 
Yet this is surely unavoidable and seemingly leads to one of two conclusions. 
Critics may abandon the endeavour completely, which is the only option for 
those who would claim the kind of objective analysis sought by modernist ap-
proaches. Alternatively, they may seem to indulge in an unfettered subjectiv-
ism. But this is to go too far. Whilst recognising that any attempt at comparison 
cannot escape the premises on which is it founded and accept these limitations, 
those proposing comparisons should be resigned to the fact that that their la-
bours, like every exegesis, are circumscribed by the same factors long 

 
57 Martin, “The Possibility of Comparison”, 70–71. 
58 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G.E.M. Anscombe (3rd ed. 

Oxford: Blackwell, 1967), 32e [§67]. This analogy may also address the question of whether 
a particular element shifts its identity, as in Posidonius’s appropriation of Platonic concepts 
for Stoic purpose: the thread of Platonic and Stoic strands now includes the Posidonian, but 
no single strand “changes” its identity.  

59 Smith, Drudgery Divine, 51–52, here at 51. 
60 Barfield, Poetic Diction, 15–16. 
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– as title  195, 198 
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– of Jesus  187, 188,191, 197, 201, 

211, 219–221, 234, 237, 258 
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179, 191, 200, 248, 249, 265 
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259, 264 
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shepherd  192, 198, 200, 201, 204 
signs (FG)  143–144 
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ἁμαρτίας) 240–244 
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111, 154, 206, 243, 244, 249, 255. 
Socrates  22, 26, 47, 61, 111, 130, 155 
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ἀνθρώπου)  189, 194–196, 213, 
216, 219, 243, 244, 246, 247, 251 
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