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Abstract:
It is asserted here that a dichotomy has taken place in the philosophical reflection
on the nature of truth.  This dichotomy can be expressed by contrasting what we
will call the analytic project, which looks at truth as an object and what we will
call the existential project, which focuses its attention upon the subject and the
subjective process. Turning to the Gospel of John we discover that such a
dichotomy does not exist. We note this in the highly developed and
philosophically pregnant use of avlh,qeia. The question arises as to whether the
above noted dichotomy is legitimate, desirable, or even useful for a philosophy of
truth.

Introduction

In the present essay we are taking note of a dichotomy that has taken place in
philosophical research and reflection on the nature of truth.  This dichotomy is between what we
will call the analytic project, which looks at truth as an object and what we will call the
existential project that focuses its attention upon the subject and the subjective process.1  We will
take particular note of Kierkegaard, who provides us with the most emphatic declaration of this
dichotomy.

After exploring the nature of this dichotomy we will turn to the Gospel of John for a
summary analysis of the use of avlh,qeia.  We will note the highly developed and philosophically
pregnant use of this term in the Gospel of John and make a few, brief observations germane to
our topic.  Armed with the alēthic concepts of the Fourth Gospel we will then be ready to
transition into our last point, which will be to question whether this dichotomy in philosophical
truth-discussion is legitimate, desirable, or even useful in our development of a philosophy of
truth.

The Dichotomy

We begin by noting a dichotomy regarding philosophical theories on the nature of truth.
This dichotomy has resulted, in a very general sense, in two types of truth-projects.  The first is a
group of truth-projects that has explored the nature of truth as an object or as a property
divorced from the existential process of the subject.  The traditional correspondence theorist
would be a clear example and illustrate well this approach.  They have sought to examine the
nature of truth strictly from the perspective of a relationship between a truth-bearer and reality –
truth in this case is an object.  Following on the heels of the correspondence theory are many
projects that have responded by showing the perceived shortcomings of the theory.  And yet in
responding to the correspondence theorists they have still reflected on truth in the objective
1* To comment or to read commentaries on this essay please refer to: http://www.theosproject.blogspot.com. On the
date of the writing of this essay the precise link was: http://theosproject.blogspot.com/2006/07/truth-dichotomy.html.
 The terms “analytic” and “existential” may or may not refer to a specific philosophical movement or school of
thought.  The way in which we use “analytic” will clearly fall under the umbrella of the method of philosophy
commonly known as analytic. The term “existential,” however, does not necessarily refer to the theories of
Existentialist philosophers. As we define these terms it will become evident which philosophical theories line up with
these terms.
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sense, divorced from the subjective process.  We may, in a very generic sense, refer to a grouping
of such theories as the analytic project.2  It would hardly seem controversial to say that this
project began, in vigor, with Russell and has continued to the current day in various ways,
building upon, criticizing, or even rejecting entirely the correspondence theory that Russell
advocated.3  The approaches are diverse and even include a variety of deflationary theories,
which reject the concept of truth as being a property, and that “truth” may not be all that
important, anyway.  Yet in all of this the generic commonality that binds them together is an
analysis of truth in an objective sense, divorced from the existence of the subjective process.4

Yet in complete contrast to the analytic project are those who have perceived truth to be
something intimately related to the subject and the subjective process.  In this sense we could say
that their approach is more existential.  The focus is upon the subjective individual and their
mode of existence, so much so that truth is often not legitimately truth if it is divorced from the
subjective process.5  If we looked to the traditional correspondence theorist as a clear example
and the pioneer of the analytic project, then we may do well to look at Kierkegaard as our
example of the existential project.  There are few philosophers on either side who better express
the dichotomy of which we speak: “To objective reflection, truth becomes something objective,
an object, and the point is to disregard the subject.  To subjective reflection, truth becomes
appropriation, inwardness, subjectivity, and the point is to immerse oneself, existing, in
subjectivity.”6

Returning to the analytic project we must clarify by stating that we are not saying that the
analytic project has no interest in the subject, per se.  There is certainly some form of a
connection to the subject in certain cases.  For example, a subject could utter the sentence (or
assert the proposition):  “The frog is on the log and so is John.”  In this case, if we return back to
the correspondence theorist, we would note that he would be interested in the fact that a sentence
was spoken or that a proposition was asserted, hence the presence of some sort of truth bearer(s).
As such the subject is involved in this process.  And the “frog” as well as “John” are, themselves,
subjects.  And yet we would not say this interest is “subjective” in the same sense as existential
theorists, such as Kierkegaard.  The correspondence theorist in this case would have an interest in
the subject, but not necessarily in the subjective process, nor would that subjective process, itself,

2 The use of the term “analytic” here is not in specific reference to the developments of Crispin Wright who employs
this term to describe his own theory of truth and “platitudes” within his development of his truth-theory. However,
Wright’s project would easily fit into the above general category. The reason is that, despite Wright’s so-called
“pluralism” it is evident that he is still concerned with the analysis of truth as an object and certainly does not have
any Kierkegaardian-like concerns with the process of the existing subject. This will become clear as this essay
develops. For more on Wright’s use of analytic see “Minimalism, Deflationism, Pragmatism, Pluralism” in Michael
Lynch, The Nature of Truth, (Cambridge and London: The MIT Press, 2001), 751-87.
3 We say that the project began “in vigor” with Russell because the theory of correspondence has roots back to
Aristotle – even further, perhaps, if we consider the fact that the correspondence theory may be the most “common
sense” definition of truth.  Around the time of Russell, however, we see the first attempts to begin to analytically
examine and develop the theory more fully. Another early correspondence theorist was J.L. Austin.
4 For our purposes in this paper, the analytic project includes robust theories of truth such as correspondence
theories, coherence theories, pragmatic theories, verificationist theories, identity theories, as well as the recent
pluralist theories of Michael Lynch and Crispin Wright. These theories would fall under the general method of
philosophy commonly known as analytic.
5 When we say “existential” in this essay we are not aligning ourselves with any particular school of thought or
method of philosophy. We are using the term in a much more broad and general sense to speak of any theory of truth
that would seek to develop a theory of truth that is intimately related to the subjective process. This would also
include Martin Heidegger.
6 Søren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments, Vol. 1, Translated by Howard
V. Hong and Edna H. Hong  (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1992), page 192.
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be deigned as “truth.”  The presence of the process is the mark of many existential projects; this
and the mode of existence.  This is so much the case that for Kierkegaard “in the mouth of this or
that person something that is truth can become untruth.”7

As a further qualification when we speak of a dichotomy between these two approaches
we do not mean to say that every philosophical truth-project completely discounts the other
approach.  The point is that the efforts and concerns of the contemporary philosopher of truth
have been restricted to one side or another.  The analytic philosopher of truth devotes his or her
attention almost entirely to the project of analyzing truth as an objective concept and seeks to
clearly define the terms and nature of the task in an objective fashion – the analytic philosopher
seems to handle truth.  As we proceed the difference will become more clear, particularly as we
focus on Kierkegaard.  The interest of Kierkegaard and others with existential concerns stands in
stark contrast to analytic projects.  And it is this existential dimension, that we will see in
Kierkegaard that is virtually ignored in most, if not all, analytic projects.  It is as though most
analytic projects have discounted existential projects simply by neglect:  their silence speaks
volumes.

On the other side of the dichotomy is the existential philosopher of truth who, rather than
simply creating a dichotomy by silence, will explicitly deride the analytic project.  To illustrate
we return to Kierkegaard’s Concluding Unscientific Postscripts.  We might ask of Kierkegaard if
it is possible for this dichotomy to be reconciled?  In Kierkegaardian terms, we ask if it is
possible to combine the subject and the object as “subject-object:”

We return, then, to the two ways of reflection and have not forgotten that it is an existing spirit who is
asking, simply an individual human being, and are not able to forget, either, that his existing is precisely
what will prevent him from going both ways at once, and his concerned questions will prevent him from
light-mindedly becoming a subject-object…An existing person cannot be in two places at the same time,
cannot be subject-object8

The key here for Kierkegaard, and the reason that the dichotomy must exist is the existing
person:  “Since the questioner specifically emphasizes that he is an existing person, the way to be
commended is naturally the one that especially accentuates what it means to exist”9  And this
brings us to the heart of Kierkegaard’s dichotomy:

The way to the objective truth goes away from the subject…The way of objective reflection...always leads
away from the subjective individual…Subjective reflection turns inward toward subjectivity and in this
inward deepening will be of the truth, and in such a way that, just as in the preceding, when objectivity was
advanced, subjectivity vanished, here subjectivity as such becomes the final factor and objectivity the
vanishing.10

So then, we see very clearly that for Kierkegaard the dichotomy exists and it exists
necessarily due to the very nature of the task.  Objective truth “goes away from the subject.”  On
the basis of this dichotomy and based also upon Kierkegaard’s emphasis upon the existing
subject Kierkegaard can state very candidly “subjectivity is truth.”11  And not just subjectivity,
but the process of the subject such that “the inwardness of the existing person is truth.”12

7 Ibid., p. 202.
8 Ibid., p. 193, 199.
9 Ibid., p. 193.
10 Ibid., p. 193, 196
11 Ibid., p. 203, 209, 213.
12 Ibid., p. 205

Jonathan Erdman http://www.theosproject.blogspot.com



Now it may be noted that in developing his dichotomy Kierkegaard here seems to at least
implicitly acknowledge the existence of truth in an objective sense.13  Yet for Kierkegaard there
is a real suspicion towards any theory of truth and any philosophical truth-project that focuses on
truth as an object.  This suspicion then evolves and develops into an outright hostility and hence
the development of the dichotomy, for Kierkegaard it becomes an almost violent dichotomy.
This is so much the case that for Kierkegaard the striving for the objective even becomes
“untruth” and creates the dichotomy, which for Kierkegaard is a “fork in the road”:

Only in subjectivity is there decision, whereas wanting to become objective is untruth.  The passion of the
infinite, not its content is the deciding factor, for its content is precisely itself.  In this way the subjective
“how” and subjectivity are the truth…When subjectivity is truth, the definition of truth must also contain in
itself an expression of the antithesis to objectivity, a memento of that fork in the road…An objective
uncertainty, held fast through appropriation with the most passionate inwardness, is the truth, the highest
truth there is for an existing person.14

We take special note of Kierkegaard because he, of all philosophers, seems to express so
well the general sense of suspicion that exists between truth as an object and the subjective
dimension of truth.  Kierkegaard brings out the dichotomy and forces us to choose.  

Perhaps not all contemporary truth-philosophers would express the dichotomy in such
explicit terms, and perhaps not all truth-projects would consider such a dichotomy as a necessity,
such that one must choose one or the other.  However, in making a general observation of the
current field of truth-theory it is clearly the case that the truth-projects have been primarily
concerned with truth as an object or with the subjectivity of truth.  Even if the dichotomy is not
stated in explicit and dramatic Kierkegaardian terms the presence of separate truth-projects
certainly testifies to an implicit suspicion.  We do not find an alethic project that would seek to
bring together the subject-object distinction made by Kierkegaard.  The analytic project expends
its efforts toward the object of truth and does not concern itself with the process of the existing
subject.  The existential project demonstrates a noticeable suspicion towards truth as an object,
and in some cases this suspicion turns into blatant hostility, as we see is the case with
Kierkegaard.

Anthony Thiselton provides a succinct perspective on the philosophical history of truth.
Thiselton speaks about a “pessimism about the unity of truth” in philosophical discussion and
locates this pessimism at the end of a succession of philosophical thought:

“This tendency [towards skepticism about truth] is also aggravated by a pessimism about the unity of truth
which stems partly from Kant, and which then receives further impetus from Kierkegaard and Nietzsche…
Kant stressed the activity of the human mind in shaping and conceptualizing the phenomena placed before
it.  The truth of God was therefore to be found outside this realm, in the area of moral or practical reason.
A division between rational and moral truth emerged, which in Kierkegaard and Schopenhauer (and later
in Bultmann) became a dualism between thought and will.15 P. 899 (emphasis added)

13 In light of the fact that Kierkegaard speaks of “the way to the objective truth” (see above quote from p. 196) it
seems as though it would be premature to conclude that Kierkegaard denies the existence of this “objective truth.”  In
developing his dichotomy Kierkegaard seems to be implicitly affirming the existence of such objective truth.  Also
see Ibid., page 204: “In a mathematical proposition the objectivity is given, but therefore its truth is also an
indifferent truth.”  We only seek here to note the dichotomy of suspicion.
14 Ibid., p. 203. Emphasis belong to the cited text.
15 Anthony C. Thiselton, “Truth,” New International Dictionary of NT Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan
Publishing House, 1978), 899.
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And we could, perhaps, push the historical development of the dichotomy back even
farther.  Perhaps to Descartes and the Cartesian epistemological projects that developed a
methodology of doubt whereby Reason, in the purely objective sense, was the guide – “objective
reflection” in Kierkegaardian terms – and subjectivity was suspect.  A distance from any hint of
subjectivity seemed necessary lest the thinker be distracted from the objective goals of certain
knowledge.  This is, of course, knowledge in a purely abstract and objective sense.  And perhaps
we could stretch even farther back and note the development of this dichotomy between
subjective and objective truth-projects.  In any case, the dichotomy of objective truth-projects is a
method of reflection that we are steeped in from centuries of philosophical reflection.  This
divide is so great that it seems as though it is simply taken for granted as a necessity.  And so we
must wonder if we are in such a situation as it is even possible to not think of truth in terms of a
dichotomy.  Our situation seems to be one of an inherited suspicion – an inherited dichotomy.

Where might we go to find such a truth-project where no sense of suspicion is present?  Is
it possible to think outside of such an inherited dichotomy?  Or was Kierkegaard correct in
forcing upon us a choice?  It is at this point that we will turn our attention backwards, some two
thousand years or so and examine the Gospel of John.

The Gospel of John and A vlh,qeiav

We have already cited Anthony Thiselton’s philosophical comment on the history of
truth-discourse.  As we turn now to examine the biblical text we first take note of Thiselton’s
Two Horizons in which he develops the notion of the “polymorphous” use of truth/avlh,qeia.16

The term, polymorphous, is drawn from Wittgenstein’s concept of language-game:  “What
language is depends on the setting or language-game in which the term ‘language’ is used.”17

The focus, then, is upon the context and the goal is to view a term like “truth” from the many
forms (polymorphous) the word takes in its various language-games:  

What truth is or consists in varies from language-game to language-game, whichever writer is in view.
Sometimes what is at issue is correspondence between statements and facts.  Truth is this, in this context…
what truth is depends on holding together several different strands of a multiform concept.  The question
“What is truth?” cannot be asked outside a given language-game.  For, as Wittgenstein conclusively showed
about such concepts as “expect,” “think,” “mean,” and “understand,” every use of the term is embedded in a
particular situation, and attempts to ask questions about these concepts in the abstract can lead only to
confusion and misunderstanding.18

 
We proceed, then, to observe the polymorphous nature of the use of avlh,qeia in the Gospel

of John.19  Our goal in this section is not to exhaust the uses of avlh,qeia in the Fourth Gospel.
Rather, we are focusing on the uses of avlh,qeia that will contribute to our discussion of the

16 Anthony C. Thiselton, The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical Description (Grand
Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company, 1980), 407-415.
17 Ibid., p. 407. Italics belong to the cited text.
18 Ibid., p. 414-15. Italics belong to the cited text.
19 We take special note of the Gospel of John because we find in the Fourth Gospel what Aalen describes as “a highly
developed” alēthic concept (S. Aalen, “Truth, a Key Word in St. John’s Gospel,” in Studia Evangelica (ed. F.L.
Cross; Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1964), 3-24).  We also find that the thought of the Gospel of John is, as Dodd
states, “original and creative” and that the author was “a powerful and independent mind.”  C.H. Dodd,
Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953), 6.
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philosophical dichotomy noted above.  We will observe that in the Gospel of John avlh,qeia takes
on many forms, and note the forms that are germane to our current study.

The first of these forms that I would like to note is what we will call the correspondence
alētheia.  The correspondence alētheia exhibits the “common-sense” notion of a correspondence
between what is stated or asserted with reality.  According to the traditional definition of the
correspondence theory we might state this in terms of a correspondence relationship between
truth bearer and truth maker.  A few examples illustrate this point.

In the fourth chapter of John Jesus encounters the Samaritan Woman.  As Jesus and the
woman carry on their conversation the woman makes a variety of assertions.  Finally Jesus asks
the woman to find her husband and to bring him back with her.  The woman asserts that “I have
no husband” (v. 17)  Jesus agrees with her assertion and even restates: “You have well said, ‘I
have no husband.’”  Jesus then goes on to tell the woman that she has had five husbands and,
although she is currently living with a man, her statement about not currently having a husband is
true:  “this you have said truly (avlhqe.j)." (v. 18)  The woman responds by proclaiming Jesus a
prophet and proceeds to present Jesus as a prophet to her fellow towns-folk.  In verse 39 the text
notes that the end result is that many believed in Jesus as the Christ.  

We take particular note that the woman was very convinced of the prophetic nature of
Jesus based upon Jesus’ ability to correspond assertions with reality.  That is, without the
common-sense notion of correspondence the woman would remain a mere curious spectator of
this strange man who defied contemporary convention by drawing water and conversing with a
Samaritan woman.  The woman placed significance in the correspondence as is evidenced by her
subsequent reaction.

Another key passage is 19:31-37 where we find the concept of the reliability of the
witness.  The reliability, of course, is based upon the correspondence of the testimony with
reality:  What was testified to has actually occurred.  In the context of the passage there is also a
connection with the testimony of the prophetic Scriptures.  In this case, as in the above case,
there is no doubt that in the absence of the correspondence there is the absence of significance.
This indicates some sense of the correspondence theory of truth, and also seems to reflect upon
truth in an objective sense – truth as an object.  This is the correspondence alētheia.20

The next examination takes us in a more subjective direction.  We will call this the
ethical alētheia.  We go to 3:21 and find the curious phrase o` de. poiw/n th.n avlh,qeian (“But the
one doing the truth”).  What is curious is that we find the word poie,w directly related to avlh,qeia.
This word (poie,w) is an active word – it is about “doing.”  Used here as a participle we find a
description of “the one doing the truth.”  In context we see a clear contrast of persons based upon
their ethical behavior: there are those who do truth and those who do evil.  But it is very strange,
indeed, to speak of doing truth.  Yet we find here that avlh,qeia is an ethical action.  Note that it is
not simply a moral law or a moral norm – the moral law is not in view in 3:21.  Rather, it is
morality in action.  We do not merely speak of avlh,qeia as a theoretical concept, rather truth here
is inseparable from the doing.  It is here in 3:21 that we find avlh,qeia touches life – where truth is
temporal: the ethical alētheia.21

20 A few more instances similar to the two passages noted are: 4:37, 5:32-33, 8:17, 10:41, 16:7, and 21:24.  For more
on avlh,qeia in the Gospel of John and its relationship to the correspondence theory of truth see my “An Examination
of Alētheia in the Gospel of John and Implications for the Correspondence Theory of Truth” found at
http://www.theosproject.blogspot.com, in which I propose that the correspondence theory is necessary, but not
sufficient to capture the alēthic development in the Gospel of John.
21 This concept (along with the poie,w-avlh,qeia combination) is found in the Epistles of John in 1 John 1:6-8. The idea
of truth in action is also seen in 1 John 3:18 and 2 John 1:4, 3 John 1:3-4. The ethical life is critical in the Epistles. It
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In our survey we now turn our attention to the existential alētheia.  In these passages we
have a focus on the spiritual situation of the individual in relation to truth.  Hence in 18:37 we
find Jesus in dialogue with Pilate claiming that he came into the world “to testify to truth” (i[na
marturh,sw th/| avlhqei,a|) and that everyone who is “of the truth” (evk th/j avlhqei,aj) will listen to
Jesus.  And, as we will later note, this passage takes on additional significance when we
understand that Jesus has proclaimed that he is the truth (14:6).  Here we have a clear sense that
individuals will make a determination about whose side they are on – truth or untruth – and that
the side that one chooses will quite naturally affect their ability to accept truth.  Or, perhaps more
accurately, we see that the side they have chosen is an indication that they have no desire to
encounter truth in any form because of their preference for their current situation.22  We will refer
to this existential situation as a spiritual situatedness because we are discussing the situation of
the individual in relation to truth.  Hence we are dealing with the subjective receptivity.  Truth,
in this context, takes on the form of a subjective process.

In complete contrast to those who are “of the truth” would be those who are not of the
truth, and in the Fourth Gospel no one embodies this untruth like the devil.  So we see in 8:44
that the devil “does not stand in truth because there is no truth in him” (evn th/| avlhqei,a| ouvk
e;sthken( o[ti ouvk e;stin avlh,qeia evn auvtw/|Å).  The fact that “there is no truth in him” is a curious
description.  If one were to view truth in a purely objective or propositional sense then the devil,
perhaps more than any other, has a great deal of truth “in him.”  As the Great Deceiver the devil
would, most certainly, possess a great deal of truth in an objective sense, for it is the mark of the
best deceivers that they have mastered the objective truth to the point where they can bend and
manipulate it to suit their evil purposes of deception.23  

Yet it is quite obvious that despite the possession of objective truth the devil is here
described as having “no truth in him.”  We are clearly dealing with a spiritual situatedness
whereby the devil has placed himself in direct opposition to truth.  Hence we are again dealing
with the existential aspect of truth – the existential alētheia.  Those who are “of” or “from” (evk)
the devil in 8:44 remain, like the devil, in opposition to the truth.  In 18:37 those who are “of the
truth” are therefore in a position to receive truth in whatever form it may take.  In the Gospel of
John there is this clear and explicit existential dualism, which is thereby indicative of the choices
that one will make in regards to truth when they encounter it.  Furthermore, it is in the Fourth
Gospel that truth is actually embodied in a person – the person of Jesus.

The Gospel of John is Christological in its purposes and aims.  It is of no small
significance, then, that the Christ and avlh,qeia are interwoven and explicitly wedded together to
the point of being nearly synonymous.  We have already noted above in 14:6 that Jesus states, in
no uncertain terms, that he is “the way, the truth, and the life” (evgw, eivmi h` o`do.j kai. h` avlh,qeia
kai. h` zwh).  The primary point, in context, is the “way” (o`do.j) to God, which the Christ has
exclusively reserved for himself.  And, as such, our attention is being directed from the Christ to
the Father (pate,ra).24  But we now see what is perhaps the ultimate embodiment of truth, which
is found in Christ himself.  Bultmann’s comments are insightful:

is part of the dualistic development that separates those who are genuinely “of God” from those who are imposters.
22 Crf. 3:19 where we see that these individuals “loved (hvga,phsan) darkness rather than light.”
23 Crf. the account of the temptations in Mt. 4:1-11, Mk. 1:12-13, and Luke 4:1-13 as an illustration of mastering
propositional truth so as to use it in a masterful way to manipulate and psychologically control the individual.
Another example of this would be the Gen. 3 account of the Fall.
24 In regards to the Father and his relation to avlh,qeia crf. 17:17: “your word is truth” (o` lo,goj o` so.j avlh,qeia, evstin).
Also of note is a series of verses that speak of the “spirit of truth” (to. pneu/ma th/j avlhqei,aj): 14:17, 15:26, 16:13.
Crf. the epistle: 1 John 4:6.
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Jesus is the truth; he does not simply state it.  One does not come to him to ask about truth; one comes to
him as the truth.  This truth does not exist as a doctrine, which could be understood, preserved, and handed
on, so that the teacher is discharged and surpassed.  Rather the position a man takes vis-à-vis the Revealer
decides not whether he knows the truth, but whether he is ‘of the truth.’25

Bultmann opens up this passage to the existential dimension of which we have been
speaking.  He describes it as the “position” a person takes in relation to “the Revealer.”  In this
way we are echoing Bultmann’s thoughts when we speak of a spiritual situatedness, or an
existential alētheia.  Truth, in one of its important Johannine forms, is a “position” in which one
finds himself or herself – a situation and a relation to the ultimate revelation of truth, the Christ,
himself.

In terms of the existential alētheia it is instructive to note Aalen’s comments that parallel
the above suggestions:  “The truth is a reality which is sent by God into the world.  The truth is in
Christ and in his word.  It includes knowledge, but is no neutral, purely intellectual knowledge.
It encounters man in his total existence and in a fundamental way.”26

Does Truth Have an Essence?

Although the use of avlh,qeia in the Gospel of John is not a rigorous truth-project, per se, it
is still obvious that truth is a vital concept in the Fourth Gospel, and we have specifically noted
that it is tied in with one of the most important and critical themes (i.e. Christological).  We see
that the use of avlh,qeia takes on many forms in the Gospel of John – it is polymorphous.  But if
this use is indicative of some sort of alēthic development, however informal it may be, then we
have gained an important insight into our discussion on the truth-dichotomy in contemporary
philosophy:  If truth appears in various forms then it may be misguided to look for an essence.  

We return to Thiselton who echoes this point and comments on the possibility of an
“essence” of truth in light of truth’s polymorphous nature:

We must also allow for the use of the word “truth” in an over-arching way that holds together several of
these other uses.  We find this over-arching meaning, for example, when Jesus in the Fourth Gospel says
that he is the truth (John 14:6)…even then it is hardly possible to define the “essence” of truth in a single
uniform way.27

So here we find Thiselton wrestling with this issue and choosing to discard the notion of
looking for an essence of truth.  He prefers, instead, to look for an “over-arching meaning.”  This
is not a concept Thiselton develops in depth, but it is clear that he rejects a quest for a “single,
uniform way.”28

Now, if we cease searching for the essence of truth then we have opened the door to the
possibility that our current dichotomy may be unnecessary.  It seems as though the dichotomy is
predicated upon truth having an essence, or something similar to an essence – something that

25 Rudolf Bultmann, The Gospelof John: A Commentary, Translated by G.R. Beasley-Murray, Gen. Ed., and R.W.N
Hoare, and J.K. Riches, (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1971), 606-07.
26 Aalen, “Truth, a Key Word,” 12.
27 Thiselton, Two Horizons, 414. Emphasis belongs to the text.
28 In regards to an over-arching meaning of truth see Thiselton’s “Truth” where he states: “God lays claim to a
universality which somehow undergirds and holds together particular expressions and experiences of truth in thought
and life.” (894)
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encapsulates the “one thing” that all truth has in common.  This would be the one commonality
that we would hold in all instances of truth.  For Heidegger “unhiddenness” was the essence of
truth.29  For the various analytical projects there is either an essence of truth or there is the
rejection of essence, and with the rejection of an essence of truth is the surrender of truth as
being a property.30

And so it seems that the search for an essence of truth seems to be a major contributor to
the current dichotomy of truth-projects.  The philosopher of truth chooses in advance whether to
view truth as an object and thus pursue an analytic line of thought, or the choice is made for a
more existential exploration and a suspicion is turned towards objective projects.  Our choice of
an essence truth determines the path of our truth-project, and, to a large degree it determines the
end result as well.

But if this is the case, then let us expand this thought in a broad philosophical sense.  If
truth is our highest ambition and the coveted goal of our philosophical pursuit, then our choice to
dichotomize truth will necessarily restrict our philosophical enterprises.  The essence of truth
becomes the essence of all philosophy.  Nietzsche noted this in his own unique and satirical way
as he criticized the “realm of reason”:  

When someone hides something behind a bush and looks for it again in the same place and finds it there as
well, there is not much to praise in such seeking and finding.  Yet this is how matters stand regarding
seeking and finding “truth” within the realm of reason.  If I make up the definition of a mammal, and then,
after inspecting a camel, declare “look, a mammal,” I have indeed brought a truth to light in this way, but it
is a truth of limited value.31

We do not mean here to endorse the whole scheme of Nietzsche that asserts truth as “a
moveable host of metaphors, metonymies, and anthropomorphisms.”32  Rather, we only invoke
the wit of Nietzsche to illustrate the point that our alēthic decisions necessarily affect our whole
philosophical enterprise, and that we often take them for granted as the starting points.  And
furthermore, our current situation is complicated in that we currently operate within a
dichotomized truth-predicament whereby we must choose between pursuing truth as an object or
pursuing the subjective truth-process of the individual.  And yet much of this predicament stems
from the fact that we look for an “essence” of truth rather than expanding our view and looking
(to use the Wittgenstein terminology) at the polymorphous nature of truth.  In this way we find

29 See Heidegger’s The Essence of Truth for a developed explanation of his “essence” of truth. There is, of course,
much debate about the details of Heidegger’s truth-project. Many would interpret him as harboring a suspicion
towards viewing truth as an object. But we must also note that on some interpretations Heidegger develops a truth-
project that analyzes truth as an object (by preserving some notion of a correspondence view) while at the same time
exploring the subjective process (“openness to being”). On this interpretation Heidegger would perhaps be both
analytical and existential. See Mark A. Wrathall “Heidegger and Truth as Correspondence,” International Journal
of Philosophical Studies, Vol. 7 (1), 69-88. I thank Kevin Winters (http://heideggerian.blogspot.com) for drawing
this to my attention.
30 We also note Michael Lynch and the Functionalist theory. Lynch attempts to preserve both “pluralist and monist
intuitions.” (745) We may have doubts about the success of such a project, but it is to be noted that there do exist
truth-projects that would seek to preserve an essence of truth and yet maintain some notion of the many forms of
truth. Yet, according to the general classifications made in this essay, we must place Lynch solidly in the analytic
project. It is obvious Lynch’s concerns are primarily aimed at true propositions, i.e. he examines truth as an object
and shows no concern for an existential project, the subjective process, or anything resembling the Kierkegaardian
concern.
31 Friedrich Nietzsche, “On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense,” reprinted in José Medina and David Wood, Truth:
Engagements Across Philosophical Traditions, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 18-19.
32 Ibid., p. 17.
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the Gospel of John to be instructive because it displays an avlhqei,a with many forms, forms
which are so diverse that any attempt to locate the essence risks the appearance of being
contrived.

The avlhqei,a of the Fourth Gospel takes a view of the human being as a whole.  Aristotle
stated that “man is a rational animal.”  But if this is so then the human being is both a reasoned
and calculating person, and also an intense and passionate animal.  In the current intellectual
climate our philosophy of truth would force us to choose a side.  We must reflect with reason or
blindly believe.  And yet in the Gospel of John the contrast to such thinking is stark.  The human
being is logical and reasonable, but also a spiritual being with the ability to drink of the “living
water.” (4:10) As such avlhqei,a is an object for rational reflection, but also a situation in relation
to the Creator.  It is something upon which we can make correct assertions, but at the same time
it is an action – ethics in action.  We return to Aalen who comments on this holistic sense:

The truth of which John 8 speaks is something much more existential and comprehensive. The truth which
Jesus gives does not encounter man only or particularly in his intellect, in order afterwards to influence and
determine his practical life. The Greek concepts of “mind” and “reason” play no part in the Fourth Gospel.
The organ of reception is not a particular side of the mental equipment of man. The truth addresses the
whole man, just as sin appeals to the whole man, his will as well as his mind. As sin’s appeal is all-
embracing, so also is the challenge of the truth or of the light.33 

It is clear, then, that the concern for truth has wider philosophical and even personal
dimensions.  The purpose of this essay has not been to undermine the analytic or existential truth-
projects, per se.  Nor has it been to level a complaint about the particulars of any of the current
philosophies of truth.  Rather, if there is a complaint, then the complaint has to do with scope.  If
the human subject is a rational being then it follows that truth is an ambition in the rational sense
– truth is an object.  And yet if the human subject is strictly a rational being – a non-ethical, non-
spiritual, proposition calculating machine – then there is no reason to extend our view of truth.
But if there are pursuits and ambitions that transcend the object of truth, then we have every
reason to believe that truth takes on an existential dimension and, as such, we are now
introducing a polymorphous view of truth, such as we have seen in the avlhqei,a of the Gospel of
John.  This view of truth will stretch our philosophical sensibilities, and will completely abolish
the contemporary dichotomy, but it may be that this is precisely what we need.

Conclusion

We have examined the dichotomy in contemporary truth-projects:  the analytical project
that views truth as an object and the existential project that is primarily concerned with the
subjective process of the individual.  We have then surveyed a few of the uses of avlhqei,a in the
Gospel of John to see an approach to truth that does not make the dichotomy.  Truth is
polymorphous in that it takes many forms including a correspondence form, an ethical form
(truth as an action), and also an existential form.  As such, in our third point, we questioned
whether it might not be appropriate to begin to approach truth as polymorphous.  We noted that
many truth-projects are consumed with the “essence” of truth – a set of properties to define the
one thing that makes something “truth.”  We saw that there are reasons to abandon this approach
and to focus, instead, on a more comprehensive theory of truth that focuses on the whole person.

33 Aalen, “Key Word,” 9. Emphasis is added.
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