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1. Introduction

On at least nine occasions George Berkeley refers to St. Paul’s remark that
in God “we live, and move, and have our being” (Acts 17:28). Although
Berkeley cites the passage many more times than any other scriptural passage,
he never explicitly discusses why it is so important to him for understanding
how God is immediately present to us as the cause of our ideas and the provid-
ential guide for our actions.1 That fact is particularly surprising, especially
when we consider how the remark is a favorite of Malebranche, Spinoza, and
other occasionally heterodox contemporaries of Berkeley who draw attention
to the relationship between God and finite minds.2 Few scholars, therefore,
have considered why the Stoic description of a God “in whom we move and
have our being” often appears when Berkeley discusses how God reveals
himself to us through the language of nature.3

Indeed, the linguistic context of such discussions is typically overlooked
entirely because Berkeley usually does not make a point of highlighting it. On
the one occasion when he explains the Pauline remark, he says that “nothing
can be more evident to anyone that is capable of the least reflexion, than the
existence of God, or a spirit who is intimately present to our minds, producing
in them all that variety of ideas or sensations, which continually affect us, on
whom we have an absolute and entire dependence.”4 Because this reference
to the “variety of ideas” merely hints at the linguistic character of experience,
Berkeley is often understood to mean simply that in producing our sensations,
God is intimately present to our minds and we are absolutely and entirely
dependent on him. In Alciphron 4.12 and 4.14, Berkeley expands on this by
noting that we know that God is intimately present to us because our exper-
ience of nature is intricately articulated in terms of ideas that are organized
as a language. For most interpreters not much more need be said because
Berkeley’s point seems simple enough: through the language of nature we
know that God is intimately present to us.

The problem with this simple understanding is that it does not explain
what it means to say either that God is present to our minds, or that he
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produces sensations in us, or that we depend on him, for it does not explain
how our minds are initially differentiated from and related to God as another
mind or self. Indeed, it does not explain what it would mean to say that God
is a discrete mind or self who communicates ideas to us by means of the
language of nature. Nor does it explain how finite minds are given as targets of
God’s communicative activity or how their existence as minds is independent
of that communication.

Since Berkeley himself does not provide much in the way of such explana-
tions, these concerns usually are either not considered in Berkeley scholarship
or are dismissed as topics about which he says little or nothing. Because
his appropriation of Paul’s comment occasionally occurs in the context of
comments on Malebranche’s doctrine that we know all things in God, some
commentators think of it as an opportunity to interpret Berkeley by contrast
to Malebranche.5 But such an interpretive strategy never provides an explan-
ation of the ontological status of finite minds vis-à-vis God or what it would
even mean to say that God is a mind, and it certainly does not address
such questions in terms of a divine discourse. Instead of focusing on how
Berkeley’s appeal to Paul’s comment highlights the discursive nature of God’s
presence, this strategy usually involves shifting attention to other ways in
which Malebranche and Berkeley differ.

My purpose in retrieving the context of Berkeley’s Pauline reference is
to highlight how both Berkeley and Malebranche invoke a view of God that
is quite different from the way in which Berkeley is typically understood.
Instead of interpreting Berkeley’s vocabulary and intentions in Cartesian
or Lockean terms, I suggest that his comments make more sense when
understood in terms of views developed by other late seventeenth- and
early eighteenth-century thinkers who cite Paul’s remark to describe a non-
Cartesian, non-Lockean notion of God. In that distinctly unconventional view
(with which Berkeley was certainly familiar), God is not a subject or self
but rather the discursive domain in terms of which we are initially able to
speak about minds, ideas, and their relations. In that view, God is the semantic
matrix of reality, the place or space in which all things (including minds and
ideas) have identities and are originally differentiated.

Like more conventional readings, this alternate view acknowledges that,
for Berkeley, divine and finite minds are distinct, and nature is the language
by which God communicates ideas of sense. But unlike conventional inter-
pretations, it insists that we explain what it means to say that God and finite
minds can be related linguistically. That is, it invites us to consider how God’s
communication of ideas to minds other than his own is itself intelligible in
the first place. And this is what requires that we appeal to the view developed
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by contemporaries of Berkeley – and subsequently ignored by historians of
modern philosophy – that God is the space of discourse.

2. God as space

As is evident in most current scholarship, Berkeley can certainly be inter-
preted as saying that God is a determinate subject who employs (rather than
embodies) language. As I have suggested, the problem with this view is that it
does not explain how divine subjectivity is itself initially intelligible. Because
Berkeley does not address the issue of even created subjectivity in any thor-
oughgoing way, the question of what he means by calling God an infinite
spirit is hardly ever mentioned today.

But for some of his contemporaries who appeal explicitly to the Pauline
passage – particularly Henry More, the mathematician Joseph Raphson, John
Toland, and Jonathan Edwards – God is essentially communicative, significa-
tory, and linguistic. In their view, to speak about God as a particular subject or
a spiritual substance or mind is to think about God derivatively. They maintain
that to think that God’s identity is intelligible is already to invoke a more
fundamental principle, namely, the discursive space that defines intelligibility
itself. According to them, this space of intelligibility is much more appro-
priately called God than a subject whose identity depends on differentiation
within that space.

As Berkeley cautions in the Principles and De Motu, though, even to raise
the prospect of such a space runs the risk of its being confused with two
other ways of speaking about “pure or absolute” space. In the first of these
alternatives, absolute space is understood as the indeterminate void left if we
imagine removing all bodies and minds from the universe. This void-space
has no positive attributes other than dimensionality or pure extensionality.
Because extension is unintelligible apart from the differentiation of bodies in
motion and the description of the resistance they encounter, such a notion of
space seems to be “mere nothing.”6 To apply such a notion to God would be
amazingly wrong-headed.

The second alternative, however, links absolute space directly to God. It
suggests (in Berkeley’s words) “either that real space is God, or else that
there is something beside God which is eternal, uncreated, infinite, indivis-
ible, immutable. Both which may justly be thought pernicious and absurd
notions.”7 To think of space as a thing in which all other things are located
would be to assume yet another space in which that space is intelligible. The
first “absolute space” would thus not really be absolute and thus could not
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be God. Besides, as Spinoza had observed, if there were such a thing that is
really distinct from God, then neither it nor God would be truly infinite.

Berkeley’s solution is to assume that God is not a thing at all (other than
in a derivative sense) but rather that in terms of which and in which all things
live, move, and have their being. He acknowledges that the second alternative
for understanding absolute space is closely related to his own doctrine, so
he sets out to show clearly how it differs from his own position. “It must
be admitted,” he remarks, “that in this matter we are in the grip of serious
prejudices, and to win free we must exert the whole force of our minds.”8

Of course, for Berkeley, much rides on this effort because it is at the heart
of his claim that all things have their identities or are intelligible in virtue of a
language. Even to think of God as the totality of all things would rely on such
a discourse. So Berkeley recognizes that in order to show that God is immedi-
ately present in all that we are and do, he has to dispel the prejudice that God
is a distinct being or self who communicates in terms of that discourse. In
effect, he will argue that as long as we are stained by a Cartesian or Lockean
model of divine subjectivity, we are unable to see ourselves as intimately
united to one another and to the things around us.

Despite its flaws the second notion of absolute space thus suggests a way
to avoid a derivative portrait of God. But it does so, Berkeley claims, only by
seeming to make God extended.9 In Berkeley’s view, Spinoza, More, Hobbes,
Locke, and Raphson make this mistake when they interpret space in physical
terms and then attribute divine characteristics to it. Indeed, there are places
where Hobbes, Locke, and Spinoza seem to describe God extensionally.10

But in the case of More and Raphson, the matter is complicated by the fact
that Berkeley, along with Toland and Edwards, interprets their views mater-
ialistically without acknowledging how they might also be interpreted in a
way consistent with his own ideas.

Admittedly, Berkeley would have been reluctant to endorse the self-
styled “pantheistic” views of his fellow Irishman Toland, especially after
having been warned by Peter Browne (Provost of Trinity College Dublin) and
William King (Archbishop of Dublin) about the Tolandian implications of his
own early doctrine on infinity.11 For in a paper “Of Infinites” delivered to the
Dublin Philosophical Society in November 1707 – five months after being
appointed a fellow at Trinity College – Berkeley agrees with Locke that our
idea of infinity is simply an idea of an endless progression of finite spaces, not
the totality of space or abstract extension itself. He concludes that the most
we can say about the idea of infinite extension is that it identifies a certain
inspired feeling in religious believers.12 This, Browne and King objected,
suggests that the claim “God is infinite” either lacks cognitive meaning or it
makes God extended. A third option – one in which God is understood as the
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space of intelligibility in which all beings (including a God understood as a
subject who communicates with other subjects) – is simply unimaginable for
Browne and King, and it would have been obvious to Berkeley that to defend
such a view would have associated him even more directly with Toland. He
therefore decides that prudence dictates that he “use utmost caution not to
give the least handle of offense to the Church or Church-men” and that a
“humble implicit faith” be his response to religious revelations.13

Three years prior to Berkeley’s encounter with Browne and King, Toland
had indicated the way out of the dilemma Berkeley faced. In his Letters to
Serena (1704) Toland had criticized Raphson for describing space as abstract
extension or “extension in general” and for portraying God as empty space. In
terms strikingly similar to those used by Berkeley in De Motu, Toland notes
that such a description portrays God as “a new kind of nothing endowed with
the propertys of a being,” and this he dismisses as tantamount to atheism.14

However, in On Real Space or Infinite Being (1697) Raphson distinguishes
between two meanings of the word pantheism. In one sense, it can refer
to the belief that God is nothing more than the totality of physical objects.
Proponents of such a position are what he calls “panhylists” (and even athe-
ists) because they believe that there is nothing superior to extended, material
nature. They are (rightly) the targets of Toland’s critical remarks in Serena.

But shortly after the publication of Serena, Toland refers to himself in
Socinianism Truly Stated (1705) as a pantheist in Raphson’s second sense
of the word. In that sense, “pantheists” are (in Raphson’s terms) those who
believe in “a certain universal substance, material as well as intelligent, that
fashions all things that exist out of its own essence.”15 That substance, in
More’s words (cited by Raphson), is that “which will necessarily be, though
there were nothing else in the world: which therefore must be the holy essence
of God.”16 No one, More says, can “dis-imagine” this “subtle extension,”
because God is “antecedent to all matter, forasmuch as no matter nor any
being else can be conceived to be but in this. In this are all things neces-
sarily apprehended to live and move and have their being.”17 All determinate
things, whether bodily or spiritual (including notions of God as a partic-
ular substance), depend on this “extended, incorporeal substance” for their
identity and existence. As More says:

This distinct space cannot but be something, and yet not corporeal,
because neither impenetrable nor tangible; it must of necessity be a
substance incorporeal necessarily and eternally existing of itself: which
the clearer idea of a Being absolutely perfect will more punctually inform
us to be the self-subsisting God.18
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This “Divine Amplitude” cannot be mediated by any other idea because all
other ideas are intelligible in terms of it. Since the distinction between that
which is material and that which is immaterial is intelligible only in terms
of this space, God is not materially extended. As the all-encompassing, all-
penetrating first cause, he is the discursive “substance” of the world.

This use of the word substance to refer to the topic of a discussion – as, for
example, when we ask, what is the substance of your objection? – is precisely
what Berkeley has in mind when he applies the term to God and finite minds.
It is in this sense that God is an immaterial substance and is immaterially
“extended” in and as communicative differentiation. Because the objects that
comprise the world are the signs whereby “the mover and author of nature
constantly explaineth himself to the eyes of men,” they inscribe the language
of reality.19

For Berkeley we can thus sense ideas only if there is some place in which
they can be differentiated from one another. To say that that place is one’s
mind is true enough, but it does not explain how minds or ideas originally
come to be and are themselves differentiated. That is where recognizing God
as the space in which the identity and differentiation of minds and ideas occur
helps us out. In fact, it is because the mind’s very identity depends on its place
in that divine space that God is said to be immediately present to the mind.

The same thing applies to our ideas. Their identities and differences cannot
be explained solely in terms how we arrange our ideas, for that merely begs
the question about why we identify and arrange ideas as we do. Any attempt
to explain the activities of mind or why we have ideas at all has to appeal
to other ideas, which means that no explanation for the existence or nature
of ideas is possible unless we refer to the semantic conditions for their
identification.

For Berkeley, this is where God comes in – specifically, as the legibility
of all things, the space in which every thing is identified and differentiated.
Berkeley does not assume that minds or ideas are simply brute facts of
reality and that their identities and differences are ontologically grounded and
epistemologically self-evident. Instead, he enquires into what would allow us
to speak about minds or ideas in the first place, and he is struck by how
obvious the answer is: “to an unbiassed and attentive mind, nothing can be
more plainly legible than the intimate presence of an all-wise Spirit, who
fashions, regulates, and sustains the whole system of beings.”20 God is imme-
diately present in reality as the legibility or visibility of the system. He is not
revealed through the system, as if it were a veil distinct from and hiding God.
Rather, as the Word, he is the communication of the system of beings, the
world as revealed.
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The language of nature is thus not one of human making, for the very
possibility for differentiating human discourse from everything else is itself
based on a system of signs in terms of which epistemology and ontology are
intelligible. Descartes and Locke simply assume that minds, ideas, things,
and words are different without explaining how their initial differentiation is
intelligible. By locating that differentiation within a language or system of
signs, Berkeley provides the semiotic foundation for epistemology and onto-
logy. That is why C. S. Peirce concludes that Berkeley rather than Descartes
or Locke is the real father of modern philosophy.21

3. The subsistence of substance

This way of interpreting Berkeley’s description of God as a spiritual
substance is a departure from the typical historiographic practice of imposing
on him Cartesian and Lockean presuppositions about the word substance.
Certainly, in a derivative sense, God can be said to be a spirit or mind “in”
whom ideas exist. So in a sense, God could be thought of as a being who
“supports” ideas and who does not rely on anything else to subsist. But
to think of God in such terms is to ignore how Berkeley’s critique of the
notion that a material substance – as a support of sensible qualities with an
independent subsistence apart from those qualities – might just as easily be
directed against a notion of spiritual substance understood along the same
lines.22 It would likewise ignore his remarks about how the subsistence of
minds apart from their having ideas is inconceivable.23

What is needed here is a way to think about spiritual substance that allows
us to explain how God and finite minds are differentiated. As Berkeley insists,
to model such a discussion on how we speak about material substances inevi-
tably will fail, for minds are not simply wispy bodies.24 Indeed, they are
not perceived as things at all. Rather, spiritual substances are the places in
which perceptions are identified, differentiated, and structured in relations.
But to retrieve this way of thinking about minds requires that we shift the
context of the discussion of spiritual substances and the space in which they
are discernible away from doctrines outlined by Descartes or Locke to those
developed by More, Raphson, Toland, and Edwards.

To cite but one example: Edwards proposes a notion of God that retains
the hermetic sensitivity to the immediacy and efficacy of signs and language.
Berkeley draws attention to that immediacy in saying that God is eminently
accessible to us in our every act and thought. To be aware of anything at all, he
says, whether it be an identifiable God or minds and ideas, we always already
find ourselves immediately in the space of God’s presence. Or as Edwards
puts it:
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Space is this necessary, eternal, infinite and omnipresent being. We find
that we can with ease conceive how all other beings should not be. We
can remove them out of our minds, and place some other in the room of
them; but space is the very thing we can never remove and conceive of its
not being . . . . But I had as good speak plain: I have already said as much
as that space is God.25

God’s essence cannot be an object of thought, because even to imagine him
as a thing or “substance” with an essence is already to assume the semantic
domain in which his identification is intelligible. Even to doubt that God
exists is thus to affirm his existence as that space or domain in which the
doubt is possible.

The kind of interpretive realignment suggested by this way of under-
standing Berkeley’s position has repercussions as well for how we treat
Malebranche’s doctrine of seeing all things in God in light of Berkeley’s
critique. That doctrine is described in the section of Malebranche’s Search
After Truth that ends with St. Paul’s Acts 17:28 passage; and it is central in
understanding what it means to say that God is an incorporeal substance in
whom finite minds, ideas, and bodies are differentiated.

From Berkeley’s perspective, the problem with Malebranche’s account is
that it does not explain what it means for anything to be “in” the mind of
God.26 To adopt the view that ideas are differentiated from one another in the
mind of God in virtue of “intelligible extension” seems, for Berkeley, to come
close to saying that God is extended. As long as extension is not equated with
matter and is instead understood to refer to a domain in which the distinction
of things in the universe is originally intelligible, such a description does not
seem to be a problem. That is why Berkeley says that God is not “coextended
with the Universe” but is:

after the manner of a spirit, by thought and power, perceiving all things
and actuating all things: He comprehends every created being in the
immensity of his intellect, and the influence of his power reacheth to all
real (or natural) effects: Insomuch that there is no created thing or part of
the sensible world whatsoever which exists out of the Divine Mind.27

In Berkeley’s view, however, Malebranche’s doctrine of seeing all things
in God does not provide a syntax or semantics on which identifications or
differentiations can be based. That is why Berkeley dismisses Malebranche’s
doctrine, noting that he can make little sense of the claim that we perceive
or think things by uniting our minds with the “intelligible substance” of God.
For as Berkeley points out, “it is evident that the things I perceive are my own
ideas,” not God’s.28
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In all fairness, Malebranche does not say that our minds apprehend the
essence of God when we perceive particular beings. Rather, he says, we see
real things (as opposed to mere sensations) insofar as we know things in terms
of their kinds. As finite minds, we do not know things as individuals but rather
sense them in virtue of their being embodied. How even God could know
individuals is, for Malebranche, a mystery, because nothing in the mind of
God accounts for the possibility that individuality as such is intelligible.29

However, when our minds are united with the Word of God, we embody
or express his power, wisdom, and love and we actively participate in the
designation of reality as intelligible. That is what it means for both finite and
divine minds to subsist as opposed to exist.30

As in the case of the Acts 17:28 passage, the distinction between subsist-
ence and existence is of Stoic origin and, for Berkeley, serves the same Stoic
end of highlighting the fact that incorporeal entities (e.g., expressions) subsist
as the places or relations in terms of which bodies are said to exist.31 He points
out that things (i.e., ideas) exist only to the extent that they are perceived
by a mind that “contains and supports” them.32 To say that something exists
means that it is thought as having a determinate identity by some mind. But
since minds cannot be thought without making them determinate (and simul-
taneously determined) objects, it is therefore inappropriate to say that they
exist. Rather, they subsist, which means that they are the particular patterns
of association by means of which things in the world are identified as having
meanings.

For Berkeley the being or existence of a thing is thus the activity (or mind)
by which it is identified. For example, to say that a real tree is comprehended
or “exists in” the infinite mind of God means that its “very being” consists
in its being the object of mind. In order for any thing to exist, it must exist
as that thing, which means that it must be identified ultimately as an idea in
the mind of God (even if that means, as in the case of evil ideas, that God
knows that thing as the idea of a finite mind). A Christian therefore not only
recognizes how things comes to be intelligible in terms of God’s creation of
ideas in complexes that identify and differentiate finite minds but also is able
to explain how the intelligibility of a thing reveals at the very same moment
the “intimate presence” of God. That is why

to a Christian it cannot surely be shocking to say, the real tree existing
without his mind is truly known and comprehended by (that is, exists in)
the infinite mind of God. Probably he may not at first glance be aware of
the direct and immediate proof there is of this, inasmuch as the very being
of a tree, or any other sensible thing, implies a mind wherein it is. But the
point itself he cannot deny.33
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What makes the tree sensible is the fact that it not only is perceived by sense
but also is embedded in a network of sign relations that create the possibility
that something makes sense. In discerning the sensibleness of experience,
the Christian retrieves the sensibility of the fabric of the world by taking
seriously the doctrine that Christ is the Word. It is in and through that Word
that all things are linked in the orderly and intelligent discourse that reveals
the immediate presence of God as the textuality of the world.34

As with Malebranche, Berkeley’s invocation of the Word of God is not
therefore intended as a mere metaphor or homiletic gesture. It is an explicit
indication that the existence of sensible ideas as objects of meaning consists
in their intelligibility, which is the same as saying that they are objects of
mind. Because mentality is evidenced in nothing other than “the constant
regularity, order, and concatenation of natural things,” the very existence of
such inscriptions constitutes the discourse through which finite minds are
differentiated and God is revealed as the differentiating activity of mind itself
– that is, as revelation itself. Apart from this revelation, there is no meaning
and no differentiation and interaction of finite minds. In saying that God is
the author of nature, Berkeley thus intends to implicate God in his creation so
closely that, for the Christian, the presence of God is as certain and immediate
as our knowledge of any other mind. Since we know of the existence of other
minds in virtue of their use of language (Alciphron IV.6), we know of God’s
existence in and through understanding nature as the language of God. As
Berkeley says:

It is evident, that God is known as certainly and immediately as any
other mind or spirit whatsoever, distinct from our selves. We may even
assert, that the existence of God is far more evidently perceived than
the existence of men; because the effects of Nature are infinitely more
numerous and considerable, than those ascribed to human agents. There
is not any one mark that denotes a man, or effect produced by him, which
does not more strongly evince the being of that spirit who is the Author
of Nature . . . . He alone it is who upholding all things by the Word of his
Power, maintains that intercourse between spirits, whereby they are able
to perceive the existence of each other. And yet this pure and clear light
which enlightens every one, is it self invisible.35

We do not “see” the author of nature by trying to penetrate through his revela-
tion, as if God is intelligible apart from the world and the world is intelligible
apart from God. Rather, we see God in his revelation, in the sensibility and
meaning of experience. All things are intelligible through his Word, and all
minds are expressions of the syntactic alignments in terms of which relations
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in nature are identified. Apart from the semantic structure that subsists as the
prerequisite for the world, nothing exists.

Even to say that God exists or that God and his creatures can be compre-
hended under a general notion of reality would be misleading, because that
would imply that God is part of a whole.36 If we were to describe God as
the mind or intellect of the universe, we would capture the sense of how he
is immediately involved in the discrimination of objects and minds and their
interactions. But to characterize God in this way might suggest that there is
some aspect of the universe apart from its mentality or intelligibility; and that,
Berkeley insists, is simply false.

It is thus absurd to imagine Berkeley without God, unless we first insist
on thinking of God in derivative terms as a subject behind his discourse and
then also refuse to consider how the language of nature might be something
more than an intriguing metaphor.37 In Alciphron Berkeley recommends that
we do neither. In fact, he notes that our immersion in the constant linguistic
exchange that constitutes our vision of the world reveals how God can be
intimately involved in our smallest actions and decisions precisely because
he is present in and as the creation of significance in the world we see: “I
think it plain this optic language hath a necessary connexion with knowledge,
wisdom, and goodness. It is equivalent to a constant creation, betokening
an immediate act of power and providence.”38 Our personal interests and
designs, like our identification as persons or subjects in the first place, are
meaningful insofar as they are expressions of a divine communication. There
is nothing wrong with saying that God is also a subject with personality
traits such as concern for his creatures, as long as we recognize how such
claims subordinate the divine discourse to human discourse. Such a subor-
dination makes all pronouncements about God derivative. In making such
pronouncements, then, we simply speak with the vulgar.

We can, however, think with the learned by considering the semantic
conditions for being able to speak about a derivative notion of God; and
that is what More, Raphson, Toland, and Edwards do by invoking a carefully
qualified “pantheistic” space. Like them, Berkeley suggests that the elements
and relations of nature can reveal the presence of God because they are the
inscriptions of a discursive space that makes all identification and existence
intelligible. That discursive space is not defined by what we say about God
or by what God communicates to us, for no divine or human subjectivity
aboriginally underlies discursive exchange or exists prior to its semantic
instantiation.

This means that, for Berkeley, God is at once unthinkable and yet more
evident than even ourselves. Because we do not notice the discourse in which
we have our identities and by which we are able to think, we immediately fix
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on the objects identified in that discourse. Only a mind freed from the impulse
to interpret itself as an object is open to the possibility of thinking of God in
a similar way. To think of God is thus not to think of a thing that exists and
about which one can predicate characteristics. Rather, it is to acknowledge
the presence of meaning in the activity of thinking itself. That is the sense of
God in which we live and move and have our being.

4. Concluding remarks

Concerned that the notion of God described above points to a Spinozistic
denial of God’s transcendence, Berkeley insists that the intelligibility of the
world consists literally in its being a communication of God. But the world
is not a revelation from God to other minds, for that would imply that minds
exist apart from the communication and that God could withdraw from his
communication. Instead, as Malebranche claims, “God is the intelligible
world or the place of minds,” the locus of all intelligibility or mentality.39

However, when Malebranche adds that the material world is the place of
bodies, Berkeley quickly sees that this opens the door to those who might
claim that the material world is somehow independent of God.

To avoid this, he recalls a concept of God similar to one developed by
More and Raphson. But unlike More and Raphson – who, he says, equate God
with empty Newtonian-Lockean space – Berkeley describes the space of God
in terms of a language or discourse. Like Edwards, he assumes that nothing
is intelligible apart from that discourse, even our subsequent discussions of
God. That is why, Berkeley concludes:

what deserves the first place in our studies, is the consideration of God,
and our duty; . . . as it was the main drift and design of my labours, so shall
I esteem them altogether useless and ineffectual, if by what I have said I
cannot inspire my readers with a pious sense of the presence of God.40

Perfused by the consideration of God, Berkeley’s philosophy aims not simply
to emphasize God’s place in thought but to inspire in us the belief that all
thought takes place in God. That same idea recurs in our own century in Karl
Barth’s characterization of God as “Space Himself” and in Paul Tillich’s talk
of the “God above God.”41 It is what Louis Althusser (quoting St. Paul’s
remark) refers to as the Word (logos) or “ideology” in virtue of which every
thing is not only discernible but also (and more importantly for Berkeley)
morally significant.42 Apart from this God, in whom we live, and move, and
have our being, there are no inclinations or activities – not even the activities
of a discernible God.
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For Berkeley, God is not a subject behind the text of his revelation but is
the textuality of the revelation. As Barth says, God “cannot unveil Himself to
us in any other way than by veiling Himself,” that is, by disclosing himself
as disclosure itself.43 Identification and differentiation are possible only in
virtue of this divine activity of discrimination. There is nothing other than it,
because the notion of an other is itself intelligible only in its terms. Indeed, as
Edwards remarks, even nothingness is intelligible as the negation or absence
of being only in virtue of this discursive space.44 This space, as the post-
moderns say, is thus the Other to otherness. The fact that certain seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century thinkers have such a doctrine indicates that so-called
postmodern insights are not as novel as some might have us believe. The
fact that Berkeley is reluctant to make such a doctrine more explicit – or
more likely, is unable to make it more explicit – indicates just how much he
is restricted by the Cartesian-Lockean vocabulary and syntax with which he
works and on which commentators continue to rely.
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