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Inthisarticle, | explorethe Christian doctrine of the Logosin relation to Polanyi’ stheory of language, which
hasimplicationsboth for the statusof wordsandfor their rolevisavisthe speaker.! Polanyi arguesthat all knowledge
is personal knowledge and, by the same logic, that the language in which we express our knowledge is personal
language, sincethereisan element of personal judgement in our choice and use of words, whichreflect inthemselves
something of the character of theknower aswell as something of thereality of theknown. Though languageispublic
and has a socia character, words are living and relational and help to bridge the gap between subjectivity and
objectivity.

Language can bethought of in different ways. The Hebrewsthought of the word as something with alife of
its own, but remaining part of its author and able to perform the author’ s intentions. This thought lies behind the
Hebrew doctrine of theWord of God and of creation. When God says, “ L et therebe!” (Genesis1), hisWordisthought
of as going forth into the world to accomplish hiswill. (Isaiah 55:11) In Christian tradition, God and his Word are
inseparable. God' sWordiseternally generated by him, and when the Word becomesincarnate, it remainswhat God
isantecedently in hiseternal Being. This unitary view isundermined by dualistic thinking, which tendsto separate
reality from itsrational content and to treat thought and reality, sign and thing signified, as related indirectly, even
arbitrarily.?2 EventheWestern Church hastended to think of God, not ascommunicating himself inhisownintelligible
internal relations, but indirectly and externally.

Dualistic thinking tends to polarize the subjective and objective elementsin knowing and this has affected
Christian thought in two ways. One stream identifiesthe Word of God with hisindwelling Spirit, the Spirit of truth
that illuminatesthe soul, like theinner light of the Quakers. The problem with such aview isthat the“inner light” is
indi stingui shablefrom the subjective structures of the self-consciousself. The other stream, which equatestruthwith
afixed, objective corpusof “revealed” propositions, intellectualizesreligiousfaith and encourages afundamentalist
outlook.

In order to avoid these consequences of dualistic thinking, revelation hasto be set within the framework of
a personalist metaphysic and understood in terms of a dynamic such as Polanyi proposesin his theory of personal
knowledge. “Revelation” can then be seen to result from the fruitful interaction of subject and object. Subjectively,
we interpret God' s speaking to us integratively and creatively through the exercise of our own tacit powers. But
objectively, God’ s Word confronts usand callsusto interpret our experiencein the light of the Logos principle, that
structuresall reality.?2 Even*natural” knowledgeof Godis, for the Christian, set withintheframework of the Christian
revelation and interpreted in the light of the “rationality” provided by the “Word made flesh” (Jn 1:14).

This understanding of the structure of revelation corresponds to Polanyi’s analysis of the structure of
knowing, which functions on two logical levels. Polanyi sees all knowing as taking place within a framework of
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commitment, whichinvolvesworking with arational scheme appropriateto subject matter. Hedrawsattentiontothe
fact that presuppositions are a matter of personal judgment for which we, in the end, take responsibility by deciding
whether therational schemeweadopt isappropriatetoour experience. Traditionally, Christianity holdsthat the Logos
principle providestheonly appropriaterational schemefor interpreting apersonal universe. Inan ultimate sense, our
understanding of nature and history comes from working within thisfiduciary framework provided by the Logos of
God, which itself derives ultimately from the rationality that structures God in his own internal relations.

Thisideaseemsalien and perhaps naiveto many people, largely dueto theinfluence of science. Science's

main concernisto explainthe particular intermsof the general and scientistshopeeventually to arriveat atheoretical
view of the universe, by reducing it to aset of ultimate symbols and relations at the highest possible level of logical
unity. Suchaformulationwill, itisthought, establish therelationsthat obtain between all theforcesand elementsthat
structure the physical universe. But it will radically simplify basic concepts and relations and reduce them to terms
of mathematics. Theology isinterestedin another kind of unitary thinking, concerned, not with formulating thebasic
structures of physical reality, but with understanding the inner meaning of existence asawhole. Einstein’s famous
E=mc? is about the real world, but it tells us nothing about the world of persons or the meaning of life. For this, a
differentkindof rationality hastobeinvoked. Toborrow aphrasefromT.F. Torrance, weneed Logosrationality rather
than “number” rationality to understand the meaning of existence. We need an interpretive framework which is
appositetothetotal story of creation, and for Christians, theincarnate“Word” of God providesthe conceptual model
to shape their thoughts and provide the logic needed to make sense of experience.
Itiscentral to Polanyi’ stheory of knowledgethat our critical faculty needsto operate within aframework of beliefs
that can provideamodel or astandard against whichtojudgeexperience. Languageitself isakind of framework within
whichwedo our thinking. Even asingleword can function asamodel and influence thought. For example, theword
“machine” provided Newton with a conceptual model and a set of basic presuppositions that governed the way he
thought about theuniverse. InPolanyianterms, hismind was*“at home” inthismodel. Inthesameway, the Christian
mindis“athome” in, and allowsitsthinking to be governed by, the model provided by “the Word madeflesh.” Even
ametaphor or astory can function asan “extended word,” in the sense that it constitutes aunitary experience which
can provide amodel or world view. The essence of astory isachieved by reading it whole, dwelling in it and letting
it speak. Concepts can be quite complex patterns of meaning. The unit of linguistic meaning is nhot theword but the
message it conveys and the art of reading sense into wordsisto recognize that they have both particular application
and universal significance.

For Christians, the pattern of meaning that constitutesthe Christ event provides an interpretative key to the
cosmos. As God's “Word,” Christ has strict historical particularity, but his life, death and resurrection also have
universal meaning and provide an interpretative framework within which to think about all experience. Generality
without parti cul arity would compressall meaningintoasingleformulaand depriveit of content. Particularity without
generality would deprive the particular of any meaningful application beyond itself. Personal namesfunctioninthis
way. But the divine Logos is understood to be a coincidentia oppositorum, a coincidence of particularity and
universality, aparticular embodiment of reality that al so functionsasaprinciple of rationality that makes sense of all
experience. Logosrationality fully affirmsboth form and content. Itisthekind of personal rationality that unitesthe
world of the “many” and reveals, in an ultimate sense, its unitary meaning. Itsuniversality in no way diminishesits
particularity, nor doesits particularity limit itsuniversal application. Because of this, Christiansare ableto speak of
theincarnate“Word" both asthe universal, cosmic Christ and asthe particular, historical Jesus. Thelatter isthought
of asunited with God incarnatein aninner “1-Thou” relation, sharing the same“personal space.” Only aphilosophy
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that relates opposites acrosslevelsin polar complementarity can make sense of such aclaim, whichis of the essence
of the doctrine of incarnation.

Inlearningto speak, wecommit oursel vesto aparticular view of theworld. But thisdoesnot prevent usfrom
exercising our power to judgewhether thewordswe use are appositeto thereality we seek to express. Polanyi argues
that we need to acknowledge the competence of our own faculties to control the range of meaning that can be given
to aterm and beready to revise our conclusionsin thelight of new evidence. A proper use of languageis part of the
commitment we have to our vision of reality, which is evidenced, Polanyi suggests, by our sense of fitnessto judge
that our wordsexpressthereality of whichwewishto speak (Personal Knowl edge 113 [ hereafter PK]). Whenlanguage
isapposite, it isan aid to conceptual organization and helpsusin our quest for deeper insights. Wordsare universals
and every word we use is atheory about the nature of reality. Assymbols, words are principles which regulate the
formation of our concepts, but they also take on meaning from the conceptions we form in the course of our contact
withreality. Conceptual decisionsinvolvetherecognition of alternative part-wholerelations. Choiceof languageis
controlled in aprimary sense by our experience of the subject matter, but we may al so see the subject matter in ways
suggested by thetermswe are given. Thereis always an element of dialectic in our use, or creation of, language.

On Polanyi’ sview, words have not only referential or denotative power; they also have anticipatory powers
which give them heuristic value. Language puts us in touch with its subject matter and aids us in making new
discoveries aswell asin contemplating and understanding particular realities. That to which language pointsisthe
real world, whichwebelievewill yet reveal itself in unexpected ways. According to Polanyi, it isenduring meaning
(significant pattern) that brings us into contact with reality. Our power to recognize things as real depends on a
combination of form and content, of definition and substance. Polanyi’s conception of reality is of something
essentially indeterminate, whose continued presence isrich in unexpected possibilities for the future. He writes,

When we believe that we havetruly designated something real, we expect that it may yet manifest
itseffectivenessin anindefinite and perhapswholly unexpected manner. Thisintention comprises
arangeof propertieswhich only futurediscoveriesmay reveal--confirming thereby therightnessof
the conception conveyed by our term (PK 116).

Such aview of reality suggeststhat persons are the most real beingsin the created order and that God, our uncreated
Source and Goal, is that ultimate persona “Reality”, whose meaning is inexhaustibly reflected in and through his
“Word.” Intherest of thisarticle | consider whether Polanyi’ s theory of language may illuminate in some way the
natureof therel ationship between“theWord of God” andthosewho dwell withinitand seek touseit asaninterpretative

key.

According to Polanyi, theself, thereality of whichit speaksanditsmeans of self-expressionformanirreducibletriad
inwhich meaningisshaped by themindasreality actively disclosesitself. Thebeholder thenarticulateshisexperience
in words. Perceptual, conceptual and imaginative elements are at work in this threefold process of perceiving,
understanding and communicating. A word or symbol can function asakind of “map” which helps usfind our way
about by reorgani zing our conception of theareait represents (PK 117). Theuseof different wordscanilluminate our
conception of aparticular state of affairs and allow different or new inferencesto be drawn.
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Weusewordsto communicatewhat wewant to say, but meaning doesnotinhereintheword, butinthereality
designated. Wordsviewed as objectsare meaningless sounds, which become meaningful only whenwelook through
themtothereality or state of affairsthey denote. Knowledge startsasan unaccountable apprehension of ameaningful
patterninreality. Meaningisinseparablefromitsembodiment. For example, aplay or asymphony isitsown meaning
invirtueof itsexpression. It canbeviewed, inasense, asan elaborate” word” --ameansof saying something that cannot
be taken apart. One cannot say what isthe meaning of a Shakespeare sonnet or a Bach Cantata, except by dwelling
init and reciting or performing it. The meaning requiresfor its expression the whole work of art. Inthe sameway,
aperson indivisibly embodies his or her own meaning.

Language functions tacitly and instrumentally like spectacles and provides a particular perspective on the
world. Words are conceptual representatives of reality, but their relation to reality isindirect rather than an exact
model. Their meaningis“read” by thejoint operation of sense, reason and imagination and they function, sometimes
more as models, sometimes more as metaphors, depending on the nature of the reality to be described. We can be
helped or hindered by the terms which language offersus. Language arises aswe grope for wordsin the process of
making conceptual decisionsabout the nature of thingsand how to act towardsthem. Weentrust thelifeand guidance
of our thoughtsto our conceptions because we believe they derive their rationality from contact with some aspect of
reality. We even alow our actionsto be guided by them, though we believe we too have direct contact with reality
(PK 106).

Many modernwritersregardwordsasconventions. Thisideaoriginatedinthetradition of nominalismwhich
teaches that general terms are merely names designating certain similar collections of objects.® This theory treats
language as an arbitrary human creation, using words as conventions whose meanings derive from the persons who
invent them rather than fromthereality towhichthey refer (seenote 2). Nominalism seversthebond between thought
and its subject matter, between meaning and reality, between subjectivity and objectivity. It establishes a merely
external relationship betweenwordsand that towhichthey refer.* Such atheory cannot, as Polanyi pointsout, account
adequately for the power exercised by words over our thought or for the way the same term can mean something
different in different contexts. The fact that words change their meaning does not justify treating them merely as
conventions. Such logiciscomparableto theideathat scientific theoriesare merely convenient ways of viewing the
data, but tell usnothing about real relations. Thetendency totreat the theoretical dimension as purely subjective and
not derivablefrom empirical datagoeswith distrust of metaphysicsand reluctanceto accredit theterm “reality” with
meaning. Words change their meaning, not because they are empty conventions, but because we make fresh
discoveries about the real world through our contact with it.

Concepts constitute the subjective pol e of the meaning-reality relation, and thereality itself isthe objective
pole. Language sharpens our awareness of reality and helpsto formalize experience, but each step towards stricter
formalizationinvolvesaprogressive sacrifice of content and adecreasein the power of languageto evoke experience
of reality. Thisiswhy Polanyi insiststhat acertain degreeof imprecisioninlanguageisessential, otherwisewewould
have no means of speaking about what isnew. On hisview, language has an open-textured quality which enablesus
to apply it to new experience. But the greater the imprecision, the greater the demand on our powers of imagination
and inarticul ate judgement (PK 87ff).

Theideal of analytic philosophy iscompletelucidity and precisionfor language. Polanyi’ stheory showsthat words,
liketherealitiestowhichthey refer, do not have such exactness. Wordsareambiguousandtheir useaslinguistictools
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isaskill that involves an element of personal judgement for which no handbook of formal rulesis adequate. Words
refer both to thereal world and to our experience of it. They do not have sharply delimited meanings. To grasp the
truth of astatement requiresatacit awarenessof itscontext, and an ability torespondtoit asatotal person by integrating
thewords and the experience.® Thereisno strict coincidence between language and what it denotes. To embody an
apprehensioninwordsand sentencesisnot just amatter of processing data, itisan art, demanding skill and sensitivity.
No two historical knowers have identical apprehensions. The meaning that forms in the mind is affected by past
experienceand by what we expect to see. Evenvariationsin our linguistic resources can affect theway we apprehend
anevent or anobject. Althoughweknow morethanwecantell, our speaking hel pstoclarify what weknow. Experience
isacomplex interaction of language and event, of imagination andintention. Every apprehensionisinfluenced by the
way we articulate what we apprehend. Meaning is shaped by the simultaneous operation of imaginativeinsight and
articulation. We do not first apprehend amatter and then ook for wordsin which to embody the apprehension. The
process isinformalizable and almost instantaneous.

A wordisaformal symbol, but itsmeaning liesinthe mind' sawareness of the pattern of relationsit evokes.
Wordstrail different threads of meaning for different people. Some minds are furnished with richer experience, for
whom words carry richer overtones and produce more echoes. “Itis,” saysPolanyi, “ our personal participation that
governsthe richness of concrete experience to which our speech canrefer” (PK 87). Wordsthemselvesalsovary in
therichnessof their meaning, becausethesum of propertiesimpliedinatermvaries. Polanyi callstheimplied attributes
of atermits“intention” and identifies three successively deeper strata of “intentions’ (PK 114-116).

First, there arereadily specifiable propertieswhich aclass of thingsareknownto share. Secondly, thereare
known but not readily specifiable properties. For example, we need to reflect on wordslikejustice, truth or courage,
if weareto cometo adeeper understanding of thereality designated. To undertakeaninquiry intothemeaning of such
wordsisjustified only if we are confident that we can identify empirically what isjust, true or courageous. Polanyi
isherearguing that the study of linguistic rulesisno substitute for the study of thingsreferredtoinitsterms. Hecalls
thispractice pseudo-substitution” (PK 113-114). We should not, for exampl e, express disagreement on the nature of
thingsasdisagreement about the use of words. Language standsin relation to experience asscientific generalizations
standtoempirical data. Wordsare generalizing symbolic creationsof themind that articul atetacit human experience
of recurring features of reality. Through the centuries, writes Polanyi, “Words of great human significance
accumulate...an unfathomable fund of subsidiarily known connotations, which we can bring partly into focus by
reflecting on the use of suchwords” (PK 155). Thereis, thirdly, adeep level of intentions, formed by theindefinable
rangeof anticipationsweexpresswhenwedesi gnate something real, but whose subject matter remainslargely hidden.
“God” and his“Word” belong to this deepest of all strata of intentions.

Tounderstand adescriptiveterm dependson theability to grasp tacitly apattern of relationsor potential acts.
The processinvolved in understanding aconcept like justice, or the chain of reasoning in amathematical theorem, is
the sameasfor asimple concept like bread, only more elaborate. Each concept evokes animaginative representation
in consciousness, but concepts which draw on awide range of associationsform adightly different picturefor each
hearer.

Most language hasreferenceto thereal world, but the symbol s of pure mathematics and formal logic do not
refer toany particular redlities. Their significancelieschiefly inthe usethat can be made of them according to known
rules (PK 85ff). To definethe meaning of aword isto formalizeitsmeaning by reducingitsinformal elements. Such
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formalization can be highly fruitful, but isnecessarily incomplete. Termsthat have referenceto asubject matter can
only be defined up to a point and words with a highly inclusive application are virtually impossible to define.

Polanyi’ stheory of language seemsto meto be of significance for theology, and particularly for the Logos
doctrine, for several reasons. Inthefirst place, hisphilosophy isapersonalist metaphysicwhichnever allowsmeaning
and reality, the general and the particular, to fall apart. Only such a metaphysic provides the needed philosophical
toolsfor thinking inaunitary and personalist way about the God-world rel ation--the rel ation between “the One” and
“themany.” Histheory representslanguage asrelated directly tothereality it denotes. It accreditsthe bond between
what athing isinitsinner being (ontology) and what it isin its external relations (epistemology). Thisisin sharp
contrast to the positivist view which regardswords (or theories) asrelated only indirectly to that to which they refer.
Polanyi opposeslinguistic and conceptual dualism by showing that knowing isamode of being and recognizing this
as the foundation of unitary thinking. Theologically, this validates the Christian claim that being is transformed
through knowing and that revelation can be redemptive (PK 105). The gospel of God' s self-revelation in Christis
held to be“ Good News’ largely because to hear and receive the message of hislove and forgivenessis understood
by Christiansto be areceiving of God himself. God ishismessage. Thereisan inner relation between revelation
and reconciliation, between knowing and being. The test of true knowing is a change in being--a“new creation.”
Reconciliation means God and man comingtogether inmutual “indwelling” or participation--anideathat isdevel oped
in Chapter 14 of St. John's Gospel.

Positivisminavariety of guisesstill ignoresthe participatory relation between epistemol ogy and ontology,
which is a central feature of Polanyi’s epistemology. The theological counterpart of thisis found in the relation
between revelation and reconciliation. Polanyi’s theory of language illuminates the doctrine of the incarnation
becauseitistruetothestructuresof apersonal order of reality. Inthelncarnation, so Christiansbelieve, God expressed
himself directly through hisliving “Word.” Theologically, the ground of unitary thinking liesin the nature of God,
in whom is the coincidence of opposites referred to above. God isonein Being and Agency, onein Person, Word
and Act. When God acts in self-revelation, he is himself his own self-revealing “Word.” He and his Word are
indivisible. Inthelncarnation, herevea shimself, not through thewordsof aprophet, butinaparticular Presenceand
life-style--apattern of self-giving and forgiving that bringslife out of death--apattern that isboth uniquely particular
and universally significant, inwhich God and man sharethesame* personal space” through mutual indwelling, though
they do not exist on the same logical level. In thisunion, the particular, historical Jesus (the “first-born of many
brethren™) representstheindividual poleandthe“Wordincarnate” (the only-begotten Son™) representstheuniversal
pole of aprototypical “I-Thou” relation.

Epistemologically, the tendency to think in terms of external, symbolic relations destroys the relation
between reality and itsintrinsic meaning, so that knowing cannot be arecognition of meaning inhering in the object,
but isan external structure contributed by themind. On thisKantian-type view, knowing hasnoinherent connection
with being, nor can such a view justify the link between revelation and reconciliation. Polanyi’s analysis of the
structure of knowing affirms the identity of internal and external relations so that language is seen to share with
knowing and being the sametriadic and polar structurethat we need to affirm of theknower-knownrelation. Polanyi
shows that language functions in such a way that words have both a theoretical (subjective) and an empirical
(objective) component and can equally beindwelt asaframework and explored asameaning to bediscovered. This
“both-and” situation sets up an inevitable dial ectic, which, on Polanyi’s own showing, istriadic in structure.®
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Polanyi not only stressesthe inner relation that binds the speaker, hismeaning and hiswords. He makes of
the “word” akind of sacrament of being and thusilluminates the doctrine of revelation by his use of the distinction
betweentacit and explicit knowledge. Beforethecoming of Christ, knowledge of God--soit seemsto Christians--was
atacit, non-articulate kind of knowledge lacking the clarity and concreteness of definitionin personal termsprovided
by the Incarnation. Inthe past, God spoketo mankind in many waysand through many media. But inthelncarnation,
therelationbetween Godand his* Word”, betweenthetacit, inner rel ation andtheexplicit, self-revealing outer rel ation,
cameto be understood as coinciding in away that cannot be claimed for human speech. When God becameincarnate
in Christ, it was asif anew language was born and people could articulate their tacit knowledge of God more clearly
inthelanguageof personhood, loveand community. This"explicit” knowledgeof God arti cul atesthemessagethrough
the power of transformed lives. Christianity’scentral claim isthat the coming of the“Word” bringswith it an inner
freedom and power to expressthegospel, not inword only, sincewordsal onedo not transform, but in act and in being,
through participation in thelife of God in the Spirit. In my view, the message of Christianity defies comprehension,
unlessitisinterpreted in termsof apersonalist metaphysic or model, such asPolanyi’ stheory of personal knowledge
(which isalso a personalist ontology) provides.

ENDNOTES

1. LogosisGreek for “word.” InthePrologueof St. John'sGospel (John 1:14), Jesusis spoken of theWord
of God who “became flesh.”

2. A signisdenotative, butisonly meaningful by convention and hasno built-inresemblancewith that which
itsignifies. Inonerespect, sign-languageisnodifferent from ordinary languageinthesensethat eachwordisa“sign”
for aparticular object, idea, person or action and hasto be learned. Like symbols, signs are asocial phenomenon,
arising out of the life and work of asociety. But generally speaking, words are more appropriately thought of as
“symbols’ than as“signs’, sincethereisin words amost always some vital connection between the words used and
that to which they refer.

3.SeePK 113. On Polanyi’ sview, positivism doesfor science what nominalism doesfor language; it sets
agreat divide between theory and substance, between thought and matter, between meaning and reality, between
subjectivity and objectivity. Havingdonethis,itidentifiesreality and objectivity withthematerial world and consigns
such features of experience asthought, theory, and meaning to the realm of subjectivity. On thisview, language, like
all interpretative symbolism, is necessarily reduced to conventional status.

4. T. F. Torrance suggests that the fourth century Christian heresy called “ Arianism” is the equivalent of
nominalism in the philosophy of language. In drawing this parallel, he argues that the relation between persons and
thelanguagethey useis, inthefirst place, aninternal, ontol ogical relation. Accordingto Arianism, the® Son” (or Logos)
differsfromthe”Father” in being. Their only relationisamoral one established contractually. Orthodox Christianity
has always repudiated thisidea, holding Jesus Christ to be the pre-existent Logos of God, who eternally shares his
uncreated being and isof the samenature (Greek: homoousion, meaning “ of onesubstance”). The Arian Christ reveals
the Father, but stands in an external relation to him and iswholly on the created side of the divide. But according to
main line Christianity, the Son reveal s the Father because he is God, and because Father and Son areindivisibly one
inbeing and agency. Without thisunderstanding, the Son can only reveal the Father symbolically. Infact, theWestern
Church hastended to understand therel ationin thisway--severing the bond between real ity and Logos, between being
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and knowing, between what athing isin itsinner being and what it isin its external relations. This subtle form of
epistemol ogical and anthropol ogical dualism turnstherelation between God and his“Word” into an external relation
which dependson arbitrary and transactional considerations. To think of God and Christinthisway isthetheological
counterpart of linguistic and conceptual dualism. Onthisview, Godisonethingand Christisanother. Thisundermines
thedoctrine of Godincarnate (the view that God manifested himself in hisinner relationsas* Word madeflesh™), and
also encouragesajuridical view of the atonement. Unitary thinking requires acceptance of the homoousion doctrine,
which sees the Father-Son (Logos) relation as inhering eternally within the one Being of God.

5. See J. H. Gill, The Possihility of Religious Knowledge (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans, 1971), 117.
6. Polanyi callscommunication“atriad of triads’ (KB 185). Therearethe partnersin dial ogue, whose speech

functions asthe“ go-between” ; thereisthe speaker, thereality to be communicated and the words that denoteit; and
there isthe self, its conceptions and the language used to convey these.
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