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It is especially appropriate to address in this publication questions concerning the complex relationship
betweenreligioustraditionsandintellectual life. Too often suchtraditionsarestill viewed asproviding fixed andfinal
answers to questions whose force and meaning do not depend on these traditions. This overvaluestraditionsin one
respect and undervaluesthemin another. Asaset of answers, religioustraditions by themsel vesdo not stand on their
own; their deficiencies, lacunae, and errors call out for revision, development, and correction. Asaset of definitive
answers, religious traditions tend to be overvalued by their defenders. But as claims whose function is not to quell
intellectual curiosity but to issue existential challenges,! it would be difficult--if not impossible--to value too highly
these claims. Even so, as the conditions for radical questioning, these traditions tend to be undervalued by their
detractors and even by many of their defenders.

Amongthedominantimagesinour Enlightenmentinheritancearethoseassociated withreligiouspersecution
(e.g., Galileo brought before the I nquisition and the Massacre of St. Bartholomew). Thefigureand wordsof Voltaire
epitomize the cumulative (and continuing) influence of these powerful images. When Voltaire statesthat “ The man
who saystome, ‘Believeasl do, or God will damnyou,” will presently say, “Believeasl| do, or | will assasinateyou,’”
weall feel theforce of hiswords. In addition, hisquestionisour own, “By what right could abeing created freeforce
another tothink likehimself?" And when heobservesthat “ A fanaticism composed of superstition and ignorance has
been the sickness of all the centuries’ (quotations from Durant 1952, 237) we cannot but help feel hisdeep antipathy
toward all forms of fanaticism, including religiousfanaticism. Frequently religionisidentified tout court with such
fanaticism. Thesafeguard against fanaticismis, for Voltaire, thedeliberate cultivation of askeptical outlook. By their
questions--their willingnessto call themselves and their own traditionsinto question--ye shall know them; that is, ye
shall be able to distinguish the humane from the intolerant.

In arecent issue of Cross Currents (Volume 40, Number 2 [Summer 1990]), Robert Wuthnow and Edith
Wyschogrod point out, in very different ways, the interrogative dimension of living religiously. In “Living the
Question--Evangelical Christianity and Critical Thought,” Wuthnow borrows “the much-used phrase “living the
question’ becauseit seemsto methat Christianity doesnot so much supply thelearned person with answersasit does
raise questions .... [Christianity] leaves people with a set of questions they cannot escape, especially when these
guestionsfacethemfromtheir earliest years’ (1990, 167). Later inthisarticlehenotesthat: “Lived asaquestionrather
thanaset of absol uteanswers, Christianity can stimulatecritical thought. Andindoing o, itislikely to continuebearing
the burden of misunderstanding and prejudice. But that response should only galvanizeits courageto tell adifferent
story” (1990, 175). In “Works that ‘Faith’: The Grammar of Ethics in Judaism,” Wyschogrod states that: “The
contemporary situation of sacred language can be described asachangein grammatical mood (attitudeindicating verb
forms) from aseamlessunity of theimperative and theindicative moods at the heart of actionand prayer in normative
Judaism, totheinterrogativemood of postmodernity” (1990, 189). Intheinterrogativemood, our religiousutterances
regain their vitality and authenticity; or, they assume the form in which they are most likely to be alive and genuine
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for us at thisjuncturein history.

Before reading these articles, | was already engaged in the task of trying to find my way home,? of forging
apath back to ingenuous participation in religious practice; after encountering them, | am encouraged to continue my
search. My stepshave been guided by, among other authors, Bernard L onergan and Michael Polanyi. Withtheir help,
I, too, feel not only the need but also the power to tell a story different from that of modernity, a story in which
unqualified rebellion and unmoored rationality (cf. Wyschogrod 1990, 183) arethemsel ves exposed to ahermeneutic
of suspicion (Ricoeur 1970). Thisstory concernsacrucia function our religioustraditions have actually played and
can still servein our intellectual life.

At the heart of thisstory isthe suggestion that it would be better to conceive of religioustraditionsin terms
of questions than of answers. They make certain ways of questioning ourselves not only possible but necessary. It
islegitimateto seereligion asan existential answer (aresponsetothe“mystery” of our existence). Moreover, itisalso
validtoseelifeitself asareligious question (an abyssopening in the ground beneath our feet). Indeed, only by seeing
human existence as areligious question can traditional religion have the character of an existential answer. But, too
often, thisanswer isconsidered exclusively asthe closure of questioning. My suggestion (paralleling, it turnsout, the
suggestions of Wyschogrod and Wuthnow) isthat my own religioustradition is best understood as acommitment or
set of commitmentswhose valueresidesaboveall el sein generating questions, not resolving them. To bind ourselves
to, say, Judaism or Christianity isto commit ourselves to taking virtually everything as questionable, including the
authenticity of our commitments and the adequacy of their formulation. It isto live our concrete, historical livesas
inescapably problematic venturesin which the questioner and the question are one.

Withrespect to both L onergan and Polanyi, | amnot an expert but an amateur (an untutored|over or admirer).
Even though | have not formally studied either of these thinkers under the direction of ateacher, | discovered both of
them rather early in my intellectual career. Inaddition, | have been reading them, off and on, for almost two decades
now. Lonergan and Polanyi arethinkerstowhom | turn, again and again, in my own struggleto make sense out of my
experience of our world. In other words, they are for me not so much objects of study as resources for inquiry. Of
course, thisdistinction cannot bedrawntoo sharply: inorder to beresourcesfor investigation, writingsor authorsmust
be, to some extent, objects of investigation.

The point of these remarksis not to beg indulgence for misunderstanding or misusing the positions of these
thinkers. Itissimply to help my readersframe expectations appropriateto the discourse beforethem. Thisdiscourse
isnot so much an essay on L onergan and Polanyi asitisan exploration withthem. But, asyouwill see, their guidance
issolicited almost at every turn. Indeed, the very way in which theissue is framed owes much to both authors.
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In The Crisis of Philosophy, Michael McCarthy poses the question to which the remainder of this paper is
devoted. Asweshall seemomentarily, thisquestionfindsitscounterpartin Polanyi’ sPersonal Knowledge. McCarthy
acceptsHans-Georg Gadamer’ sinsight that “ belonging isaconstitutive feature of human existence” (1990, 332). As
aresult, he sees that “[t]he real question is not whether we shall belong to atradition but in what manner we shall
belong.” Thisleadshimtoask: “Canwe achieveadialectic of belonging and distance, which preservestherichness
of tradition but keepsus sensitivetoitslimits?’ Inasection of Personal Knowledgeentitled“ Acceptance of Calling”,
Polanyi calls attention to the fact that

we are creatures of circumstance. Every mental process by which man surpasses the animalsis
rootedintheearly apprenticeship by whichthe child acquirestheidiom of itsnative community and
eventually absorbsthewhol ecultural heritagetowhichit succeeds. Great pioneersmay modify this
idiomby their own efforts, but eventheir outlook will remain predominantly determined by thetime
and place of their origin” (1958, 322).

Thisrequiresusto acknowledgethat: “Our believingisconditioned at itssource by our belonging.” Sincethesociety
to which we belong “ allocates powers and profits,” those of uswho are adherents of theintellectual status quo are,
thereby, supporters of the way powers and profitsare being allocated. It should be no surprise, then, that: “Respect
for tradition inevitably shields also someiniquitoussocial relations.” The awareness of thisinevitability promptsus
to ask, “How can we claim to arrive at aresponsible judgment with universal intent, if the conceptual framework in
which we operate isborrowed from alocal culture and our motives are mixed up with the forces holding on to social
privilege?’ Onecontext inwhich such awarenessislikely to generatethisform of questionistheacademy; curricular
reformsare haunted by doubtsregarding local prejudices(e.g., Western or patriarchal biases) concealing themselves
under universalistic rhetoric. ( 321-324)

One way of framing thisissueisin terms of immanence and transcendence. To acknowledge that we are
creatures of circumstanceand al so that our believing isconditioned by our belongingisto underscore our immanence
in history: weare caught upinaflux over which we have only very limited control. But thevery circumstancesinto
which we have been thrown--the very communitiesinto which we have been born--have themsel ves bequeathed to us
an array of “transcendental precepts’ (Lonergan 1985, 8) or universal principlesfromwhich it seemsdifficult, if not
impossible, to sever allegiance. Thesepreceptsor principlesareprecisely what empower usto seeour cultureaslocal
and someof our practicesasiniquitous. Inother words, they arethemeansby whichwecantranscend thecontingencies
of our timeand place. Somethinkersstress our immanencein history to such adegree asto underminethe possibility
of transcendence; other thinkers so emphasize our capacity for transcendence that they render negligible our
immanencein history. Incontrast to both of thesetypes, Lonergan and Polanyi striveto give due recognition to both
immanence and transcendence.

Closely connected with this, both desired to bring into sharp focus (in thewords of the former) “the ongoing
interplay in human history of tradition and innovation” (Lonergan 1985, 35). “We owe our mental existence
predominantly to works of art, morality, religous worship, scientific theory, and other articul ate systems [including
language] which we accept asour dwelling placeand the soil of our mental development” (Polanyi 1958, 286). These
articulate systems are inherited matrices in which novel discoveries are made and novel inventions crafted. The
innovativeisdependent, both conceptually and existentially, onthe established. Theinnovativeisrecognizableand,
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indeed, possible only when measured against the established. Apart from tradition, innovation makesno sense: itis
conceptually part of a contrast. Without established or traditional frameworks in which skills can be acquired and
refined, no person would have the resources to be innovative.

In addition, both L onergan and Polanyi were interested in showing that our religious traditions have been and must
continue to be indispensable resources for intellectual innovation. They approached this task, however, in very
different ways. L onergan approached thistask, first and foremost, asamember of astrongly traditional religion, while
Polanyi did soasanemigrefromatotalitarian country dedicatedtotheelimination of traditional religion. Thisresulted
in adifference in focus: Lonergan labored strenuously to show the inadequacies of our classical inheritance, while
Polanyi concentrated primarily on showing thedangersinherentin certain central featuresof our distinctively modern
heritage. Put alternatively, L onergan was most interested in the transition to modernity, whereas Polanyi’ s deepest
concern in this connection was to exhibit the nihilistic tendenciesinherent in amilitantly secular worldview.

As a Roman Catholic priest responding to Pope John XXI1I's call for aggiornamento within his church,
L onergan was especially concerned to convince his fellow Catholics of the necessity to make the transition from a
classicist world-view to contemporary historical-mindedness (see, e.g., 1967, chapter 15 and aso 1974 1-9).
Specifically in referenceto Thomism, he suggeststhat this necessary transition will involve at |east five “transposi-
tions,” namely: “A Thomism for tomorrow has to move from logic to method; from science as conceived in the
Posterior Analyticsto science asit is conceived today; from the metaphysics of the soul to the self-appropriation of
the subject; from an apprehension of manintermsof human natureto an apprehensi on of man through human history;
and from first principlesto transcendental method” (1975, 50). Heis sensitiveto the fact that “ Catholic philosophy
and Catholic theology are matters, not merely of revelation and faith, but also of culture. Both have been fully and
deeply involved in classica culture. The breakdown of classical culture and, at least in our day, the manifest
comprehensivenessand exclusivenessof modern cultureconfront Catholic philosophy and Catholictheol ogy withthe
gravest problems, impose upon them mountainous tasks, invite them to Herculean labors’ (1967, 266). He was
convinced that: “Classical culture cannot be jettisoned without being replaced; and what replacesit, cannot but run
counter to classical expectations.” He was also convinced that: “There is bound to be formed a solid right that is
determined to livein aworld that no longer exists. Thereis[also] bound to be formed a scattered left, captivated by
now this, now that new development ...” (1967, 266-7). In response to this anticipated and, indeed, encountered
polarization, Lonergan advocated what might be called a centrist approach; for he believed strongly that “what will
count isaperhaps not numerous center, big enough to be at homein both the old and the new, painstaking enough to
work out oneby onethetransitionsto bemade, strong enough to refuse half measuresandinsist on completesolutions
even though it has to wait” (1967, 267).

While Lonergan pointed the way beyond classicism, Polanyi sought away beyond nihilism (see, e.g., 1969,
chapter 1). Forthelatter, “modern nihilismisamoral excessfromwhichwearesufferingtoday ...” (1969, 3). Heeven
admitted the possibility that “our passion for nihilistic self-doubt may beincurable, and it may cometo and end only
when it has finally destroyed our civilization.” It was, indeed, this possibility that prompted him to articulate a
multifaceted critique of modern nihilism.

Despitehisinsi stenceupon making thetransition from classicismto modernity, L onergan expected that there
would be*" arather notable continuity” between the past and the present--in particul ar, between thethought of Thomas
Aquinas and that of contemporary Catholics (1985, 51). As part of his critique of nihilism, Polanyi insisted that
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anti-traditionalism must be shown for what it is--another tradition whose original emancipatory power has largely
dissipated and, in fact, whose continuing dominance tends more and more to undermine the possibility of effective
freedom. Accordingly, Lonergan’spleafor the cultivation of historical-mindednessisthe pleaof atraditionalist, i.e.,
of one deeply committed to establishing a continuity between the past and the present. And Polanyi’s rejection of
nihilism and his recovery of tradition are the opposite sides of the same coin.

Lonergan and Polanyi were, of course, acutely aware that tradition could stifle innovation and, in turn, that
innovation could discredit tradition. They were also aware that not only could the representatives of any particular
historical tradition betray its own definitive norms but also that traditions themselves could violate “the immanent
norms of the human spirit” (McCarthy 1990, 334; Lonergan 1967, 246). Historical consciousness bringswith it the
painful awareness that our religious traditions have been instruments of injustice and obstacles to truth. Moral
discernment allows usto seethat what has been true of the past isal so true of the present: our religioustraditionsare,
tosomedegreeandinsomeways(however subtle), inauthentic. Hence, it becomesimperativeto adopt acritical stance
toward theinherited framework in which we customarily dwell. But (and heretheissue becomes more complex than
weordinarily suppose) the possibility of adopting such astance depends, in part, uponthevitality of thevery tradition
or framework about which judgmentsof authenticity arebeing made. Put another way, wearenever completely outside
of the framework whose authenticity we are trying to determine. Thus, our breaking out of an inherited framework
isnever asthoroughgoing asisour dwelling in thisframework (Polanyi 1958, 195ff). Weare aways still committed,
in afashion, to what we reject, no matter how vociferous and extremeis our rejection. Indeed, the more vociferous
and extreme the reaction, the morewe areinclined to say, “Methinks, he doth protest too much.” What needsto be
ascertained, aboveall el se, iswhether our rejection amountsto aconversionor aninversion, i.e., an espousal of norms
andideal sthrusting ustoward sel f-transcendenceand sel f-transformation or an espousal condemning usto self-insulation
and self-disfigurement (cf. Grant 1974).

Inlight of theabove, it seemsespecially appropriatetotakethisoccasionto explore, inlight of Lonerganand
Polanyi, thetopic of tradition. Inparticular, | want tolook at what might be called “the dial ectic of fidelity and truth.”
By thisexpression, | meanthefateful way inwhichtheacknowledgment of truth (especially nove truth) andthefidelity
totradition (especially ahoary one) areactually dependent on each other and, at the sametime, potentially destructive
of each other. Attheheart of any dialecticisanagon, apotentially destructive conflict between mutually dependent
factorsor forces(cf. Lonergan 1957, 217). Whileconflictisinevitable, destructionisnot. Thus, thepointin speaking
about adiaectic isto bring into view not the inevitablity of defeat or collapse but the inescapability of conflict and
struggle. Itisasoto highlight the mutual dependence of inevitable antagonists.

It would be difficult to overestimate the role tradition plays in the acquisition of knowledge. In certain
respects, virtually no onetruly doubts or even could reasonably doubt thisrole. Who could, for example, deny that
human reason, asit actually functionsin a particular domain of scientific investigation, depends upon the effective
transmission of what previous scientists have securely established substantively and methodologically? Andwhat is
tradition but the effective transmission from one generation to another of what has proven to be secure or reliable?
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Y et the systematic disregard of an authoritativetraditionisaprominent featureof critical philosophy in most
of its influential forms. By “critical” philosophy, | mean what Michael Polanyi meant--a program beginning in
universal doubt and aiming at absol ute certitude and, moreover, a program in which the elimination of the personal
agency of theknower isthepriceto be pai dfor theattainment of obj ectiveknowledge. Inthe Advancement of Learning
(1605, Book 1), FrancisBacon asserted that: “1f amanwill beginwith certainties, he shall end in doubts; but if hewill
be content to begin with doubts, hewill endin certainties.” Thewillingnessto begin with doubt--to call into question
what others take for granted--claims to make possible the elimination of any trace of “subjective” (i.e., personal)
presence. In other words, such willingnessis, from this perspective, the means by which the distorting influence of
human subjectivity isremoved and a dispassionate view of an objective reality is secured.

Itishelpful to recall that the subtitle of Personal Knowledgeis“ TowardsaPost-Critical Philosophy.” 1f the
critical turnadvocated by FrancisBacon, ReneDescartes, et al . began by espousing programmatic (or methodi c) doubt,
thefirst stepstoward apost-critical philosophy are those by which the obstaclesto accepting afiduciary programme
(Polanyi 1958, 264) are removed. While philosophy transformed itself into a critical enterprise by its critique of
tradition, it can transcend the nihilistic implications of thistransformation only by (among other things) acritique of
doubt (Polanyi 1958, chapter 9; cf. Peirce 1868). In the opening paragraph to the concluding chapter of Personal
Knowledge, Polanyi declaresthat theaim of thisbook isto re-equi p personswith thefacultieswhich centuriesof critical
thought have taught them to distrust (1958, 381). One of these facultiesis our capacity to entrust ourselves to the
authority of masters, oneswhoembody inanexemplary way skillsof doing andknowing. Inour time, not explicit doubt
but tacit beliefs, not radical criticism but acritical trust, need to be accredited as the principal sources of human
knowledge (see, e.g., Polanyi 1958, 266).

The shift from a critical to a post-critical philosophy can be construed as a transition from amodern to a
postmodern outlook. This becomes clear when werecall that, for Polanyi,

Thecritical movement, which seemsto be nearing the end of itscoursetoday, was perhapsthe most
fruitful effort ever sustained by the human mind. The past four or five centuries, which have
gradually destroyed or overshadowed the whole medieval cosmos, have enriched us mentally and
morally to an extent unrivalled by any period of similar duration. But itsincandescence had fed on
the combustion of the Christian heritagein the oxygen of Greek rationalism, and whenthisfuel was
exhausted the critical framework itself burnt away (1958, 265-6).

The* critical movement” is, in effect, identified with themodern periodin Western culture; and the movement beyond
this movement can, accordingly, be called postmodern as well as post-critical. There may be good reasons for
hesitating to use “post-modern” in reference to Polanyi.

Wenoted earlier that it would bedifficult to overestimatetherol eof traditionintheacquisition of knowledge.
Even so, most theories of knowledge, especially modern ones, have not only underestimated thisrole; they have been
hostile to the very idea of tradition, to the allegedly obscurantist tendency to grant authority to merely received
positions. Very early inthemodern (i.e., post-medieval) epoch of Western culture, both the rationalist conception of
reason and the empiricist conception of experience were articulated in opposition to what was being handed down in
the name of knowledge. Thus, in the writings of Da Vinci, Bacon, Galileo, Descartes, and humerous others, we
encounter not only attacks on particular intellectual traditions (e.g., Aristotelianism and scholasticism) but also a
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general critical assault on the very notion of an authoritative intellectual tradition (i.e., a tradition as a locus of
authority). Tobesure, someof these authors conceived their task toincludeinaugurating atradition of their own, one
inwhich the claims of reason or experience would take precedence over those of traditions. For example, Descartes
in the Discourse on Method (1637, Part V1) wrote that two obstacles confronting persons who devote themselvesto
sciencearetheshortnessof lifeand thelack of experiments. Hejudged that “therewas no better remedy against these
two obstacles than faithfully to communicate to the public al thelittle | had found, and to urge good mindsto try to
go beyond thisin contributing, each according to hisinclination and his capacity, to the experiments which must be
made, and communicating also to the public everything they learned; so that, the last beginning where their
predecessorshad | eft off, and thereby linking thelivesand laboursof many, wemight all together go much further than
each man could individually.” Two points need to be stressed in connection with this defense of tradition. First, the
process is to begin with Descartes, with methodic doubt and the dramatic defeat of such doubt by a disembodied,
solitary theoretical consciousnesswho knowswith absol utecertainty both “1 exist” and“ God exists.” Second, itisnot
clear, however, how either therationalist conception of reason or (for that matter) the empiricist notion of experience
can forge such an aliance with tradition. Does not the formation of thisalliance entail aviolation of theintegrity of
either reason, rationalistically conceived, or experience, empiricistically conceived? Issuchanalliancenot rather like
asexual relationship established by an erstwhile virgin? Oncethe relationship is established, oneisno longer what
onewas.

L onergan and Polanyi explicitly acknowledgetheroleof traditioninthecontext of inquiry. Inaddition, they
stressthecritical appropriation of anintellectual tradition asan unavoidabl etask confronting any responsibleinquirer.
By the* critical appropriation of anintellectual tradition,” | mean aprocessof critical evaluation by which responsible
subjects maketheir own theresources of atradition to which they are committed and, at the sametime, by which they
are confused or troubled. However, such appropriation is, as both of these thinkers realize, delicate and even
problematic. Whilethevery criteriafor acritical appropriation are often found within an intellectual tradition itself,
thisisnot necessarily the case. Moreover, at |east someintellectual traditions are defined by their opennessto other
intellectual traditions, however imperfectly thisopennessisrealizedin practice. Such considerationsmakeit easy or,
at least, possible to see why efforts at critical appropriation, honestly and rigorously undertaken, contain within
themselvesthelikelihood of deracinated consciousness. thelikelihood of alienation from, rather than appropriation
of, one’ sowntradition might bethe outcome of such efforts. Lonerganand Polanyi arehel pful precisely becausetheir
recognition of tradition’ sineliminablerolein humaninquiry promptsthem to investigate some of the most important
waystradition operateswithinthe context of inquiry. They area so hel pful becausethey thematize, or make explicit,
the problem of how aparticular religious inheritance might be evaluated as an authoritative intellectual tradition.

Any intellectual inquiry is, at once, irreducibly personal and essentially communal. That |, as a unique,
historical, embodied agent, must assume responsibility for my utterances makesinquiry irreducibly personal. That |
must addressthese utterancesto other persons--that | must appeal to othersnot only to assist mein verifying thetruth
of my claims but also to clarify the very meaning of my utterances--suggests that the inquirer is essentially a
person-in-relation-to-others. To be an inquirer is to participate personally (and this means, among other things,
responsibly) inacommunity of inquiry. Objectivismfailstodojusticetotheirreducibly personal dimension of human
knowledge, while subjectivism overlooks the essentially communal character of human investigation. Contra
objectivism, to acknowledge the ubiquitous presence of the knowing subject in any act of knowing does not entail
subjectivism. Contrasubjectivism, to insist upon the self’ sresponsibility to address others and even to submit to the
authority of masters does not reduce the subject to an object.
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What should be controllingin any inquiry isaquestion or set of questions, not atext or body of writings. Of
course, atext often is an exemplary case of just such an inquiry and, accordingly, an explication of the text is a
re-enactment of the drama of inquiry. Polanyi’s Personal Knowledge and Lonergan’'s Insight are themselves
compelling examples of this. The question animating this investigation concerns the authority of tradition: What
authority, if any, can we claim for tradition in the field of knowledge? My thesisisthat, at the heart of any truly
authoritativetradition, thereisthe power to authorize questions of an ever more comprehensiveand radical cast, even
guestions erroneously but persuasively deemed to befoolish or nonsensical. Such atraditionisaset of largely dumb
certitudes, or tacit beliefs, allowing for the possibility of articulate doubts. The sort of authority with which | am
concernedisintellectua authority; and, according to my thesis, the essence of such authority residesin the heuristic
power of historical traditions (those intergenerational forms from which human action and even experience, for the
most part, acquire their purposes no less than their structure). There is something unquestionable about the truly
authoritative traditions. But what is unquestionable about them is so only because it allows us to pose questions of
progessively wider scope and deeper significance. To insist upon the unguestionable authority of an intellectua
traditionisnot apleafor obscurantism, though it must certainly seem so to most peopletoday (cf. Polanyi 1958, 268).
It is, in fact, just the opposite--an attempt to undercut the obscurantism destined to result from the hegemony of
skepticism. In this connection, one has only to think of the concluding lines of David Hume's Enquiry Concerning
Human Understanding (1777): “When we run over libraries, persuaded of these principles, what havoc must we
make? If wetakein our hand any volume; of divinity or school metaphysics, for instance; let usask, Doesit contain
any abstract reasoning concer ning quantity or number? No. Doesit contain any experimental reasoning concerning
matter of fact and existence? No. Commit it thento theflames; for it can contain nothing but sophistry andillusion.”

Itisnotincidental that thelossof faithin truth eventually resulted from the discrediting of thetruthsof faith.
Nor isitincidental that the recovery of afidelity to truth cannot ultimately be separated from awillingness to open
questions of an essentially religious character (cf. Polanyi 1958, 298). In opposition to David Hume's religious
skepticism, weneedto pit Michael Polanyi’ sfideism. Inoppositionto Rene Descartes’ methodic skepticism, weneed
toendorsethedoubtsof L onergan aswell asPolanyi about the method of doubt. For theauthor of Insight, “[u]niversal
doubt leadsthe phil osopher to reject what heisnot equippedtorestore. But philosophersthat do not practiseuniversal
doubt are not in that predicament ...” (1957, 411). For the author of Personal Knowledge, “the programme of
comprehensive doubt collapses and reveals by its failure the fiduciary rootedness of all rationality” (1958, 297).

IV: Language As The Paradigm Of Tradition

Thereis perhaps no better way of illuminating our topic, the critical appropriation of intellectual traditions,
than by taking language as our paradigm of tradition (Pieper 1954). Reflection upon this paradigm allows usto see
what, ingeneral, isinvolved in the appropriation of atradition, i.e., in the process by which human beings maketheir
own what isinitially and, to some extent, enduringly other than themselves (cf. Lonergan). More fundamentally, it
also helps usto see what tradition is. From these general considerations, we can turn to exploring what specifically
isinvolvedinthecritical appropriation of anintellectual tradition. (Theterm* critical” isambiguous: it might beused
to designate someting rather specific--namely, the skeptical sensibility of Enlightenment rationality--or something
more general, ahealthy but disciplined willingnessto call into question aspectsof one’' sinheritance.) Whileit might
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be more preciseto speak of post-critical inthisconnection, it might also beworthwhileto reclaim theterm “ critical .”

“Critical” need not mean what it has come to mean in the modern experiment of universal doubt, namely, a
comprehensive critique of all inherited beliefs. It can signify asensibility at once more modest and moreradical, the
sensibility of thosewhofully realizetheirinability tocall into questionthewhol eof their inheritanceand, nonethel ess,
who unflinchingly accept their responsibility to question, under the actual stimulus of a specific doubt as opposed to
awholesale skepticism, any part of thisinheritance.

I am not unmindful that treating language as our paradigm of tradition might conceal and even misrepresent
theuniquecharacter of other traditions(e.g., religion). Inparticular, our dwellingin our nativetongue doesnot appear
to allow for as complete a breaking out of the conceptual framework provided by thislinguistic inheritance as does
our dwellinginour nativereligion (i.e., thereligioninto which wewereborn and brought up). 1n other words, we may
beabl etodissociate ourselvesmorethoroughly from sometraditionsthan from others; and, sincelanguageisonefrom
whichitisordinarily impossibletodissociateoursel ves, it appearsthat thechoiceof languageasaparadigm of tradition
isunjustified.

Interms of what isinvolved in the transmission of language or speechcraft from one generation to the next,
wecando no better thanrecall thewordsof Polanyi. Indeed, inthetextsto bequoted, hehimself clearly takeslanguage
asthe paradigm of tradition. “All arts[and thusthe art of speech] arelearned by intelligently imitating the way they
arepractised by other personsin whom thelearner placeshis confidence. To know alanguageisan art, carried on by
tacit judgments[including unspokentrust] and thepracticeof unspecifiableskills’ (1958, 206). “ Thecombinedaction
of authority and trust which underlies both the learning of language and its use of carrying messages, isasimplified
instance of a process which enters the whole transmission of culture to succeeding generations’ (1959, 207). “This
assimiliation of great systems of articulate lore by novices of various gradesis made possible only by a previous act
of affiliation, by which the novice accepts apprenticeship to acommunity which cultivatesthislore, appreciatesits
values and strives to act by its standards’ (1958, 207). “The learner [of language or of anything elsg], like the
discoverer, must believe before he can know” (1958, 208). Learners have no choice but to placetheir trust in others.
“Such granting of one’ spersonal allegianceis... apassionate pouring of oneself into untried formsof existence. The
continued transmission of articulate systems ... depends throughout on these acts of submission” (1958, 208). The
person to whom such systems are transmitted istransformed in alargely irreversibleway. Insofar asthis process of
self-transformationisinformal and irreversible, it isa-critical (ibid.).

V: Two Oversimplifications

Itis, however, important to warn against two oversimplifications concerning the critical appropriation of an
intellectual tradition. Oneinvolvestoo restrictive aview of what is meant by “critical appropriation,” the other too
abstract aview of “intellectual tradition.”

First, we should not draw too sharp or absolute a distinction between the earlier and later phases of
appropriation: the appropriation of any tradition is a continuum in which there are rudimentary forms of challenge
evident very early intheprocessof appropriation andinwhichthereisamassiveamount of unchallenged assumptions
present even during those moments of the most intense, explicit critique.
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Second, most traditions are complex. They are not simply nor solely intellectual traditions. In arough,
provisional way, we can define “intellectual” asthat which is concerned with the cultivation of intelligence and, as
central to thisconcern, is devoted to the acquisition, maintenance, and refinement of the skills needed both to “hear”
againwhat was" spoken” earlier (cf. Gadamer) andto discover what wasnever knownbefore (L onergan). Accordingly,
atraditionis“intellectual” insofar asit isconcerned with the cultivation of intelligence, i.e., devoted to (among other
matters) imparting, conserving, and developing skills of interpretation and inquiry.

Some traditions are not only centrally but also narrowly concerned with thistask or some part of thistask;
otherssubordinate thistask to other formsof practice. A particular group of scientificinquirerswould bean example
of theformer, while ahistorical community of religiousworshipperswould be anillustration of thelatter. Whilethe
subordination of this task has historically resulted in the suppression and disfigurement of intelligence, it is
arguable--indeed, both L onergan and Polanyi, in effect, argue--that such subordination cana soresultintheliberation
and transfiguration of intelligence.

Aswehavealready suggested, thecritical appropriation of anintellectual traditionisevidentinarudimentary
and sporadic form very early in the process of appropriation. This means that the refined and deliberate critique of
suchatraditionisnot absolutely novel. One needsonly to think of the countl ess and spontaneous questions asked by
childrenasthey arebeinginitiatedintoatradition. Itis, consequently, agrossoversimplificationto seethelater phases
of explicit critique as discontinuous with earlier phases. In particular, the transition should not be described as a
movement from blind, uncritical acceptanceto enlightened, critical assessment. To describethistransitionassucha
movement isagross oversimplification.

Theintellectual dimension of ahistorical traditionis, ordinarily, just that--asingle (though itself inherently
complex) dimension of a complex inheritance: it is not only one aspect among others but also one frequently
subordinated to some other form of practice (e.g., worship in the case of certain religious communities, rightsin the
case of certain palitical traditions, civility and character in the case of certain familial traditions). In addition, those
traditions which are predominantly intellectual--which are more or less exclusively focused on the cultivation of
intelligence--are always concerned with only certain forms of intelligence and not thefull array of intellectual skills
needed to make sense out of our experience of theworld. A possible exceptiontothisisthetraditional university. In
any event, what needsto be stressed hereisthat themajority of our most basi c traditionsincorporatewithinthemselves
anintellectual dimension, but thisisonly asinglefacet of their multifaceted reality; what al so needsto be emphasized
is that even those traditions whose focus is predominantly “intellectual” are, with one possible exception, not
comprehensivelyintellectual. Itis, hence, afundamental distortionto seeall intellectual traditions(moreprecisely, all
traditions having a significant bearing upon the cultivation of intelligence) as separable entities rather than as
distinguishabl e aspects; moreover, it isalso abasic mistaketo see any particular intellectual tradition as providing a
comprehensivetraining of human intelligence.
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VI: Two Forms Of Critique

Critical appropriationisavirtually inevitablephasein one’ songoing participationinanintellectual tradition.
Insaying this, itisimportant not to fall into the very error we warned against just amoment ago--namely, conceiving
theappropriation of atraditionasamovement fromanuncritical, blind allegiancetoacritical, enlightened assessment.
Thereispotentially something misleading in using the expression “critical appropriation” to designate adistinctive
phaseor seriesof phases; for thisusetendstounderwritetheoversimplificationjust noted. Inonesense, “ critique” --the
asking of questionsand posing of challenges--ispart and parcel of thevery process of appropriation, at virtually each
and every phasein thisprocess. |nanother sense, it isadistinctive phasein this process. There are momentsin the
life of inheritors when they adopt, self-consciously and deliberately, a critical stance toward their intellectual
inheritance. At such moments, personsformally and explicitly commit themselvesto either realizing morefully the
deepest imperatives of their inheritance or rejecting the authoritative hold of these imperatives. Persons conscien-
tiously decide to continue or to resist defining themselves in accord with their upbringing.

Part and parcel of any such tradition isnot only specific judgments about the world but also general criteria
defining the ways specific judgments may themsel ves bejudged in terms of meaningfulness, truth, reliability, etc. In
other words, intellectual traditionsprovidetheresourcesfor framing reflexivejudgments, judgmentsabout judgments
in one or morerespects. Thisprovision can and often does empower the adherents of atraditionto call into question
the foundational truths of their particular tradition. In addition, it helps to develop in these adherents a critical
sensibility opento appropriating, from other traditions, standardsand ideal s of judgment different fromthe onesthese
adherentsinherited fromtheir owntradition. Ontheonehand, then, thereare criteriawithin any intellectual tradition
by which the proponents can judge aspects of their own tradition. On the other, there are criteria from intellectual
traditions other than one’ s own to which one is, nonetheless, drawn--and drawn as aresult of the critical sensibility
fostered by one’ sownactual inheritance. Ineither case, thereisinherentinany intellectual traditionatrajectory beyond
its present form.

Not only isthistrajectory inherent in such traditions, but it entersin an explicit and prominent way into the
consciousnessand commitmentsof thosetraditionswe most likely admireand advocate. Weareinclinedtothink that
theauthenticity of atraditionissecured, aboveall else, by itsopennesstoinnovation (cf. Lonergan) anditswillingness
tocall itself into question in ever moreradica ways(i.e., to pose questions striking ever more deeply at thevery roots
of the tradition itself). Thisinclination is praiseworthy. But it does not enable us to see adequately wherein the
authenticity of atraditionresides. For thewillingnessand, indeed, thecapacity to posequestionsof an ever wider scope
and deeper significance depends on an unquestionable fidelity to the ideals animating or inspiring our traditional
practices. Itisimperativetodistinguish between an unquestionabl eand an unquestioning allegiance. Ontheonehand,
I might not question what is or ought to be considered questionable (e.g., the results of ascientific experiment or the
statements of an elected official). Ontheother, | might try to question what is, in someway, beyond question, i.e., in
principle beyond the possibility of being called into question. If one asserts that nothing is, in reality, beyond the
possibility of being calledinto question, then oneis, in effect, taking the very act of questioning to be unquestionable.
The (unquestioned?) primacy of theinterrogative mood is, as Edith Wyschogrod suggests, the characteristic mood of
our postmodern day. But underlying our questions is the imperative to question. Just as we frequently need (as
Wittgenstein recommended) to question the question, so too we often need to question the questioner (including the
motives of the questioner). The hermeneutics of suspicion simply cannot stop short of self-interrogration. For this
reason, the stories through which | am forced to recognize my fallibility, finitude, and fallenness are indispensable
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elementsin any adequate hermeneutics of suspicion.

But what are the conditions for the possibility of questioning and, more narrowly, of questioning which

refusesto limit arbitrarily the scope of itsfield? Hereit isinstructive to consider the form of skepticism espoused
by so many studentstoday. They have so few questions; beyond this, they havelittle desire in being aroused from
their skeptical slumber, from their abiding doubtsabout theworthwhilenessof Socrati ¢ cross-examinationand, more
generaly, rigorous questioning. In the passivity and inertness of so many of our students, we are confronted with
the massive failure of our dominant intellectual traditions. The crushing of dogmatism and the cultivation of
skepticism are the “truths’ that were supposed to set us free to question.
The senseinwhich | am using theterm “unquestionable” isthis. we are unableto call certain thingsinto question
without thereby undermining our very capacity or willingnessto posequestions. | believeinorder not only that | may
know but also that | might question; and | question that | might believein the manner which doestheleast violence
totherational integrity of myself and others. Moreover, | questionin order that | might become morefully present
toandresponsiblefor myself. While beliefsmake questions possible, questions make beliefs humane. Underlying
the capacity to question is the unlimited desire to know; fostering the willingness to question are the Socratic
challenges of others.

VI1I: Conclusion

In my own life, the challenges of Michael Polanyi and Bernard Lonergan have forced me to re-open
guestions concerning the arche and tel os of my own ability to pose questions, my own capacity to call into question
thetheoretical validity of inherited “truths’ or moral authenticity of inherited “values.” AsMcCarthy observes, we
need to adopt both a hermeneutics of recollection and a hermeneutics of suspicion, “for every tradition contains
elementsworthy of retrieval and othersunfit for transmission” (1990, 334). Butitiscrucial “to becritical about the
posture of criticismitself. Hermeneutic suspicion isan ambiguousinterpretive outlook, even though it hasbecome
adominant [and perhaps even an unquestioned] stancein our intellectual culture” (ibid.). We must question where
the questioner stands; we must question wherewe oursel vesas questionersstandin our attemptsto launch ever more
radical critiquesof our intellectual traditions. We must not be content to remind oursel ves about the possibility of
being alied to atradition that is inauthentic or even iniquitous; we must also consider with genuine humility the
possibility that we ourselves, in our very roleascriticsand questioners, are alienated from what isgenuine and true
(ibid.).

We need to recogni ze that we as questionersare a ways already members of acommunity of questionsand
alsothat thiscommunity isalwaysintheposition of allowingthefertilesoil of itsowncritical sensibility toberavaged
by the winds of fashion and the scorching sun of uncharitable criticism. We need to recognize that our very
commitment totruth--or, more precisely, the parti cul ar form thiscommitment has characteristi cally assumed during
the modern period--threatens to destroy the vitality of our faith, our faith in ourselves and also in one another.
“Uprootednessis,” as Simone Weil has pointed out, “by far the most dangerous malady to which human societies
areexposed, foritisaself-propagating one. For peoplewhoarereally uprootedthereremainsonly two possiblesorts
of behavior: eithertofall intoaspiritual lethargy resemblingdeath ... or to hurl themselvesinto someform of activity
necessarily designed to uproot, often by the most violent methods, those who are not yet uprooted, or only partly so”
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(1952, 47). It islegitimate to ask how often radical critics of their own intellectual traditions are doing what Weil
describes here--hurling themsel ves into some form of activity necessarily designed to uproot others.

When oneturnsfromtheseradical criticsto such critical traditionalists as Polanyi and L onergan, one sensesoneisin
thepresenceof authenticradicals. For thesecritical traditionalistsarethinkersunwillingtorestrict arbitrarily thescope
of inquiry. They arewilling to go to the fiduciary root of their critical sensibility.

ENDNOTES

1In“DogmaandtheUniverse,” C. S. Lewisassertsthat: “ Christiansthemselves... haveabad habit of talking
asif revelation existed to gratify curiosity by illuminating all creation so that it becomes self-explanatory and all
guestions are answered. But revelation appearsto meto be purely practical, to be addressed to the particular animal,
Fallen Man, for therelief of hisurgent necessities--not to the spirit of inquiry inman for hisgratification of hisliberal
curiosity” (1970, 43).

2 For thisway of putting the matter, | amindebted to E. F. Schumacher’s Small IsBeautiful: EconomicsAs
If People Really Mattered (New York: Harper & Row, 1973). See, e.g., pp. 156-7 of thisbook. Beyond this, | am
indebted to this author for my initial doubts about the Enlightenment project and its uncritical celebration of
deracinated reason.
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