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Thi s essay seeks to incorporate Pol anyi’s post-critical conception of
knowing nore fully into theol ogy by enphasizing that all knowing is a
personal activity rooted in a particul ar place. Whi | e deconstruction
describes itself as post-critical, its assunption that all know edge is a
soci al “construct’ and/or an instrunment of social coercionfails to account
for the involvenent of the person in all acts of know ng. A nore genui ne
post-critical approach takes seriously the cohesi on bet ween t he knower and

Mind and matter, meaning and itsincarnation, are at bottom inseparable, for they are
consanguine creatures of the figuring powers of our mindbodies.
William H. Poteat
A Philosophical Daybook, 95

How did human beingscometo feel that some of the movementsthey makewith their bodies could
comment upon others, forgetting that the movements ‘ commented upon’ (‘meant,” ‘referred to,’
‘represented,’ ‘stood for,” ‘designated,” and so on) are just that, movements themselves?
David Sudnow
Talk's Body, 56

Polanyi’ sconception of knowledgeaspersonal — that theknower participatesinall actsof knowing, and
that theknower passionately contributestowhat isbeing known— hasradical implicationsboth for thecontent
of knowledge (what isknown) and, moreimportantly, for theformsof knowledge (how theknower isdwelling
intheworld). What and how weknow are deeply intertwined. One'spersonal dwelling place, whereoneisin
theworld, suchasan apprenticeinthepresenceof amaster, shapesandformswhat onecomesexplicitly toknow.

My essay relates Polanyi’ s approach directly to theology. An aternative form of theological knowing
impliesthat theprimary formsof knowing oftenwel ghtedintheol ogy havefailed to absorb Polanyi’ spost-critical
philosophy. While Polanyi’ s philosophy has apparently been absorbed, itsimplicationsareonly superficially
acknowledged. Few theologianstoday would want to defend objectivism. Certainly the recent emphasison
knowledgeas" social construction” — whether thefocusisrace, gender, or culture— assumesthat objectivism
isnolonger viable. And yet, the current rush toward social, racial, gender, etc. analysisindicatesadisturbing
academic desperation. | mean by thisthat theology (and religious studies) islosing, if not already haslost, a
senseof place. While objectivism asaform of theological knowingisdecried, an alternativethat accountsfor
how wecometoknow, how wepersonally parti ci pateintheol ogical knowing, hasyettobeoffered. If anything,
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the current shiftsin “postmodernist”/ deconstructionist theology, which assume religion is social coercion,
erasethe personal because such accountsdo not take seriously thefiduciary nature of knowing. Thisinability
tooffer anaternativeaccount of theol ogical knowing resultsfromfailingto cometotermswith Polanyi’ scentral
thesis. that knowledge is personal.

Yet how is theological knowledge personal? By using “personal” to describe knowledge, Polanyi
describes not only the content of knowledge, but also our way of knowing, or as| am calling it in this essay,
our form of knowing. And our form of knowing invariably assumesthat we are someplace. A truly coherent
theology requires an account of thisfact. Thisisthe purpose of my essay.

What is“form”?

| want firstto elaborateonwhat | meanby “form,” an elaboration | believeto be consonant with Polanyi’s
approach. Generally speaking, | meanby “form,” theplacefromwhichweareoriented. “Form” referstohow
we shape, extend our own person, and thus participate in what we seek to know. To use Polanyi’slanguage,
“form” referstothat onwhichwerely subsidiarily rather than what weattendtofocally. From thisstandpoint,
wecould say theform of abuilder ishisrelianceonahammar, onhisskill asabuilder, and onhisbodily memories
of having hammered before, so that he may achieve thefocal goal of getting the nail into the wall.

Sincewenecessarily rely onour way or form of knowing, itisimpossiblestrictly to separatetheknowing
“form” from theknown content. Such an effort would beliketrying to sculpt afigurewith no material. Form
and content rely uponandinformeach other. A friend of mine, for example, wasoverwhel med by thedifference
between listening to an operaover theradio and attending an operaperformed onstage. Therichnessand depth
of theoperaperformedat theL yric Operahouse— withtheentiredramaof romanceandtragedy acted and sung
before your eyes, with the colorful costumes and the energetic bodily movements — is a different form of
knowing than listening to the operaon theradio. Theinterpretive framework relied upon when attending to
the stage operaprovidesacertain depthtothe operatic reality whichisnot apparent when listening to the opera
by radio.1 If theonly way weknew about operawereby radio, our conceptionof what “ opera’ iswouldbeentirely
different.

The Nixon/Kennedy Presidential debates are an example of the inseparable relation between form and
content in the political sphere. Those who saw the debateson TV had a different impression of who “won”
the debate than those who had listened to it over the radio. Those who watched it on TV — and relied upon
thegesturesof thecandidates, thelook intheir eyes, their posture, their perspiration, etc. to shapetheir knowing
— thought K ennedy won, whereasthosewho heard only thecandidates’ voi cesassumed Nixonhadwon. Such
differencesininterpretationsof content suggest that how we placeourselvesvis-a-visthefocusof our knowing
shapes the content of that focus.

Polanyi addressesthisinterrelation of form and content when he discusses the co-extension of knowing
andbeing. Heoffersasanexampleour relianceon aprobein our searchfor something, wemay not know exactly
what. Y etwenonethel esstrust that thehow of our knowing, our form, whichisour relianceontheprobeamong
other things, will yieldresults. And our form of knowingwill, of course, shapewhat wecometoknow. Polanyi
goessofar astoclaimthat wemaketheprobeor stick “ partsof oursel ves for reaching beyondthem.” 2 Knowing
andbeingaresointimately relatedthat “ if anact of knowing affectsour choicebetween alternativeframeworks,
or modifiestheframework in which we dwell, it involvesachangein our way of being.” 3

Thus“form” isthe grip we have on theworld, our imaginative reach aswe seek to know, “theextension
of our fingersthat grasp [the probe].” Philologists, infact, tracetheroot of “form” back to one of two options:
ferire, which means “to strike,” or dharmar, which means “to hold.” These roots capture a deep and basic
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meaning: our form of knowingisour hold ontheworld, how westrike out towardsthat whichwe seek toknow.

LikePolanyi, Kant, also attemptingtolimit thethoroughgoing obj ectivismof hisday, redescribesour form
of knowing. In contrast to Polanyi, however, Kant holdsthat our form of knowingisdueto themind. Though
our formsof knowingresideprimarily inthestructureof themind, Kant hol dsthat wecan only know theseforms
inexperience. “ The pure concepts of the understanding must, to be sure, havetheir sourcein the nature of the
mind, but thisdoes not mean that they are brought about by the object or that they producetheobjects.” 4 Kant
thus limits objectivism by asserting that human beings do not have accessto things asthey arein themselves.
LikePolanyi, Kant seeksto limit an absol ute objectivism (and subjectivism) by speaking of the*condition of
the possibility of knowing,” but for Kant these conditions (which are “both present in all experience and
conditions of the validity of all experience’5) are ultimately mental, located in the structure of themind. In
contrast, Polanyi does not locate our reliance, our form of knowing, inthe structure of the“mind,” abstractly
conceived. Polanyi would agree with Wittgenstein who claimed that to imagine that knowing is primarily
“mental” causesusto stand on dangerousground. AsLudwig Wittgenstein has suggested, “ One of the most
dangerous of ideasfor aphilosopher is, oddly enough, that we think with our heads or in our heads. Theidea
of thinking asaprocessinthehead, inacompl etely enclosed space, gives|thephil osopher] something occult.” 6
Knowing, for Polanyi, is contingent not on the thinking subject as it confronts the thought object, but on
personal participation.

Thusfor Polanyi, the emphasison “personal,” “participation,” “indwelling,” etc. indicates the scientist
isnot primarily a“ subject” observing detached“ objects.” Rather aprocessof tacit absorptionandincorporation
isalwaysgoingon. Polanyi would havecertainly found congenial thecommentsof NoblePrizerecepient Joshua
L ederberg, whosediscoveriesestablished thegeneticsof microorganisms. Lederbergrather bizarrely describes
his own scientific endeavors:

One needs the ability to strip to the essential attributes of some actor in a process, the ability to

imagineoneself inside abiological situation; | literally had to be ableto think, for example, ‘ What

woulditbelikeif | wereoneof thechemical piecesinabacterial chromosome? - andtry tounderstand

what my environment was, try to know where | was, try to know when | was supposed to function

inacertain way, and so forth.7
Theformof Lederberg’ sknowing, thehow of hisknowing, ishisability todwell insidetheworld of thebacterial
chromosome. AsPolanyi pointsout sothoroughly, the* objectivist” picture of knowing causesusto overlook
how weourselvesarerootedinour knowing. Our commitments, passionsand judgmentsnot only “ contribute”
to the content of our knowing, but are themselvesthe source of knowing. Such commitmentsand judgments
do not reside “in the head” but rather are that on which as embodied knowers we rely.

A Malformed Theol ogy

As| suggested in theintroduction, most “ postmodernist” theology today failsto fully absorb Polanyi’s
post-critical philosophy. Certainly such theology has shifted away from objectivism (and subjectivism) and
sought to acknowledge its own social and historical context. Some have suggested, in fact, that thereistoo
much emphasis on place or perspective, i.e., theology istoo self-conscioudly feminist, political, or minority
cultural. Yet this understanding of historical/social place to overcome objectivism is not post- critical in
Polanyi’s sense. Thisfailure is most evident in the postmodernist/ deconstructionist assumption that truth
claimsareassertionsof power. | want to claimthat thistheology isnot radically different fromthe conception
of knowing that supports objectivism: both approaches fail to come to terms with Polanyi’s notion that
knowledgeis personal.
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While some might regard deconstruction as an intellectual movement that is passing, its continued
pervasiveinfluence, even among those who do not explicitly endorse deconstruction, suggestsit has not been
entirely rejected. Theology asdeconstruction operatesout of two premises: (1) a“ hermeneuticsof suspicion”8
towardsall previoustheol ogical “ constructs,” and (2) thetendency toregardreligion/theol ogy asaninstrument
of social coercion. Sincefromthisperspective, knowledgeequalspower, theology isoftenregarded asapartisan
weapon used by the powerful to control the powerless. Thus, theology’s task isto deconstruct and unmask
variousoppressiveideologies. Sinceweareall “socially constructed,” thereisno universal truth, and claims
to such are oppressive and imperialistic.9 Paul Mankowski describes the various manifestations of this
approach at the 1992 American Academy of Religion:

The notion of religion as an instrument of socia coercion was hardly restricted to this group

(“Violence, Victimization, and Social Control™); indeed, it served as one of the leitmotifs of the

meeting: initsovert realizations, asin the paper titled “Exorcism as a Means of Christian Social

Control,” andinitscovert forms, asdiscussed in “HIV-Antibody Testing as an Exercise of Socio-

political Power.” 10

Thisinterpretiveframework devoursall theol ogi cal truth claimsanditsseductivepowersarefar-reaching.
For example, theappendix of ethicist Stanley Hauerwas' slatest book, After Christendom?includesal etter from
agraduate student who endorsesthisframework. While agreeing with Hauerwas' pacifist stance, the student
asks, “Isthere not already aviolenceimplicit in the conviction that one possessesthetruth ... 711 The student
arguesthat any claim to truth oppresses because it necessarily excludes. Whilerightly rejecting objectivism,
the student assumes that truth claims are then subjective assertions of power. Thus he can quote and agree
withNietzsche, “ * Thetruthful manendsuprealizingthat hehasnever stoppedlying.” Thisseemsrighttome.” 12
Of course, such a view logicaly leads to muteness, which is precisely what the student suggests: “As |
understand the M ennonite witness, silence may indeed play a role. . . perhaps Christians should learn to shut
up.” 13 Hauerwas apparently accepts the student’s thesis and responds by saying “the way of nonviolence
isnever easy and+ our language can embody that violence in ways that we hardly knew.” 14

The problem with this framework, however, isthat both the student and Hauerwas give away whatever
ground they are standing on. If indeed thereis“aviolence implicit in the conviction that one possesses the
truth,” isn’t thegraduate student’ sletter “ violent” ? If silenceistheappropriateresponseinthefaceof inherent
violence, why did he write theletter? In hiswritings, Hauerwas insightfully argues for the “truthfulness’ of
Christianity. Y etif oneacceptsthepremisethat claimstotruth are essentially oppressivesincesuchclaimsare
assertions of power, then how can one hold any claim astrue? Thisdeconstructionist line of argument points
toaninfinite regresswhich meansthat the deconstructionist herself could not claim deconstruction to betrue.
It remains a logically incoherent position. Marjorie Grene's criticism of Darwinian naturalism applies to
deconstructionaswell: “thereissurely somethingwronginatheory which, atitsvery root, invalidatesitself.” 15

Thus, while this postmodernist position turns from objectivism and seeks to recover a social/historical
place, thisposition, like objectivism, ultimately failsasacritical theory becauseit remainscaughtin dilemmas
inheritedfromobjectivism, albeitinadifferent guise. Andwhat arethesedilemmas? Inshort form, they include
thefollowing, whichareinterrelated: 1) afailuretoaccount for theknower’ sowncommitmentsandjudgments,
2) an appeal to a scientific social analysis to validate moral passions which go undeclared, 3) afailure to
acknowl edgethenecessarily committal natureof all knowingand4) adenial of what theuniversal intent or reach
of knowing (which Polanyi distinguishes from established universality).

| will expand ontheseinturnwith an eyeto showing how deconstructionretainsaconceptionof knowledge
asimpersonal. Thosereferred to earlier who are “hermeneutically suspicious’ fail fully to address how they
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know and judge where to insert the knife blade of suspicion. For example, while the author of the letter to
Hauerwasiscertainly in part right about his charges of the abuse of power and “social coercion,” at the same
timehefailstocometotermswith how heknowsthat hehimself isnot being coerced. Inclaimingthat knowing
isdetermined by social position, or palitical interest, hefail stoaccount for hisown personal participatory nature
of knowing.

Itisprecisely becauseof thisfailureto cometotermswiththepersonal participatory natureof all knowing,
that thereislikewise afailure to acknowledge one’ s moral passions and their sources. The graduate student
intheletter ultimately cannot say why he or anyone should care about violence doneto others; quiteliterally,
in hisown terms, he cannot say since, as mentioned earlier, he recommendssilence. At thispoint, Polanyi’'s
description of Marxism asaform of moral inversion ringstrue for this deconstructionist theology aswell. In
hisanalysis, Polanyi notesthat Marxism interpretstruth and morality within autilitarian framework. Suchan
interpretation “ accuses all moral sentiments of hypocrisy, while the moral indignation which the writer thus
expressesissafely disguised asascientific statement.” 16 Morality isdenied any intrinsicforceof itsown (“the
truthful man endsup realizing he hasnever stopped lying”) while at the sametime an appeal ismadeto moral
passions.17 Since such passions remain obscure, however, they are safe against “unmasking.” 18 Similar to
Marxism, the deconstructionist positionimplicitly appealsto themoral passionsinspired by such conceptsas
equality and justice, but thesegoodsare cut of f from the history and traditi onswhi ch make sense of them, since
these traditions are seen as oppressive. What gets explicitly declared is a scientific social analysis which
interpretsall morality and truth asmererationalizationsfor power. Suchaposition “enablesthemodern mind,
tortured by moral (or religious) self-doubt, toindulgeitsmoral passionsintermswhich also satisfy itspassion
for ruthless objectivity+" 19 The modern mind is so tortured precisely because, abstracted from its knowing
ground, it is unable to account for its moral passions.

Theabovetwodilemmaslead ustothethirdinterrel ated reasonthat deconstructionfail sasacritical theory;
namely, such a position ignores the necessarily committal or fiduciary nature of all knowing. By equating
knowledge with power, such aposition ignores that knowing isa*“fiduciary act which cannot be analysed in
non-committal terms.” 20 AsPolanyi readerswell know, toignorethefact that wehold somebeliefsacritically
istoimaginethat wearedisembodied: that wehave"virginminds,” whichbear “ theimprint of noauthority must
be taught no language, for speech can be acquired only a- criticaly,” and which results finaly in a state of
imbecility.21 Ultimately, then, toimaginethat all knowledge or language, shaped by tradition, isoppressiveor
violent istacitly to assume that we are disembodied or purely spiritual beings.

Atthispoint weareledtotheforth dilemmathat deconstruction failsto cometo termswith: namely, that
our acts of knowing haveauniversal intent or reach. AsPolanyi noted, thedistal termispresent, not asastatic
entity (asinacorrespondenceview of meaning, which deconstructionrightly attacks) nor asamere* construct”
inwhichthesubject arbitrarily asserts something to bethe case; rather, withinaPolanyian framework, thereal
isevolving, dynamic, and heuristic. “A new theory that claimsto bereal anticipatesby thisclaim anindefinite
range of future, asyet unknown, manifestations.” 22 For Polanyi, our knowing hasauniversal reach or intent
because it hasthe possibility to open up arange of heretofore unknown dimensions of reality. Y et thisisnot
an established universality, true once and for all, since the nature of the real aways involves personal
participationand commitment.

Thus, Polanyi’ salternative move out of subjectivism and objectivism appliesnot only to the objectivism
of science but also to what | have called the objectivism of deconstruction. In his use of “personal” and
“commitment” Polanyi abandonsthe classic dichotomies such as subject and object, and “in their placeshave
been put alternativelogical structuressuch assubsidiary- focal, attending-from— attending-to+” 23 Thistacit
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dimension of knowing, whichisembodied in all knowing, isnot an option that can be chosen or unchosen at
will. Asl described earlier, no oneridesthis*” postmodernist train” to theend or el setherewould benological
spacefor one’ sown judgmentsand beliefs. Wittgenstein makesasimilar claimwhen he states: “If thetrueis
what isgrounded, then the groundisnot true, nor yet false.” 24 In other words, infocusing on the truthfulness
or falsity of something, werely uponjudgmentsand beliefswhichwecan not at thesametimecall into question.
Casting our light on aparticular problem and itstruth or falsity meanswe are not casting our light on the one
whoisholding thelight, namely ourselves. Sincewe necessarily rely inour judging and believingonwhat is
“out of view,” thereisa“ground” whichisinaccessible and uponwhichwe necessarily rely. Such“necessary
reliance upon” (which Polanyi callstacit knowing) isaninevitable and an unimpeachabl e aspect of all human
knowing.

To accept this human form of knowing, then, isto acknowledge that there are bounds within which we
livethat arenot necessarily oppressive. A truly embodied and thushuman form of knowing acknowledgesthis
acritical givendimensionat theheart of all formsof knowing. Thisgivenessisprevented frombeingcompletely
socially and culturally determined, however, for this would be to lapse once again into an impersonal and
mechanistic view of the knower. Rather Polanyi’s conception of personal knowledge means not only that
knowingisrootedinagivenplaceor location,25 socially and culturally shaped, but al sothat our actsof knowing
aremoral activites. Thisisby no meansto deny that knowledgeisused inimmoral ways, but rather to point to
thefactthat inour actsof knowingweareactingasmoral agents. Why isthis? AccordingtoPolanyi, aknower’s
acts"arepersonal judgmentsexercised responsibly withaview toareality withwhich heisseekingto establish
contact.” Any conclusion* representsacommitment of thepersonwho arrivesatit.” 26 Such anunderstanding
of knowing, grounded in commitment with universal reach, radically underminesnot only the often criticized
picture of the purely objective nuetral knower, but also the picture of the knower as completely socially
determined or purely arbitrary. Inother words, therewould be no room for personal responsibility if knowing
wereentirely socially determined or the subj ectiveassertion of power. Moreespecially, theconceptionof calling
would make no sense; as Polanyi states, our particular human place provides opportunities for “momentous
actsof responsi blecommitment, madeby accepting [our] own starting-pointin spaceandtime, asthecondition
of [our] owncalling.” 27

Our knowing, then, is“social” and “cultural”; this does not make knowing arbitrary or oppressive, but
human. Our personal participation, both tacit and explicit, isthe condition of the possibility of any knowing
whatsoever, eventheconditionfor usingtheword“ coercion” andknowingwhat it means. If onebelievesevery
claimtotruthisoppressive, thenthegraduate studentisright: onemust besilent. But thenhisown claimcould
not bemadeandlanguageitself wouldunravel. If thisoccurred, therewould benotruewordsor deedsfor which
we are responsible, and we would entirely eliminate personal presence. Such a claim is then ultimately
impersonal.

AnAlternative Form of Theological Knowing

Beforeconsidering analternative, | want to notebriefly that Walter Ong, among others, writesabout how
themoderndrivetoward objectivism (anditsflip sidesubjectivism) isitself shaped by thewrittenword. While
the subject of literacy and its influence on epistemology are beyond the scope of this essay, sufficeit to say
that the concept of objectivism is parasitic upon avisual paradigm,28 (which has been culturally absorbed)
especialy asthisisformed by writing.29 Ong notesthat Kant’ s split between the noumenal and phenomenal
isprimarily informed by our visual sensibilites, themsel ves shaped by writing. Focused on the word as seen,
on static sight alone, understanding is condemned to deal only with surfaceswhich havea“beyond” (athing-
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in-itself) that it cannever attain. “ Assoonasonesetsuptheproblemof intellectual knowingintermsof avisuaist
construct suchas’ phenomena,” thequestion of ‘ noumena’ thusautomatically arises.” 30 TheKantian problem
that our languagecannot directly get at the* thing-in-itself “ arisesprimarily fromwithinavisual paradigm. The
writtenword|eadsustoimagineknowingisexternal andlocated primarily outsi deof us; westandto our knowing
asthe eyeto the written word, as a subject to aseemingly static object. Asnoted inthe previous section, this
framework has shaped and continues to shape theology. H. Richard Niebuhr notes problems with a visual
paradigm when he states that “the images of the observational method are so out of place in the life of
participation that they must be abandoned - or surreptitiously modified when employed by moral agents’ 31

Incontrast, an alternativeform of theol ogical knowing accountsfor thefact that theknower intheprocess
of knowing shapestheknown. A genuinealternativeformacknowledgesthat our beliefs, memory,imagination,
and commitments— eventhoughthesemight not beexplicitly acknowledged, and may infact beactively denied
— nonethel ess participate in shaping the content of what weknow. Such an alternativeisnot objectivistic nor
impersonal for it acknowledgesthat we are concretely rooted inaparticular placerather than someimpersonal
universal. Yet neither is such away of knowing merely that of an isolated subject. Believing, judging and
knowing are acts of “embodied knowers knotted into the worldly appearance of others.” 32

A number of theol ogianshave described thisbondednessin variousways. CharlesMcCoy, for example,
usesthelanguage of covenant to capturethe embodied and social nature of our knowing. By covenant, McCoy
meansthat “ humansare borninto covenants already made and are called to commit themsel vesto the heritage
of their parents’ community. Emergenceinto selfhoodisaprocessof affirmingor rej ectingthel oyaltiesby which
apersonwill live.” 33 M cCoy usesthelanguageof covenant tograspthenecessarily committal and social nature
of human knowing and action: “Itisthecovenantsof human living, whether recognized or not, that give shape
to human communities and action.” 34 Thiscommunal aspect of knowing and judging is captured aswell by
the language of trust. H. Richard Niebuhr observesthat trust is afundamental aspect of all knowing: “there
isaclose connection between much of our ‘holding for true’ and our trusting+ believing and knowing, being
certain and uncertain, trusting and having vision of true relations, these are events that occur only in
interpersonal society.” 35 NicholasL ashaswell notesthecentrality of trustinall our knowing activity: “Whether
in physicsor in palitics, in psychology or prayer, to grow in knowledgeisto grow through trust: trust given,
trust betrayed, trust risked, misplaced, sustained, received and suffered.”36 *“Covenant,” “trust,” our
“knottedness’ inthe“worldly appearance of others” — in each case such language points, contraobjectivism,
to our personal participation and, contra subjectivism, to the social and fiduciary nature of knowing.

Inthislight, | want to consider theliturgy asan alternative form of theological knowing. For theliturgy
asaform of knowing mediates a concrete and convivial place, which itself shapesthe content of what oneis
seekingtoknow. Inlight of my thesis, itisimportant toreiterate that all waysof knowing mediate some place,
eventhough thisplacemay go unacknowledged. Theliturgy, however, isan acknowledged publicactivity and
place. Likeadrama,37theliturgy is* anaction by whichagroup of peopl ebecomesomething corporately which
they had not beenasamerecollectionof individual s- awhol egreater thanthesum of itsparts.” 38 Etymologically
“liturgy” meansadeed or action (ergon) performed by the people (laitos). Theliturgy by definitionreliesupon
action and speech as amode of being together, yet the language relied uponisnot only that of awritten text.
Moral philosopher, Charles Taylor, notes that “a sense of the good finds expression not only in linguistic
descriptions but also in other speech acts+ [in] liturgy, we see that expression goes beyond the bounds of
language as normally and narrowly conceived. The gesture of ritual, itsmusic, itsdisplay of visual symbols,
all enactintheir ownfashionour relationtoGod.” 39 Theliturgy offersatheol ogical way of knowingthat, like
all knowing, occursin“covenant” with others, and reliesupon personal participation, though thisparticipation
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callsforth adifferent kind of indwelling than, say, silently reading a book.

Alexander Schmemann, an Orthodox liturgical theologianwhowasdean of St. VIadimir’ sSeminary for 25
years, graspstheimport of theliturgy asan alternativeform of knowing when heacknowledgesthat itsfunction
isnot simply to“ communicateideasabout God.” Rather, Schmemann describesthe Orthodox DivineLiturgy
asajourney of moving and remembering — gathering in acentral place; singing the hymns; approaching the
feast-preparedtable; partaking of thebread andwine. Inthisliturgical journey, theOrthodox iconsarenot mere
ecclesial decorations but are essential ways of rooting the participantsin the Orthodox tradition of worship.
“To besure,” says Schmemann,

liturgy hasadidactic or educational function, one can even say that in asense thewhol e of worship
is teaching, is theology, ispreaching, yet thisteaching not only is not separated and di stinguished
from “beauty,” but “beauty” isits very content and means of communication... Two-thirds of all
liturgical textsinour tradition are hymns- i.e., poetry meant to be sung. And poetry isby definition
untranslatable for its meaning liesin the organic blend of the order, the rhythm and the music of
words.40

For Schmemann, theliturgical form shapesthe content, and actualizestheol ogical knowingthat cannot befully
grasped outside theliturgical context. It makes no senseto attempt to separate the hymns— poetry meant to
besung— fromtheir content, for the meaningrestsin“therhythmand themusic of thewordstheorganic blend
of order.” Infact, to separate form and content would beto change theform, and thusthe content. To goone
step further, there is no content apart from personal participation and for Schmemann a particular kind of
participation is necessary if oneisto begin to understand the Eastern Orthodox tradition.

Although theologian James Cone comes from a tradition distinctly different from Orthodoxy, he
nonethel essmakesstatementswhicharesimilar to Schmemann’s. Intheblack Churchtradition, Conedescribes
how black theol ogy and black worshipareintegrally rel ated. Intheworship of theblack community, Conewrites,

God’sword isahappening. . . Truth isdisclosed in the movement of the language and the passion
created when the songissung intheright pitch and tonal quality. Truthisfoundinshout, hum, and
moan as these expressions move the people closer to the source of their being.41

For all thedifferencesbetween Coneand Schmemann, they both acknowledgethat “ knowing about God” takes
place in worship: standing, sitting, kneeling, singing the rhythmic and harmonious hymns, listening to the
preaching and to thesilent spacesbetween themselvesand God whenthey gather. Both Schmemann and Cone
claimthat in order to grasp the content of their respectivetraditions, one must beinvolved in aliturgical form
of knowing. In other words, they both make the claim that knowing does not take place abstractly or from a
posture of suspicion, but rather knowing “isinternally related to doing, to knowing how to ‘go on’ and doing
s0.”42 Their claimsareatheological analogy of theoften cited poem, “ O body swayedtomusic, O brightening
glance, How can we know the dancer from thedance?’ | citethis quotation to point out that, like adance, the
known content of theliturgy isembedded in the activity itself, asisthecaseinall knowing. A cohesionexists
between the knower and the known such that to sunder one from the other isto change the form of knowing
and thus the content.

Wendell Berry, in hisarticle“ Standing By Words,” 43 recognizes this cohesion that exists between the
knower andtheknown, though herel atesthistoagricultureinstead of theology. Berry describestwo agricultural
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“experts’ who claimthat American agri culturehasbecometransformed“fromanartformintoascience,” from
practical tradetoan“objective” theory. According totheexperts, theart of agricultureisconcerned only with
the“how of farming” whilescienceisinterestedinthe“whys.” Y etintheir description of industrialization, the
expertsfail to seethat their approachisequally rooted ina“how” of farming; their “how” isindustrialization
rather thantraditional dairy farmlife. Theaffect of thisshiftintheir formor “how” of knowinginturn shapes
thecontent. Rather thana“family companionanimal,” thecow becomesa“ manufacturing unit of thetwentieth
century.” AsBerry pointsout, theexperts’ more abstract and impersonal form of knowing drastically changes
their understanding of the agricultural way of life.

This description of agriculture is analogous to theology in that theologians, constantly tempted to
intellectual abstraction, ignorethat theology, likeany discipline, isnot somucha“ hard” scienceasitisanartfull
skill. Theology asartful skill pointsagain to the fact that how and what we know areinternally related. This
precedes the subject/object split because before we explicitly identify what the object is, it has already been
shaped by our dependenceonhow wearerootedintheworld. Thecow as*family companion” or “ manufacturing
unit” is parasitic on the form of knowing, the place from which oneis oriented.

By describing analternativeformof knowing, | am seekingtobroaden our theol ogical imaginationfor how
infact we cometo know. On what criteriado we necessarily rely when we evaluate, judge and know? What
intellectual and moral sourcesdo weplaceourselvesinthemidst of ? Thusfar, | am simply suggesting that the
evaluative criteriafor theology also need to bedrawn from liturgical activity itself.

This precludesthe often held assumption that theol ogy or religious studiesisonly areflective enterprise
best done from a critical or detached perspective (or even that it can be done from an entirely detached
perspective).44 Following Polanyi, | am attempting tointegrate a post-critical approach into theology. Thus,
along with Polanyi, | am challenging the clear- cut distinction between reflection or reflective knowing
(understood as what we do at the Polanyi Society meetings, for example) and “ practice” (usually associated
withaliturgy, or aballgame). Inpointingto an alternativeform of knowing, | wishto claimthat every way we
inhabit theworld— whether at aballgame, an academic meeting, or aBaptist service— isan activity through
which we know: acommitted place we reside in which we actively rely upon ourselves extended into that
environment and shaped by that place in order to know. When | am pointing to the liturgy as an alternative
place, | am not pointing to “activity” or “practice,” in contrast to reflection, but to another activity, another
practice in addition to the activity of sitting in front of a computer or writing a paper.

For a concrete example of how theology historically has overlooked its own knowing sources, | turnto
the well-known sixteenth century eucharistic debate at Marburg concerning the reality or symbolism of the
elements. On oneside of thisdebate, Reformation theologian Ulrich Zwingli claimed that the bread and wine
wereonly symbolic; if not, Christ would haveto suffer pain again and again by theteeth of the communicants.
Afterall, stated Zwingli, when Jesusclaims* | amthevine!” wedon' treally imaginehimtobea“literal,” physical
vine. Inhistheological reflection, Zwingli relied uponcriteriato definethe* real” which could beverfied by any
outside observer.

In contrast to Zwingli’ sclaim that the eucharist isonly symbolic or figurative, Martin Luther, remaining
closer to the Cathalic tradition, held to the literal meaning of “is’ in the statement “ Thisismy body.” Luther
believed that the church suffered aloss when the bread and wine were regarded as mere signs. While Luther
and Zwingli were on opposite sides of the debate, they nonethel ess both argued out of the same imaginative
framework, one that placed the literal over against the figurative, the real over against the symbol. Luther
remained morethe“ man of theMiddle Ages’; even so, notes Erich Heller, “ the Enlightenment thought of the
Italian Renaissance,” overshadowed this sixteenth century debate, in which increasingly rationalism’s
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objectiveand lucid criteriadetermined thereal .45

Atthebrink of the Enlightenment, we seereflected inthe L uther/Zwingli debate agrowing attachment to
real knowledge asthat whichisobjective, verifiable by physical measurement and not symbolic. Theseearly
reformers imaginationsincreasingly were held captive by an understanding of thereal that they imagined any
detached observer could have. Their own place, participantsinthe Eucharist, wasnot regarded asasignificant
factintheir theological reflections. By attempting to argue from the standpoint of anyone (skeptical Zwingli
moreso), and by failingfully toacknowledgetheir ownliturgical place, their theol ogical perceptionsparticipated
in aloss (especialy for Protestants) that eventually stripped the Eucharist of the very thing that made it
significant inthefirst place: thereal presence of an ever-faithful God. Following thisdispute, an agewould
sowly emerge “in which not only the sacraments but the holiness of al that is holy will ceaseto be‘literally
true’ body will become merely body and symbol merely symbol.” 46

How wouldapost-critical perspectivebedifferent? Firstof al, if werel easeourselvesfromthebelief that
thereal isonly that whichwehavefromacritical perspective, andinstead acknowledgethat all knowingisrooted
inaparticular place, thenweare ableto define“real” inradically different terms. Thereal isthat towhichwe
responsibly commit ourselves, and that which opensup new realmsof reality. Asboth Coneand Schmemann
declare, theliturgy, when faithfully entered into, hasthe potential to open up heretofore unknown dimensions
of God’s presence and activity intheworld. Certainly, then, the Eucharistisreal, but not in the critical terms
used by either Zwingli or Luther.

In considering the liturgy as an aternative form of theological knowing, | am arguing that all forms of
knowingarehuman activities, and thusthat theliturgy isoneknowing activity among others. | analsoarguing,
inlight of Polanyi, that all knowinginvolvespersonal judgment, commitment andresponsibility. Toignorethis
fact may be harmless; however, it may also significantly distort our perception of ourselves as knowers and
persons. At best, it may cause us, as Stanley Cavell has said, to be chafed by our own skin: at worst, it may
lead to an unrecognized denial of our humanity.

In contrast to the above, the acknowledgement that all forms of knowing are human activities enablesus
toexpand our imagination of how infact wecometoknow. Suchimaginativestretchingisneededinthediscipline
of theology, aswell as other disciplines, where we easily forget what St. Augustine reminded us of and what
Polanyi holdsistrue of all knowing: “unlessyou believe, you shall not understand.” 47
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Theaim of thisbook isto giveareconstruction of themain elementsin Polanyi’ spostmodernand
naturalized epistemology. Chapters1-4areconcernedwiththecharacteristicsof ‘ tacitknowing’,
and Polanyi’ suseof conceptslike' assertion’, ‘belief’, ‘truth’ and‘reality’ . DrawingonJ.R.
Searl€ srecenttheory of intentionality, the‘ tacit’ component of assertiveutterancesisanaysedin
termsof intentional states. Itisarguedthat Polanyi doesnot useasubjectivenotionof truth, and
that hispartial analysisof ‘true’ canberegarded asaspecial version of thenon-descriptivetheory
of truth. Hismetaphysical realismisdiscussed, and hisapproachinthephil osophy of scienceand
that of L akatosarecompared. Inthechapters5-6, the Popperian critiquethat thetheory of
personal knowledgeissubjectivist and psychologist, isdeconstructed. Itisarguedthat Polanyi
leavestheobjectivity of knowledgeintact, and that hisepi stemol ogy ispreferabletothePopperian
conceptionof knowledge* without aknowing subject’. Inchapter 7thelater extension of the
theory of tacit knowingintotherealmof thehumanities, especially that of religion, istouchedupon
and somesuggestionsareofferedforitsrelevanceinthefield of philosophy of religion.
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