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Among other important things, William T. Scott and Martin X. Moleski’ s biography of Michael Polanyi raises
guestions concerning the scientist-philosopher’s religious convictions. Despite his profound respect for

Christianity, he suffered from an inability to believe.

Readers of Tradition and Discovery need no reminder that Michael Polanyi’ swork has attracted the
attention of theologiansand Christiansin general. They cannot, therefore, have been surprised to learn that Fr.
Martin X. Moleski, member of the Society of Jesusand Professor of Religious Studiesat Canisius College, had
accepted responsibility for rounding the late Professor William T. Scott’s invaluable but rather lengthy and
unfinished manuscriptinto publishableform. Thesilent collaborati on betweenthetwo men provedtobefruitful,
for Professor Scott, who taught physics at the University of Nevada, Reno, was at his best when writing about
Polanyi’ s scientific achievements. Hisability to grasp those achievements and make them comprehensible to
laymen madeit possiblefor Fr. Mol eski to focushisattention on Polanyi’ sphilosophy, not least asit bearsupon
the Christian faith.

Like other Christians stirred by some of the implications of Polanyi’swork, Fr. Moleski wondered
about the philosopher’ sown beliefsand discovered that they were difficult to pin down. Insofar, hetellsus, as
religiousfaith isaform of ultimate concern, “Polanyi was aperson of profound religiousfaith” (p. 287). That
may be so, but expressing “ ultimate concern” isafar cry from affirming the Nicene Creed—and Polanyi knew
it. Fr. Moleski recallsthestory of thelatter’ ssorrowful reactiontoaquestion put to him by akindly priest: “ Can
you say, Michadl, ‘1 know whom | have believed?” “If only | could,” Polanyi replied (p. 287).

Polanyi was born in Budapest to a family of assimilated Jews. Neither parent seems to have had
religiousfaithof any kind. “ Didyour father believein God?’ hisfriend, thesociol ogist Edward Shils, onceasked
him. “1 don’tknow,” Polanyi replied. “ | never asked him.”* In hisyouth, we know from an uncharacteristically
self-revealing letter to his countryman Karl Mannheim, he was amaterialist and disciple of H.G. Wells. Asit
hasfor so many, however, areading of Dostoevsky’ s The Brothers Karamazov changed hismind and heart—
insomesense, forever. Y et by 1919, theyear in which hewasreceivedinto the Roman Catholic Church, he had
already begun to entertain doubts, if not about the existence of God then surely about the divinity of Christ. In
1921 he married Magda Kemeny, a Catholic, in acivil ceremony.

During his years in Weimar Germany, where he was building an enviable reputation as a physical
chemist and beginning afamily, Polanyi does not seem to have given Christianity much thought, although asa
strong proponent of Jewish assimilation he identified with Christian culturein the broad sense. Hiswartime
association with the Moot, a discussion group organized by the theologian J.H. Oldham and concerned above
all with exploring Christian approachesto the problems of modern society, reawakened hisinterestinreligious
guestions. Most Moot members—T.S. Eliot among them—were Christians of one sort or another, although
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Mannheim, who played apivotal rolein the deliberations, made no profession of faith. Polanyi certainly took
the work of the Moot serioudly, but in a 1948 letter to Oldham he confessed that “ our meeting leaves me
increasingly with afegling that | have no right to describe myself asa Christian” (p. 212).

Polanyi never seemed to changehismind about that, but not out of stubbornpride. “A religiousbelief,”
he wrote in Meaning (Professor Harry Prosch, his co-author, would not have put these words in his mouth),
“cannot beachieved by our deliberate effortsand choice. Itisagift of God and may remaininexplicably denied
tosomeof us.”? Thesewerewordsof regret, not resistance. And they did not mean that Polanyi had concluded
that he had nothing of importance to say about religious faith. The argument that he developed in his Gifford
Lectures and later in Personal Knowledge hinged on his conviction that faith—the holding of unproven and
possibly mistaken beliefs—was necessary to any productive search for truth.

Unlike Descartes, Polanyi believed that to begin with absol ute doubt, wasto end withiit. That did not
mean, of course, that religious doubt had to be concealed or completely resolved. In Personal Knowledge,
Polanyi quoted Paul Tillich, thedecidedly heterodox theol ogian whom he much admired, with approval: “Faith
embracesitself andthedoubt aboutitself.”® Polanyi expressed many doubts concerning orthodox Christianity,
particularly with respect to aworld beyond this one and to events believed to be miraculous. Christians made
a serious mistake, he sagely observed, when they attempted to substantiate the latter by pointing to possible
natural explanations; to explain miraclesin that way wasto explain them away. He himself did not believethat
non-natural eventsoccur. Moreover, likeTillich, he refused to assert that God exists—rather thecontrary. “He
exists,” heinsisted, “in the sense that Heis to be worshipped and obeyed, but not otherwise.”*

AsFr. Moleski says, “For Polanyi, the proper Christian inquiry isworship” (p. 288). Polanyi would
therefore have been prepared to answer the question posed by Michagl Gelven in histhoughtful philosophical
inquiry, Spirit and Existence: “ Do weworship because we believethat thereisaGod, or do we wonder about
God becausewearebeingswhoworship?'® For Polanyi, asfor Gelven, worship wasaway of being-in-the-world
(Heidegger), anindwelling (Polanyi) that givesmeaning (lower, not upper, case) tolife. It wascertainly not by
chancethat Polanyi entitled hislast book Meaning. Better than most, he recognized that the specter of nihilism
haunted the modern world and he dedi cated himself to restoring the belief that lifeis meaningful, that thereis
apurposeto our existence. “Men need a purpose which bears on eternity,” hewrote in The Tacit Dimension.®

And sothey do. But they cannot simply liveasif lifewere meaningful. Inthechapter “ The Structure
of Myth” in Meaning, Polanyi wrote that for Mircea Eliade, the distinguished student of religion, “the prime
value of archaic myth liesin showing theworldto befull of great meaning.”” That istrue, but ancient peoples
did not think of their beliefsas“ myths’; they believed themto betrue. On Polanyi’ sview, thefactual existence
or non-existence of God is beside the point; in the act of worship God exists for us.

It isone thing, however, to say, as Polanyi did, that any attempt to prove the existence of God by an
appeal to reason must fail, and quite another to suggest that the questionisirrelevant. Spiritual pilgrimscannot
be content with the assurance that Christianity, understood as a set of profound myths, is existentially
meaningful; they want to know whether or not it witnesses to the truth, or rather The Truth. They cannot, as
Polanyi could, expresswonder at the power and meaning of the Lord’ s Prayer but then add “though literally |
believe none of [it]” (p. 273).
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Richard Allen, who knows Polanyi’ swork well—and admiresit—is right when he observes that the
Hungarian thought of Christian belief only with respect tothisworld. Tobesureheposited transcendentideals
suchasTruth and Justice, but for himthey were projections, ideali zations of historical and human contrivances.
Allenisright toothat whilenatural and historical factscannot verify the Christian Faith, “ the refutation of those
facts of which Christian theology articulates the supernatural meaning, would undermine Christian belief.”8

Butif orthodox Christiansmust find it difficult, if not impossible, to accept Polanyi’ sreligiousviews,
they neverthel ess owe him adebt of gratitude for recognizing the often nihilistic consequences of unbelief and
striving to make belief possiblefor menand womenlivinginapost-Christianworld. If nothing el se, he showed
that every view of life and the world—not only the Christian—is finally dependent upon an ultimate
commitment. If, pushed to the utmost limit, we are forced to state reasons for our truth claims, we will al be
obliged to say: “Because | believeit to betrue.” Andthat is so even for the nihilist.

Therewere many thingsthat Polanyi believed to be true, but the dogmas of historic Christianity were
not amongthem. Asthisexcellent biography testifies, hewassaddened by that unbelief. Inthebook’ sepilogue,
Professor Scott quotesfrom the moving obituary that The Times (L ondon) published on February 23, 1976, the

day after Polanyi died: “Thosewho knew Polanyi well will attest...to apervading sadnesswhich was nonethe
less at every other moment illuminated by sparkling humour...."°
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