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Asiswell known among readers of Tradition and Discovery, William H. Poteat was a central influence in
bringing Michael Polanyi to the attention of American scholarsand, particularly, to theinterest of scholarship
inreligion and theology. Poteat’s own work was heavily impacted by Polanyi. Inturn, Polanyi’s affiliation
with Poteat at Duke and elsewhere clearly impressed and edified Polanyi and led to Polanyi’s request for
Poteat’ s collaboration with him on Meaning and to the prospect of Polanyi’s coming to Duke for six weeks
to facilitatethis. Unfortunately, that promising timewas not realized. This present essay represents an effort
to discern a direction in which such a collaboration might have deeply and felicitously influenced Polanyi’s
interpretation and celebration of his own poignant, yet quite restless, religious sensibilities.

| have been away from intense reflection on thework of Polanyi and Poteat for so long that my return
was both exciting and frustrating because every second page of reviewing offered fresh interest and beckoning
suggestionsfor what should bemy focusfor thispresent discussion. But finally my review of the Scott-M ol eski
biography of Polanyi and the passages on his religio-theological perspective evoked in me the question of
whether Polanyi read any of Poteat’ sessays, either beforeor after Poteat’ scloser personal contact with Polanyi.
| note that Poteat cited from Polanyi asearly as1954 (in “ The Open Society and Its Ambivalent Friends”) but
without noting the specific source (likely The Logic of Liberty[ 1951], xvii). Ontheother hand, sofar as| have
been ableto discover from Polanyi’ s published works, thereisnowhere mention of Poteat onissuestheol ogical
or otherwise. Indeed, Richard Gelwick, inacommunicationto meon September 15, 2008, confirmedthisconclusion
inhiscomment that hedid“ not recall [ Polanyi having made] any specific conceptual or other referenceto Poteat”
ineither hisreading of Polanyi’ swritingsor in hismany conversationswith him. Gelwick goesonto emphasize
that thisisnot to deny themajor rol ethat Poteat played in encouraging Polanyi through conversationswith him,
by bringing himto Dukeinthespring of 1964 and, four yearslater, by co-editingwith ThomasL angford I ntellect
and Hope: Essaysin the Thought of Michael Polanyi, thereby introducing Polanyi to aconsiderably larger and
moreappreci ativeaudiencein Americathanhehadfoundat home. That Polanyi never cited or otherwisereferred
to Poteat in any of hiswritings, Gelwick says, “isnot totally surprising” since “ Poteat’ s reluctance to publish
his thought limited the chances of Polanyi referring to it.” Poteat’ s first book-length publication, Polanyian
Meditations, Gelwick remindsus, didn’t appear until “ 1985, nineyearsafter Polanyi’ sdeath.” Itisworthnoting,
however, that both Phil Mullinsand Marty M oleski haveindicated (correspondencefrom October 2008) that there
is evidence Polanyi had read some of the essaysin Intellect and Hope and had been favorably impressed.

A timemost outstanding for apotentially decisiveinput from Poteat camein 1972 when Polanyi asked
Poteat to help him with the volume that he, Polanyi, was engaged upon with Harry Prosch. As the biography
notes, “Polanyi even suggested that he (Polanyi) might spend six weeks at Duke, although he was happy with
Poteat’ s alternative proposal of coming to Oxford” (see biography, p. 262). In the end, however, Poteat could
not fulfill that prospect, and thisapparently auspi ciousmoment never cametofruition. The* Acknowledgments’
in Meaning specify that thanks should go to Richard Gelwick “for the numerous discussions he found time to
hold with Professor Polanyi relevant to the subject matter” of that book. Whatever the quite limited influence
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that Poteat appearsto have had on Polanyi’ sthinking, my interestinthisessay is to consider how Poteat could
have been — or would have been — akind of Dantian Beatrice for Polanyi’ s apparently quite intense, but in
some ways quite hesitant and tenuous, wanderings toward the light of a more confident, dare we say amore
“paradisial” religiousdwelling place.

| was particularly touched by an account, in Scott and Moleski’s Michael Polanyi, Scientist and
Philosopher (MP) of someof Polanyi’ scomments— inthe unpublished supplement to his 1969 lecturesgiven
atU. of Texasand U. of Chicago—on DietrichBonhoeffer’ sfuneral orationfor Adolf vonHarnack. Polanyi quotes:
“Corruptible putsonincorruptible. ... Deathwhereisthy victory?’ Then hegoesonto say “I now realize how
revealing such words are for our destiny even though thereis no information given by them. And | can think
now of the depth of my own life being expressed by thewords, spoken by the congregation on their knees, * Our
Father which art in heaven’ and so on, though literally | believe none of the Lord’ s prayer.” (MP, 273).

Inthelarger context of Polanyi’ spilgrimageanddiscourseconcerningreligion, thisfinal clause, “literaly
| believe none of the Lord’ s prayer,” notwithstanding the richness of this statement asawhole, hintsat arather
surprising mental cramp bespeaking either amomentary, or lingering, failureof nerve—asliptowardaCartesian
object for which Polanyi’ swhol e epistemol ogical tour deforceisthe massiverelieving massage. However, it
appearsthat very many of us havefelt that, as exhibited here and el sewhere — especially in Meaning — Polanyi
was somewhat paralyzed in hisreligious pilgrimage, with al of its passion and hopeful ness, by this shadow of
positivistic, essentialisticlinguistictheory. InMeaning (157) having spoken el oquently of Pauline Christianity,
Polanyi says, “None of those beliefs makes any literal sense. They can be destroyed as easily asthe actuality
of Polonius' death upon the stage should anyone attempt to defend its reality in the world of facts.” Here, it
appears that Polanyi had lost his own counsel to that of 1.A. Richards.

However, in what seems to me a rather potent and instructive “on the other hand,” Bill Poteat’s
pilgrimage of faith —especially within the ambience of his Polanyian meditations (not just in the book by that
name) — presentsastriking contrast! | find support for thisemphasisin any number of placesin my personal
relationship to Bill andin many placesin hiswritings. One of the most forthright among theseistobefoundin
an unpublished letter of April, 1991 to Professor Walter Mead which Wally shared with me two months after
receivingit. Hehasgivenmelicensetoquotefromthat letter. Without Wally’ spertinaciousquesti oning of Poteat,
wewould not have, tomy knowledge, any other such boldand unequivocal commentson certai n specificaspects
of hisongoing relation to the Christian faith. Therefore, | quote somewhat at length here. All of theitalicsare
Poteat’s. The quotations imply the questioning to which Poteat was responding:

Though| havenot looked at most of thepiecesyou arereadinginthe Stines-Nickell collection
for many years, | believe | can say that | still stand now where | stood forty years agointhe
practice of my life, before God—sometimes actually, sometimesvirtually—inthe posture of
prayer and confession. . . .

Tomakean unquestionably artificial distinction between my mode of dwelling acritically in

theworldasone who, inthesetting of corporateworship, affirmsthe Apostle’ sCreed without

reservation, on the one hand, and my critically reflective self that wishes to confront the

challenge of the Enlightenment skeptic that isinmeand all my modern fellowsthat callsfor

theol ogical and phil osophical argumentsontheother, | should say that | havehardly changed

at all with respect to the first, but have laboriously undertaken shifts (in) the ground upon
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which to carry out the second.

Inshort my faith (asthelogosof theway | livemy life) remainsessentially unchanged;
but my “theology” (understood as the attempt to explicate the logos of that faith) has
undergone averyradical change. ... Thislast| discovered, | believe, simply by paying painful
attentioninaradical new way to my own modesof being asthrough and through responsible
to God-standing within my own mindbody, on this earth, with my unique history, in a
particular cultural setting, at thistime and place, and with these duties. All meaning and
meaning-discernmentiscenteredin, radiatesfrom andretrotendsthismindbody that achieves
such integrity asit may have by being before God, who, while heisaboveall in magnitude,
isalso closer tomethan | amtomyself. . ..

Now for thequestion of theafterlife! Whenl,inthecontext of corporateworshipdeclare, Inter
alia,“...| believeintheresurrection of thebody andthelifeeverlasting,” | donot takemyself
to be granting notional assent . . . to aproposition such as 12 x 12 = 144 (though even thisis
no longer quite the same under the new dispensation), but rather to be enacting and
identifying in as direct away as can be (that is, there is nothing second-order, derivative,
metaphorical, symbolical aboutit) oneof thefeaturesinthe structureof theoneand only world
inwhichl actually liveand moveand havemy being, insofar asl recognizeit asexistingbefore
God. Andtheenactment of theresurrection of thebody affirmsthat |, thisparticular man, in
thishistory, bearingthe scarsuponmy body and uponmy psyche. .. havemy beingandvalue
through and through in God' seternal and never failing providence both in thismoment and
forever....

But, of course, you ask: isthat worldreal of whichtheresurrection of thebody isafeature that
you have enacted and identified? Answer: asreal asany world that is made by our uttered
words to appear; for it has exactly the same ground in the asseverations of our convivial
mindbodies. And thereis no other world.

“Everlastinglife,” then, islifeinthebosom of God whoisAlphaand Omegaandinwhom my
mortal lifein history with all its earthly trappingsis granted its eternal significance.

Here and in any number of placesin Poteat’ swritings the radical nature of his epistemology and the
correlative ontology is seen by him to be both derivative of, and applicableto, the primordial indicative of the
“lam” of Biblical faithand, | believe, of what SorenKierkegaard, by way of JohannesClimacus, called“ pathetic
dialectic.” For Poteat, | am both intheworld and yet transcend it; | am that being whose being or non-beingis
systematically elusivetolanguage and concept, yet proleptically present in every moment of the Cogito. Many
of thecognateissueshereareencounteredinsuch early writingsas“ GodandthePrivate-1"; “1 Will Die”; “Birth,
Suicide, andtheDoctrineof Creation” andin hislater worksdiscussing, for example, theEucharistin“Memory
andImagination” or,inRecoveringtheGround, therel ativestatusinthereal world of treesand theL ast Judgment.
Poteat finds himself, asit were, in the position of attempting to persuade someonethat he ought to think of the
world ashaving been created. That, hesays*. . . isnot unlike persuading aman who speaks alanguage having
no personal pronounsthat therearepersons.” (See“Birth, Suicide...”, ThePrimacy of Per sonsand theLanguage
of Culture, p. 168). This, of course, wasessentially theproblem Kierkegaard set for himself: How doesonesupport
the claim that subjectivity istruth?

41



Did Polanyi’ sapparent light and joy in the conviviality of The Moot and in prayer finally addresshis
doubtsabout whether hebelievedinGod, asheputit, “. . .inany sensewhichmadeadifference’ ? Woul dexposure
to Poteat’ s constant drumbeat—apparently so resonant with Polanyi’ s deepest epistemological insights-have
led Polanyi, alaDante sBeatrice, beyond theinferno of hisdoubtsinto || Paradisio? Or isthat just one of those
utterly absurd and irrel evant questionsto which St. Augustineand, perhaps Poteat himself, would have said that
God is creating Hell for those who ask such questions? Still-might conviviality in Poteat’ skind of relentless
critique of our and Polanyi’ s Cartesian |apses have made any inroads for Polanyi’ s ascent in mattersreligious
and theological?

InJanuary, 1988, Poteat wrotealetter tomeinwhich hesaid, “| really amahopeless Y ahwist. For me
theworld iscreature; and in our knowingswe respond as personstoit astoitscreator” (see P of P, p. 19). In
this connection we should note that in Poteat’ swritings, thereisamost arefrain, arecurring, usually indirect,
referenceinearly andlater writingstothe peculiar power and relevance of Anselm’ sontol ogical argument from
the thought of a being whose non-being isinconceivable. It is clear that for Poteat, as for Kierkegaard, the
conviviality of my“lam” withthe"l am” of the God rel ation bespeaksa(pneumatic) spiritual qualification of my
being. AsKierkegaard (Anti-Climacus) putsit, that in mewhich isenabled to relate positively to my being as
finite freedom is transparently grounded in God who is that in which all things are possible. Is that treatise
(ScknessUnto Death) thento betakento be somesort of argument for the existence of Godwhichisonall-fours
with traditional “rational” proofs? Clearly not. The “dialectic” here may be said to be, in a broad sense,
phenomenol ogi cal —theself asbeheld fromthehorizon of Anti-Climacus, theeminently Christian psychologist.
AsKierkegaard (Climacus) would haveit, itisa*“ pathetic dialectic” which constantly directs, almost coerces,
the “reader” to pay attention to her own existence.

Itisclear that, for Poteat, thereisno dichotomy of the cosmol ogical argumentation and theontol ogical
argumentation. Both presuppose “something thought can’t think” —that historical mindbodily being, tensed,
oriented, evoked - -apart from which neither memory, nor hope, nor project, nor concept isconceivable. Thus
itisnot theabstracted Cartesian cogito or “rational dialectic” whichistransparent tothe God-relation, but— and
| believe Poteat to beat onewith Kierkegaard here—pathetic dialectic. Fully totakeuptheinescapablepresence
which | amistotake up the convivial presence, both the given and received, of the*l am” of that Being whose
being and whose non-being are alikeinconceivable, yet closer to methan | am to myself even though | am (in
St. Augusting’ sterms) “very farfromThee.” Thisspiritual qualificationisinalienableevenwhenasPoteat notes
(inapowerful, usually overlooked article entitled “ The Absence of God”), God shows usHisback and not His
face; and we could add, present in Job’ s mindbody-numbing pain when he cries out (paraphrase), “When will
it be, you watcher of men, that you leave me alonelong enough for meto swallow my spit?’ (see Job 7:19-20);
andcertainly inPilate’ sdisclaimerswhen, about torel ease Jesusto execution, heasks* What istruth” and washes
his hands; and, ultimately, even, perhaps especialy, in Jesus “cry of dereliction”.

| have come to see Poteat’ s work as an utterly relentless foray into communicating the pneumatic
qualificationof human existence. Heisjoining St. Paul in Paul’ sletter totheRomans(8:16) intestifyingthat“ The
Spirit himself and our spirit bear convivial (united) witnessthat we arethe children of God.” (JerusalemBible,
but with my emendation changing “united” to “convivia”).

Recall that in Meaning Polanyi quoted, in affirmation, from George Santayanaasfollows: Shouldwe
ever “ hear thesummonsof aliturgical religioncallingtous: sursumcorda, Lift upyour hearts, wemight sincerely
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answer, habemusad Dominum. Our heartsby natureareaddressedtotheLord.” (Meaning, p.180). Thisfollows
uponhisclaimthat weareaddressed by naturetotheattainment of meaning. | believethat, inhisreligio-theological
pilgrimage, had he spent that hoped-for timewith Poteat, hewoul d have experienced astill morecomprehensive
summonsto meaning than even hisown marvel ous sensefor the personal sourcesof meaning andthe correlated
freedom hadyet realized. Then, perhaps, thethought of hisrelationtothe, implicitly cognitively empty, “literal”
Pauline scheme of redemption and the Lord’ s Prayer would have seemed astrange remnant from his pre- post-
critical infancy.
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