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Thisessay isa brief response to Durwood Foster and Richard Gelwick’ s essays analyzing the 1963 encounter
of Paul Tillich and Michael Polanyi and to Robert Russell’ s assessment of the importantce of Polanyi’ sideas
for recent theology and science discussions.

Sinceabout 19751 havebeenamember of boththeNorth American Paul Tillich Society andtheMichael
Polanyi Society. A duespaying member, mostyears. Likeanon-resident churchmember, onewhoattendssociety
meetings sporadically. Seldom have | been more eager to attend and to participate as arespondent than in this
uniquejoint session. WhenWalt Gulickinvitedme, | did not havetoreflect onthechallengeof taking onanother
new and unplanned task; rather, | immediately consented.

A bit of autobiography will help you understand why. Inthe mid-1970s, at the age of thirty-two, my
wifeand | packed up our four-year old daughter, our seven-year-old dog, and drove our aging Ford Torino from
a pleasant pastorium in Pittsburgh to a small apartment in a three-story walk-up in Chicago’s Hyde Park
neighborhood. For the next sevenyears| spent my intellectual lifeindwelling thewritings of Michael Polanyi
and Paul Tillich.

Ontheonehand, | read Tillichwith University of Chicagotheologian Langdon Gilkey, oneof Tillich’'s
Union Seminary students. On the other hand, | became a mentee to the Lutheran first-name in science and
theology, Philip Hefner of the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, aswell asayoung associate of Ralph
Wendell Burhoe, future Templeton Award winner and co-editor with Hefner of Zygon: Journal of Scienceand
Religion.

Duringthoseidyllicyears, | wrote seminar papersand adoctoral thesisontheimplicationsof Michael
Polanyi’ s epistemology for theology. Through courses with Gilkey and as ateaching assistant to Hefner and
Joseph Sittler, and with adash of spicefrom Carl Braaten who introduced meto theinfluence of Martin Kahler
on Tillich, | alsoimbibed the ontological world of Paulus, often with an Old Stylein hand.

At the time, | was not focally aware that | was being prepared for a thirty-year career as a teacher,
researcher, and author whofrequently, evenalways, wasindwel ling theinsightsof thetwo luminariesweengage
today. Thisshort tripthroughmy life provides, then, thereasons| am so pleased to be apart of thisconvivial
gathering.

My deep appreciation goesto our convener, Walter Gulick, who in akairotic moment asked meto be
arespondent, which, unknownto himat thetime, eventacitly, led metoan ecstaticrevel ation about my intell ectual
identity, after all theseyears. | confessthistruthtoday, publicly, for thefirsttime: IchbineinTillanyian! Walt,
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thank youfor catalyzing my way tothisdiscovery of my truebeing. | haveaccepted my acceptanceasaTillanyian.

| now turn to my responses. First, | want to attend briefly to Robert John Russell’ s fine presentation
of theinfluenceof Polanyi onanumber of theol ogians, most who arevitally engagedintheconversation between
science and theology. | suggest that a fruitful way of engaging Polanyi and theology would involve asking
variations of the question: How is Polanyi’s thought used in theology? One way to pursue an answer might
be a comparative study of the way Polanyi is brought into theological discourse. | think, for example, that a
comparison of the use of Polanyi between, say, aBarthianlikeT. F. Torrance, with atheologian like myself or
Richard Gelwick who finds Tillich’'s method and epistemology commensurate with Polanyi would be worth
undertaking.l

Second, et meturnto Durwood Foster’ sfascinating reflectionsonthePolanyi-Tillich conversationand
subsequent interchanges of 1963. Foster’s fascinating piece is refreshing, vivid, erudite, emotive, and bold!
Foster, for example, states: “Paul Tillich knows nothing about Michael Polanyi.” And, he refers to their
conversation as“areciprocal fizzle.” And, further, he complainsthat Polanyi’ sthought has been “ shamefully
ignored” by philosophers. He also avers that a subtle prejudice obtained against the Jewish Polanyi because
of hisbaptismasaRoman Catholic. Foster’ sstylein hisessay embodiesthe“genes’ of “ personal knowledge”
inhisdiaogical treatment of our duo.

I concur with Foster that Polanyi wasamissto concludein hisessay, “ Scienceand Religion: Separate
Dimensions or Common Ground?,"2 that Tillich sees science and theology as independent of one another.
Although Tillich saysasmuchin Dynamicsof Faith, Tillichhasamuchricher position, ashisbackground paper
for this session shows clearly.3 Based upon that essay and Parts Four and Five of his Systematic Theology,
among others, | am quite certain that Tillich would today embrace what lan Barbour terms the attitude of
“dialogue’ and even “integration” with regard to science and theology.#

Despite our disappointment that the “uncoordinated duo”® did not seriously engage one another in
the 1960s, our session today could, and | hope it does, bring them into conversation as we continue to think
through their works.

Third, Richard Gelwick’s paper refreshes our memories about the context and content of the Tillich-
Polanyi nexus. Evenmoreimportantly for thetheol ogian, Gelwick enunciatesand supportsfour thesesthat, taken
together, beg for the intellectual engagement of the two thinkers, the philosopher-theologian Tillich and the
scientist-philosopher Polanyi. Although| believethey canbebroughtintofruitful dial ogueonnumeroustopics,
let mesuggest one. Theologians, like natural scientists, belong to professional groupswho authorize, or do not
authorize, the results and conclusions of their research. If, | suggest, theologians became acquainted with
Polanyi’ sdelineation of what he calls“therepublic of science,” and applied ideas from the dynamic structures
of scientific investigation, they would find an attractive parallel in Tillich’ snotion of the“ participation” of the
theologian in the knowing process.

| am not quite convinced of Gelwick’s claim about the import of the“ Christian” context of the 1963
encounter of thetwo. Hestrongly affirmsPolanyi’ scommitment tothe Christianfaith. Inmy reading of Polanyi
| do not find him seriously confessional with regard to faith. And, even if he considered himself aChristian, |
find little solace in that as a theologian. Whether a Christian or not, Polanyi’s thought, especially his
epistemol ogy, bears our attention asit is as an important resource for our thinking.
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Finally, picking up on Gelwick’ sother emphasiswhen hereferencesthe” context” of their meetingin
FebruaryinCadliforniain1963, | wouldliketourgethat our twothinkersareascontemporary asever inthetroubled
“context” of our world today. Theissuesthat confront the planet, the human race, and all living creatures can
beilluminedthroughtheir multifaceted writings. Attention, for example, tothecontemporary “moral inversion”
of truth (aPolanyian topic) and the “ heteronomy” of thought (a Tillichean notion) is sorely needed to combat
unbridledauthoritarianism, selfishambition, and vacuousclaimsto certainty, fromboth the“ right” andthe* | eft.”

Lest| turnthispodiumintoapul pit,and sincemy timehasel apsed, let mecloseby citing someconcluding
remarksin an essay | wrotein a 1986 essay that was based upon an oral presentation | made at a conference at
Hope CollegeinHolland, Michigan, onthe centennial of Tillich’sbhirth. | said that Tillich’ sview of reason has
the structural framework to buttress an ontology and an epistemol ogy that are dynamic and not static, subject
torational assessment, and personal (or participative). Withthefollowingwords| then concludedthat Polanyi’s
theory of personal knowledgeisapromising candidate: “Polanyi . ... developed anepistemol ogy and acorrel ative
ontology (a stratified universe) that provide the beginnings for a constructive philosophy that awaits
development and application to theology.”©
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Electronic Discussion List
The Polanyi Society supports an electronic discussion group that exploresimplications of the thought of
Michael Polanyi. Anyone interested can join. To join yourself, go to the following address: http://
groups.yahoo.com/group/polanyi_list/join. If you have difficulty, send an e-mail to Doug Masini
(masini @etsu.edu) and someone will seethat you are added to the list.
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