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These reflections summarize and critically respond to Esther Meek’ s L onging to Know: The Philosophy of
Knowledge for Ordinary People (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press/Baker Book House, 2003. Pp. 208.
$16.99. ISBN 1-58743-060-6). The book seeks to explain on the basis of the ideas of Michael Polanyi how
ordinary acts of knowing happen to work, how they are indeed instances of genuine knowing, and, in
comparison with them, how knowing God can possibly work and bea live possibility. Meek’ sargument’ smost
vulnerable premiseisits unquestioned acceptance of Scripture asan authoritative guide, which directly raises
the question whether Meek’ s position is fully post-critical in the sense identified by Polanyi, and indirectly
raises the question how Meek is able to handle religious pluralism.

Esther Meek

For those convinced of the ongoing philosophical relevance of Polanyi’ sinsights, anew publication
by theauthor of one of thefirst Ph.D. dissertationson Polanyi (and one of thefew) to be completedinagraduate
department of philosophy, Contact With Reality. An Examination of Realismin the Work of Michael Polanyi,
(Temple University, 1983; synopsized in Tradition and Discovery, XXV1:3, 72-83) is welcomed with high
expectations. In the judgment of some, Meek’s dissertation offers one of the finer accounts of Polanyi’'s
overcoming of the acosmism or worldlessness of modern epistemological reflection through his
reconceptualization of human knowing from mental “correspondence to reality,” to embodied “contact with
reality.” There Meek stresses how knowing for Polanyi is an embodied relational acquaintance with realities
never fully captured by any explicit account, for we recognize something asreal precisely invirtue of what she
dubsthe IFM effect (itsrange of tacitly apprehended | ndeterminate Future Manifestations). Anything written
by Meek relating to Polanyi is conseguently more than likely to be worthy of serious attention.

Audience and Purpose

The rhetoric and argumentation of Longing to Know is not addressed, at least not primarily, to
professional philosophers or even students majoring in philosophy. It does not discuss aternative contem-
porary theoriesin the manner of an introductory philosophical textbook; nor it isit written in the conven-
tional mode of philosophic disputation among contending views. Neither does it present an explication or
defense of Polanyi’ sideas by focusing on Polanyi. Rather doesit focus on reflectively illuminating our
ordinary largely unreflective experiences of knowing, against a background of many years of pondering
and deeply appropriating Polanyi’ s understanding of knowing. The book iswritten, asthe title indicates,
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for the edification of ordinary people (among whom Meek includes herself) who long to comprehend on a
well-reasoned but commonsense, experiential basis (keeping to a minimum abstract theoretical reasoning)
how ordinary acts of knowing happen to work, how they are indeed instances of genuine knowing, and, in
comparison with them, how knowing God can possibly work and be alive possibility.

It'sfair to say that Meek’ s primary purpose in writing the book isto show how it ispossibleto claim
with reasoned confidence that one can know God. But to get there, she must first establish that we do know,
and can claim with confidence that we do know, ordinary things—and to do that in apostmodern context where
the very possibility of knowing anything outside ourselves has been called into question. While she
illuminatingly explores the nature and structure of a huge diversity of ordinary acts of knowing, she returns
repeatedly tofocusin particular on knowing her auto mechanic, Jeff, and onknowing him asreliablefor keeping
her car ingood running shape. Shechoosesthisfocus*to stand for every singleordinary act of human knowing
... because it was ordinary and everyday” (40). From that basis she constructs an extended anal ogy between
thefeaturesof thisordinary, workaday, epistemic act and theepistemic act of knowing God. Aswell, shespends
agood hit of time challenging what many take to be barriers preventing recognition of the analogy —e.g., the
presumption that faith and reason are wholly distinct and the notion that there is some sort of mystical access
to God that is wholly distinct from ordinary knowing. (Actually, she contends that more than an analogy is
involved, for sheassertsthat they are“ fundamentally the samekind of act” [39, my emphasis]. Inany case, she
makesclear that sheisnot asserting an anal ogy between her auto mechanic and God, only betweenthestructures
of the epistemic actsin each case)) Meek comments: “It'sasomewhat amusing proposal, but one that offers
tremendous hope. In fact we do know our auto mechanic. If it can be shown that knowing God involvesthe
kind of knowing that we already do, then, yes, we can (and do) know God” (41).

Taken-for-granted Assumptions

Meek wrote the book while serving as an adjunct professor of philosophy at Covenant Theological
SeminaryinSt. Louis, anditisfair to say (partly onthebasisof her owntestimony) that thebook directly reflects
her personable, compassionate style of teaching within that context. Covenant Theological Seminary
representsafairly conservative Evangelical strand within the Reformed Protestant tradition, atradition strong
both on nurturing communal relationshipsin a safe, trusting environment and on adhering to the authority of
Scripture astherevealed Word of God —and, implicitly | would add, adhering to the authority of the Reformed
tradition’s eye for reading and ear for hearing Scripture (i.e., the Reformed tradition’ sinterpretive sensibility
toward Scripture) as the revealed Word of God.

With regard to the authority of Scripture, she writes, “Historically, to be a Christian is necessarily to
affirm that certain things are true about God, about humans, and about redlity. ... We affirm that the Bible
isGod authoritatively telling ustheway thingsare” (22). “Whenit comestoknowing God, | trust what theBible
says. Infact, | trust it to tell mewhat I'm feeling aswell aswhat it leadsto” (104). “The Bible told me what
to do when | first wanted to be right with God” (104). “1 have learned to trust the Bible to interpret to me my
own experience. The result is that | understand myself more profoundly” (105). Summing up she states,
“Scriptureis God' sauthoritatively guiding usto truth about himself, ourselves, and hisworld” (195). I'll have
more to say about this affirmation of the authority of Scriptural authority in what follows. But it isimportant
to note at this stage that, while Meek does acknowledgethat not all Christiansagree on basic convictions(e.g.,
p. 144f; let alone agreement between Christians and non-Christians), it doesn't lead her to qualify her
affirmation in any way.
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This strong affirmation of Scripture’ sauthority isnot just an interesting feature of the background to
the book, however. It isthe central premise on which Meek’ s argument rests that we can indeed know God.
Nothing is said to identify it asin any way specially vulnerableto critical challenge, nor is much ventured in
its support. The closest thing to support for the affirmation comes, first, implicitly in what might be called a
pragmatic argument over the course of the entire book concerning what resultswhen one entrustsoneself tothe
authoritative guidance of Scripture. (Because Meek doesn't explicitly alludeto this pragmatic argument, | am
hesitant to say sheintendsit assuch.) Thisbasic argument isbriefly summarized on p. 150: “ All thosewho have
struggled to understand who he[God] is by piecing together the pattern of their livesand of thisworld inlight
of Scripture’ s guidance come to acknowledge the existence of a divine person who seriously outranks them.”
(A few examples of such personsare given over the course of thebook.) Andindependently she appealstothe
coherence and consistency of the Scriptura witnhesson p. 163: “1n healthy measure my claims about God hang
onmy trustinthewordsof theBibl e’ swriters, whichthough recorded over millenniaconsistently uniteto affirm
that Jesusis God and that hewill returnto saveand tojudge.” At no point does Meek acknowledge, or venture
totakeup and answer, what seri ous counterarguments have been or might be madeto either of thesearguments.

Personal Authorial Presence

Primarily Meek’ saffirmation (of the divine authority of Scripture) but occasionally also other things
both said and unsaid within the book reflect, and at times take for granted, the cultural milieu of Covenant
Theological Seminary —perhapsmore eventhan Meek may realize. Meek in noway attemptsto hideor obscure
thismilieu — say, by framing her argument in the distancing impersonal rhetoric of a disincarnate “objective”
reflection. Instead, she seeksto have her reader realize (as Polanyi and others have taught us) that thinking and
knowing are always incarnately situated in specific places, times, contexts of personal stories and personal
relationships, and ongoing traditions of speaking and practice, and that thereisno knowing without someactual
incarnate knower who ventures (commitsherself) with universal intent to be personally and vulnerably present
in her knowing in relation to other knowers.

Accordingly, in a very definite and deliberate sense, Meek as author has chosen to be personally
present to the reader in the book, refusing the characteristically modern temptation to absent her person from
her reflection and knowing by writing “ objectively.” Similarly, she welcomes and encourages her reader to
become similarly present in her/his own reflection and knowing — and to bring along a companion. In the
Foreword she writes, “1 havein writing this book told numerous stories and offered many examples from my
own life. Please match my stories with your own. My heartfelt longing for this book is that it will lend
significanceto your ownlonging for reality and for truth, that it will guide your search, and that it will giveyou
hope” (11). Please note: thiskind of authorial presence isno accidental quirk in the rhetoric of Meek’ s book.
Itisaformthatiscalledfor by thecontent sheseekstoconvey: it“ reduplicates’® that contentin amanner similar
to Polanyi’s own self-avowals in Personal Knowledge. The fact that the how of what she writesis no less
important than the what of what she writesis not just implicit either:

Soif thismodel of knowingisnew to you, then hereiswhat isgoing on asyou read thisbook.

Thewordsin this book and the experiences of your world are like the surface detail s of the

Magic Eye[3-D pictures, that appear to be arandom pattern of tiny colored shapes until the

observer attends from them at a certain distance to afocus beyond the surface, when athree

dimensional sceneemergesinto view]. You are struggling to make sense of your lifeand of

my words. |, also by way of these words, am a coach giving directions, suggesting how to
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make sense of things, holding forth the hope of what that “ sense” will look like, teaching you
how to see, and giving you opportunitiesto practiceyour skill. If | werewith youin person,
| would also be ableto give you feedback about how you' redoing: “Now you' re getting it!”
Or “No, that’ snot quiteright,” and so on. But whether | am alongsideyouin person or inthe
wordsof thisbook, inorder for youtolearn, | must offer myself and my thoughtsin my words,
and you must struggleto get inside my words, or get my wordsinsideyou and figure out from
the inside what they mean. (56)

If you, the reader, don't feel her caring, encouraging presence as you read, guiding you along, you’ ve missed
something essential:

I’ ve decided that my students learn best and try hardest when they know | love them, when
they don’t fedl threatened. ... A student recently paid me abackwardscompliment: hesaid,
“You'renot safe!” Hemeant that | blend my scholarly and what you might call my motherly
approachin such away that hecan’t tell wheretheboundariesare. Y et that iswhat bindshis
heart to learning. (92)

Intimate Teaching Style

It is also worth noting that the rhetoric of the book both reflects and creates the ambience of aquiet,
safe, supportive, non-disputatious, home-like setting that is cognizant of a wider, unsettling, post-modern
context where diverse world-views clash and discredit each other, criticsflay one another with deconstructive
weapons, and supposed experts on knowledge call into question thevery possibility of knowinganything at all.
But whilethese threatening perspectives are acknowledged and from timeto time are taken up, the contentious
force of their questioning is distant, not present. Herethereistime and room and support enough in which to
discover one's natural equilibrium and bring to mind what common-sensically we know very well but in the
press of intellectual debate we lose touch with.

Meek’ s teaching style as exhibited in the book reminds me of the style of Socratesin Plato’s Meno
wherehegently but skillfully educesfrom anuneducated slaveboy an understanding of how to go about drawing
asguare double the areaof aninitial square. Socrates doesn’t directly give him the answer — et al one expose
him to the skeptical arguments posed earlier in the Meno that are capable of bringing inquiry to a standstill —
but instead encouragingly midwives him step by step to a place where the slave boy can grasp for himself the
answer, how he got there, and that he indeed knowsit. Thisteaching styleisagenuine strength that isall too
rare in the modern university. In important respects it is often a practical necessity to accomplish the
breakthrough Meek isaiming to accomplish in her students. Assuch, | want to compliment and praise her for
it. However, often our greatest strengths have shadow sides to them. Could the nurturing protective care of
Meek’ steaching stylemight also bealiability if, while building their confidencein knowing God, her students
arenever effectively exposed to how rationally vul nerabl e that confidence in knowing God may appear inlight
of the soul searing counterarguments of modernity and postmodernity encountered in their full strength?

Post-Critical or Pre-Critical?

Theissuel raise hereisnot atangential oneto Polanyian concerns. It isaquestion asto whether the
book and itsauthor, despiteits apparent mastery of the selgf—absenti ng ironiesof themodern critical intellectual



ethos, have really fully confronted and fully realized the disturbing and disconcerting impact of the modern
critiquesof faith. Toputitinanutshell, isthebook fully post-critical, or isit in fundamental respectsstill pre-
critical? Hasit really faced the problematic juggernaut of the modern critical tradition? Polanyi identifieswhat
heisdoingin Personal Knowledge as seeking to discover and stake out apost-critical philosophy, onethat does
not attempt to revert to areaffirmation of some pre-modern faith perspective, nor one that would circumvent
the baptism of fire that isthe heart of the modern critical “tradition.” Rather, a post-critical philosophy, as|

understand what Polanyi meant, is onethat has passed through the searing critiques of modernity, continuesto
affirmwhat genuineinsightstherearein those critiques (those of Marx, Nietzche, and Freud among them), and
yet reaffirms with a chastened faith, and draws upon, the original wellsprings of on€e’sintellectual passions.

Further evidence bearing on the possibility that Longing to Know is still in some respects pre-critical
is Meek’s identification of the ideal of certainty for knowledge to qualify as knowledge? as the source of
modernity’ sand post-modernity’ s epistemological problems. Butisthisreally the source of our problemsand
the obstacle to the recovery of confidence in our ordinary acts of knowing? According to Polanyi’s own
analysis, asl understandit, what makesthemoderncritical traditioncritical isnotitsquixotic pursuit of certainty
but its adherence to an attitude of critical suspicion and methodological doubt as the guarantor of respectable
claims to knowledge, especially suspicion and doubt directed toward what is assumed to be the inveterate
tendency of human subjectivity to distort and color findings of objective fact. A rationally certain, wholly
justified explicit proposition would of course passthetest. However, the effective censor hereisnot theideal
of certainty but an a priori biasto critically call into question and force any candidate for belief to provide
convincing impersonal justification that will defeat and overcome the methodological bias of critical doubt.
That iswhat makesthemodern critical intellectual ethoscritical, anti-traditional-- a“ tradition” that would bring
an end to tradition-- based methodological faith as such--and hostile to the tender, inarti cul ate intimations of
truth that M eek contends(andthat | agree) arecentral toknowing. Aswell, that iswhat hasrecently transformed
the modern critical enterpriseinto ahost of post-modern deconstructings of whatever modern ideas have been
assumed to have passed the test of critical scrutiny.

| do not presumeto know Meek’ sown responseto this question (Is her book fully post-critical inthe
sensePolanyi intends?) andwould very muchliketolearnit. | seriously doubt that anyonewho hasreally bought
into (sold his soul to?) the modern critical tradition will be persuaded to the contrary by Meek’s book. But
perhapsitisunfair to supposethat that isoneof itsaims. Itissignificant, however, that no mention whatsoever
is made in Longing to Know of the enormous body of modern critical biblical scholarship that is widely
presumed to have undermined confidence in the divine authority of Scripture, or how one might go about
defending and reaffirming the strong position of biblical authority Meek takes in light of that body of
scholarship. (By ho meansdo | mean to suggest that thelatter isimpossible. Others have sought to do so and/
or arenow seekingto doso. Nomentionismadeof thoseeffortshere, however —not to speak at all of therelative
merits of the casesthey make.) Y et the assumption of the authority of Scripture asthe principal reliable means
of access to knowledge of God is the kingpin on which Meek’ s central argument for how we can know God
hangs. Given that assumption, most everything else flows fairly smoothly and unproblematically. But what
about readers who are not already favorably disposed toward it, or readers who are inclined to be favorably
disposed but who are only too aware of, and who have not yet found an effective counter to, the serious
arguments that have been lodged against it (quite apart from those who arelooking for certainty under the old
modern model of knowledge)?
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A Rich Vein of Examplesand Metaphorsto Mine

The book itself is gracefully written and very readable. Meek has thoroughly absorbed and made
her own Polanyi’ s understanding of knowing — so well that | find it hard to imagine any better introduction
to the basics of what it involves. So often with secondary expositions of Polanyi’s epistemology, Polanyi’s
own examples are employed again and again. Not so with Meek (or hardly ever): her text isfull of an
enormous range of novel, incredibly apt, down to earth, current, vivid examples, many exceptionally
relevant to young people today, and stories of ordinary acts of knowing that would be readily recognizable
to anyone (in our culture at least) — all beautifully illustrating each general point she sets out to make.
Anyone seeking new examples to explain Polanyi’sinsights will find Meek’ s book arich vein to mine.

The many aspects of what it isto know Jeff, Meek’ s auto mechanic, is an extended, vivid example devel-
oped throughout the book in 15 out of its 25 chapters. But other examples range the gamut from figuring
out how to view Magic Eye pictures, finding out what went “bump in the night” (a zucchini fell off a
window sill and turned on the kitchen faucet), breast feeding an infant, learning to see what was never seen
before under the tutelage of avisual artist, understanding Einstein’s theory of relativity, “laying out” for a
frisbee, recognizing a copperhead snake on a path in the woods, stalking muskrats along with Annie
Dillard, Mark McGuire recovering from a batting slump, assessing the risk of surgery, baking bread,
solving cryptograms, figuring out that my car needs a new steering pump, and many more. Situations from
at least 12 movies are discussed, some repeatedly (each timein greater depth). Lots of stories of people
coming to faith and/or losing faith are told. And all of this conveyed with a delightful sense of humor!

Moreover, Meek employs novel metaphors to articulate Polanyian insights in fresh ways. For
example, in reference to her proposed switch in models of knowing, she states, “We're no longer wearing
an epistemological straitjacket; we' re wearing an epistemological leotard” (55). To emphasize theindis-
pensabl e role of the knower’s personal involvement in knowing, she posesthisfigure: “If a statement isa
dot, the act of knowing is avector to and through the dot. It’'slike laying out for a Frisbee” (57). In
bringing out the personal coefficient to all knowing, she writes, “ All stated facts, even 2 +2 = 4, crest an
unstatabl e active human effort much as a skin crusts a cooling cup of hot chocolate. Like so many shining
electrical bulbs, truth claims tap into a current without which they would not be what they are” (58). A
sampling of other fresh metaphors follows:. “It isjust the ‘messiness’ of it [human knowing] that tells us
that we engagethereal. Again | speak misleadingly, when | say “messiness’: only from the point of view
of an impossible and sterileideal of fully articulable and justifiable knowledge it is messy. From within
our everyday experienceit isthe lived and sensed rootedness of our acts of knowing.” (143). “The clues
that make up our integrations, you might say, are liable to get their feelings hurt if you forget them. They
are happy being subsidiary, but you ignore them or take them for granted at your peril” (171). “Knowing
takes commitment to that which is yet to be discovered, akind of pledge of good faith. The lover can see,
is permitted to see. The seeing only ever follows and responds to the wanting, the longing, the personal,
self-giving pledge” (177).

The Overall Structure of Meek’s Argument

Overdl, Meek aimstodisplaceour inherited modernist model of knowledgewithanalternativemodel.
Ontheinherited model, knowledgeislimited to what can be put into words, as“ depersonalized, disembodied
pieces of information [thus already known] explainable only by reference [according to strict logical
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relationships] to other depersonalized pieces of information” (63), and justified — specificaly, rendered
rationally certain beyond any shadow of skeptical doubt. When applied acrossthe board, thismodel, as Meek
points out, not only leaves precious little, if anything, to count as knowledge, including all advances from
unknowing to knowing found in learning and discovery (scientific and otherwise), but it makes havoc in
discrediting vast ranges of ordinary everyday acts of knowing that we rely on as such to make it through our
days. Nor will it serveto legitimateitself asan accurate account of knowledge; there’ sno way that thismodel
can certify itself asthe essence of knowledge, let alonedo sowith certainty. Thussheconcludes, “1f akey kind
of knowing doesn’t fit our model, it’ snot right to discredit the knowing; it’ sright to discredit the model” (63).

Meek setsout the alternative model with care over the course of most of the book, assi sting the reader
to understand and securely grasp each of itsaspectswith thehel p of numerousconcrete examples. My summary
of itinwhat followsisjust that, asummary noting only the highlights, for Meek’ sactual accountismuchricher
than| canbeginto convey here. Fromastatic, depersonalized model with emphasisonfully articul ated, ideally
certain propositions, sheintroduces usto the model of an embodied, active, reaching out of the human person,
never certain but nevertheless confident, to comprehend and engage the real, only certain aspects of whose
knowing activity can be articulated: “Knowing is the responsible human struggle to rely on cluesto focus on
acoherent pattern [“amaking sense of thingsthat openstheworldto us’ (50, 56)] and submit toitsreality” (53
et passim). Inanother context, | haveidentified this shift in models as a shift from understanding knowledge
asexclusively representational to understanding it as primarily acquaintance or relational knowledge, leaving
representational knowledge as derivative from and dependent upon the primary type.®

Meek identifies in this model athree-fold structure, each crucial component of which islost on the
modernist model because of its tacit, never fully articulable aspects: (a) our responsible, more or less skillful
struggl e to make sense of the known (which regularly results, transrationally, in atransformation of our sense
of what we canrationally expect of theworld), (b) the clueson which our knowing subsidiarily relies(i.e., lives
inand through), in our world, in our bodies (especialy asweindwell and extend our reach into theworld), and
in the direction and guidance we receive from others, and (c) the coherent patterns which our responsible
struggle to know reaches out to apprehend, that disclose usin contact with objective realities over against us
(coherent centersor agenciesof ongoing activity —e.g., acopperhead snake onthe path beforeme—that respond
to us, decisively shaping the interpretations we give them, both in terms of their present profundity and their
future possibilities), to which we must submit asreal. Meek’s extended account of how we move from an
integration of mostly inarticul ate cluesto acoherent pattern through which an objective, self-disclosing reality
becomesmanifestisremarkably insightful and payscareful and repeated examination. Shefillsout and renders
more coherent much of what Polanyi leaves unclear or incompletely developed on these same points. While
therealist epistemology shearticulates, withitsstressonthefallible, partial, and perspectival hold we haveon
things, isakin to critical realism, its stress on the confident, evolving contact we have with things, as distinct
from achieving some definitive representation of things, isakinto direct realism. In effect, Meek’ sexposition
shows Polanyi’ s position to be identifiable with neither of these alternatives and in some senseto lie outside
of both of these well-known positions.

Meek’ sdiscussionin chapter 20 of how theinevitability of mistakesin our knowing do not vitiate our
contact withreality isparticularly insightful —indeed, how despite being mistakeninthisor that respect, wecan,
at least in most cases, till legitimately claim to know athing, how mistakes themselves can often be turned to
positive epistemic effect, and how aconsideration of thingsfrom different perspectivesbringsto light how we
can move beyond them. On the former model mistakes were ssmply non-knowledge; on the new model,
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mistakes are things we learn from, shortcomings or partialities in our grasp of the real, and occasionally
serendipitous keys that unlock awhole new understanding of things we thought we knew well. Importantly,
Meek returnstoward the end of thischapter (20) and inthefollowing chapter (21) to affirm the partial truth and
continuing subordinateimportance of the former model’ sinsistence onrigor in our scrutiny of claimsto know,
their justification (especially onceitsfal seideal sof certainty and explicitnesshave been deposed), and thebases
onwhichwearriveat our conclusions.* She goeson to devote a chapter to dealing with doubts and apparently
contrary evidence concerning what we are striving to know, another to our ethical obligationsto what we seek
to know, and still another to the hope that undergirds the model of knowing sheis offering:

Onamodel that required certainty, certainty ended up dying, andlittlehopeseemedtoremain
for knowing anything, let alone knowing God. An extended look at ordinary human
experiencein knowing has hel ped usto see that knowing happened, to see how it works, and
to see how we can reasonably hope by means of it to accessthe real. The misguided quest
for certainty wasin the end the very thing that blinded usto the substantial groundswe have
for confidence in our efforts to engage the world. We cannot be exhaustively certain; nor
would we want to pay itsprice. The alternativeto what isin fact sterile certainty isavery
fertile capacity to engage and evokereality. We need not mournits demisewhen confidence
waitsinthewingsto replaceit. And confidenceisaconcept that accords better, and not only
withtherisky effortsof our ventures. It also accordsbetter with the prospect of their success.
It restores hope. (181)

Following each stage of Meek’ s exposition of the alternative Polanyian model of knowing (specifi-
cally, inthelast sections of chapters 7 through 23) she returnsto and emends her account of knowing Jeff, her
auto mechanic (begunin chapter 4), and, inanal ogy withit, her account of how it isthat we can know God. Her
stressison the ordinariness of such knowing and acontinuity acrossall typesof knowing in opposition of those
who would assert that knowing God entails a different or special kind of knowing.

Somewriters, for example, have stressed that knowing God, as distinct from other kinds of knowing,
involves a peculiar sort of mystical experience, that it relies upon some authoritative word as a source of
knowledge, that it requires acommitment (that can be at times obstinate), and/or that it demands some sort of
faith (an entrustment of ourselves beyond what we can presently justify). Meek’s response to these supposed
distinguishing marksis, first, to explainthat, aslong asordinary experienceisnot limited to anarrow empiricist
conception where everything is supposed to be explicitly specifiable, thereisno need for religious knowing to
appeal to any non-ordinary sort of “mystical” experience (actualy, in accord with her Reformed Protestant
tradition, she seemsdismissiveof any notion of “mystical” experienceassuch). Second, sheexplainshow each
of theother three marks, properly understood, areinvolvedin ordinary non-religiousactsof knowing, including
(following Polanyi’ s account) scientific knowing; they aren’t opposed to rationality (commonsense, ordinary
rationality) but rationality in crucial respects depends on them.

Thus, inamanner fundamentally similar to how we know ordinary things such asthereliability of an
auto mechanic, knowing God, according to Meek’ saccount, involvesaresponsi ble ongoing struggletorely on
clues, drawnfromthefull rangeof our experienceandthewordsof trustworthy guides(God meetsus, according
to Meek, in the Word, in the world, and in ourselves [195]), to focus on a coherent pattern of overarching
meaning throughwhich thetranscendent reality of God beginsto discloseitself tousand wesubmittoitsreality.
In her own words,
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Coming to know God islikethis. Y ou hear afriend describe what the Bible says about God
and about why you need to know him. It makes surprising and humbling sense of our
experience. It makessenseof your significanceand glory; it makessenseof your brokenness.
It holdsthe prospect of being the very thing you' ve beenlonging for. Y ou decidetotakethe
risk and reach out to Jesus Christ, asking him to forgive your rebellion and trusting him to
saveyou. ... Our study of the Bible, combined with your experiences of our selvesand our
world over time, builds our grasp of who God is. We grow in knowing him aswetry to do
what he saysto do. So it isthat knowing God, like knowing an auto mechanic, involvesa
moving from unknowing to knowing, and at each point of contact fresh decisionstotrust and
follow are called for. (67-68)

Further,

Thepattern of God' swaysand words[to the apprehension of which her effortsat integrating
cluesaredirected] stretchesto the very edges of my life experience and greets me each new
day with fresh installments. The grand drama of redemption recorded in Scripture lends
meaning to my human experience. In light of it | recognize my dignity as a human, the
inherent worth of my effortsin thisworld, and the longing for glory and restoration that my
pain and brokennesscry out for. Plus, integrating to the pattern of the God of Scripturetakes
“coherent center of agency” [Meek’s characterization of realities that disclose themselves
through the patterns of our perceptual integrations] to anew level! (122)

Meek is careful to take account of the genuine struggles that people of faith have in maintaining a
confident senseof thereality of God: desert periodsinwhich God’ spresenceisnot felt, challengesto one’ sfaith
from others, and encounterswith the presence of evil in one’ sown experience and that of others. Her treatment
of these is both genuine and insightful.

The one difference she does introduce between knowing God and knowing an auto mechanic is that
of an obstacle, a“bentness’ (human rebellion against God), in our nature that keeps us from recognizing God
(see, among other places, pp. 94-95). We do not always want what is good, and these desires unavoidably
influence how we dispose ourselvesin integrating the cluesthat shape our knowing and acting. Asaresult, we
see what we want to see, and not necessarily what isthere to be seen. So what we seeis sometimes “bent” or
distorted, unsubmissive to God. Thus our “bentness’ cannot but cloud our knowing. But this “bentness,”
accordingto Meek, iscurable. “But that isthe point of thelife-giving message of the good news of Jesus Christ.
The oneto whom we areresistantly blind is perfectly positioned to cure our blindness’ (165). Hencewe need
toask for hel pfromwiseguidesand divinegracewith theorientation of our hearts. Neverthel ess, this* bentness”
in our nature, she contends, does not contradict the structural similarity between the two kinds of knowing.

The Possibility of Being Religiously Mistaken

Could such a supposed knowing of God as Meek expounds and defends be comprehensively wrong
or wrong in significant respects? Meek responds:
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In healthy measure my claimsabout God hang on my trustinthewordsof the Bible swriters,
which though recorded over millenniaconsistently uniteto affirm that Jesusis God and that
hewill return to save and to judge. Could they have been wrong? It’spossible. Could | be
mistaking their import? Possibly; certainly in some measure. Can | nevertheless seethat |
am involved in an act of knowing with respect to God—an integrative pattern making to
which | submit as it engages mein the world? Profoundly yes. Can | come to understand
better, increase my skill at knowing God? Yes. My knowing will inevitably benefit when
| study the Bible and the world carefully, think through my “inner game,” trying to embody
what my coaches are saying. (163-164)

So Meek doesacknowledgefallibility here. Whileshedoesadmit that her understanding of thereality
of God isresistant to contrary interpretations of events and experiencesthat would discredit Scriptural claims
(asarevirtually any of our non-religiousconvictions, sheiscareful tonote), thisobstinacy of belief, sheclarifies,
is not immune to every conceivable counterattack. She also points out that the Bible doesn’t portray God as
calling his people blindly to obey. For example, she points out how it appeals to the empirical testimony of
God’s mighty acts and the beneficial results from living faithfully in relationship with him. Nor, she says, is
the basisfor her theological understanding simply amatter of trusting the words of the Bible, her parents, and
her teachers, for her own experiencesof having lived asaChristianfor many yearshasledto new and freshways
to apply Scripture to her experience.

| wonder, however, how much Meek has considered in this connection the sort of error that can arise
from self-reinforcing systems of implicit belief, asin the Azande belief in Witchcraft that Polanyi discussesin
Personal Knowledge (to which Meek makes no reference). Polanyi there remarks (PK 294),

| conclude that what earlier philosophers have alluded to by speaking of coherence as the
criterionof truth[onwhich M eek hasplaced so much, though not exclusive, emphasis] isonly
acriterion of stability. It may equally stabilize an erroneous or atrue view of the universe.
Theattribution of truth to any particular stable alternativeisafiduciary act which cannot be
analyzed in non-committal terms. . .. [T]here exists no principle of doubt the operation of
whichwill discover for uswhich of two systemsof implicit belief sistrue—exceptinthesense
that we will admit decisive evidence against the one we do not believe to be true, and not
against the other.

Thiscomment, of course, does not resolvetheissue, but it doesraise the possibility that one can have
acomprehensivereligiousinterpretation of lifeandtheworld thatisentirely coherent asunderstood fromwithin
(i.e., makes sense of experience, even more apparent sense than other religious views as comprehended from
that perspective) and that is, neverthel ess, fundamentally in error — error that, according to Polanyi, cannot be
non-committally and neutrally (in independence from a competing world view) determined as such. Other,
apparently contradictory views will seem to be in error, just as this view will seem to be in error from their
perspective. Thisraisesthethorny problem of religiouspluralism, the problem of theapparent conflict between
competing religious claims, and Meek has offered us preciouslittleinsight asto how to approach dealing with
it.
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The Problem of Religious Pluralism

After carefully working through Meek’ s argument on behalf of knowing God, | am left thinking that
it would be possible to mount an exactly parallel argument — changing only a few words and names and
referencesto sacred scripturebut no essential elementinthestructureof theargument M eek presents—on behal f
of knowing, say, the Dao in Chinese Daoism, the Dharmakaya in Mahayana Buddhism, Allah in Islam, or
Brahman in Vedantic Hinduism —indeed, as no less “ coherent centers of agency” than the God of the Bible.
Perhaps more disturbing, would it not be possible to mount an argument culminating in knowing my ultimate
blessing in the Celestial Heaven according to Mormonism, attaining to complete “clarity” in Scientology, or
realizing mystical identity with the Mother Goddessin Wicca? | can well imagine afollower of one of these
alternativereligionsenthused withwhat appearsto beapossibility of demonstrating that onecan knowwhatever
the ultimatereality isconceived to beinthesereligions. (I ponder these possibilities not simply as an amateur
inthe comparative study of religionsbut asonewho has studied and taught in the discipline of the comparative
study of religions, utilizing amethodol ogy of systematic disciplined empathy, for over 30 years.) What would
stand in the way of mounting any of these arguments? Has Meek presented a basis for ruling out any such
argument assignificantly less plausiblefor those respectivefollowersthan her argument comesacrossasbeing
for Reformed Protestants?

Meek doesat least say this. “It [the Bibl€] tellsmethat this Jesusisthe only way to God, and that the
only way to know Jesus isthrough God' stelling us about him in the Bible, and God the Holy Spirit’s making
meunderstand. What the Bibletells me makes sense of my experiencethat Christianity aloneisdifferent from
all other futileeffortstoreach God” (87). Theseother religionscould, of course, makeasimilar claim, but some
representativesin fact do say that their faith isnot an exclusive way to at-onement with ultimatereality. Meek
goes on to write,

Could the world be not God' s clothes, but God, as some pagan religions hold? This makes
less sense of my experience. If all that isreal is God, then either God is not good, or evil is
good. What is, isgood, and is God. But that makesno sense. . .. It makes more senseto
seeourselvesand our world in broken relationship to God, rather than as God. Of coursethat
means God must be a person, rather than aforce, and persons rightly expect things of you.
Rather than face this painful thought, many people opt for theforce. But the question is not
which is more comfortable, but which makes better sense of my experience. (88)

Without going into point by point detail here, my first thought is that this hardly represents an
empathetic understanding or afair appraisal of any of the sophisticated pantheisms of which | am aware or of
their respective conceptions of morality. Inany case, there are several other religioustraditionswhich hold to
aperson-like conception of theultimatereality akinto Meek’ sunderstanding of the Christian God—e.g., Islam,
VaishnavaHinduism, Sikhism, and Jodo Shinshu Buddhism. 1.e., Christianity ishardly uniquein thisrespect.

One of the points | wish to makeisthat if we are to assess apparently contradictory religious claims
between different religionsfairly andjustly, weneed to do our very best to make sure we have understood them
to the satisfaction of knowledgeable, reflective, mature insiders plus level-headedly and carefully listened to
how such insidersrespond to the critical issuesweraise. (Aswell we need to be aware of how vulnerable our
own tradition, asmay be seen and understood by others, istotheir critical evaluation.) Very often what appears
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to beasignificant difference between onetradition and another isnot the differenceit appearsat first to be (and
may not bethe contradiction it first appeared to be), and what appears to be agreement on digging deeper may
turn out to harbor a significant disagreement.

Let us suppose for the moment that this kind of inter-religious inquiry can be mounted and that
disciplined empathetic understandings can be developed all around —abig “if.” If so, it would mean that we
arenot just left with contradi ctory counterclaims; therewoul d be something of aquasi-neutral ground onwhich
to inquire. (It would not be non-committal, but a ground of mutuality opened up by an overlap of our
commitments.) What can we hope to determine thereby? My surmise, based on considerable effortsmadein
thisdirection by myself and others, isthat alot can be learned about not only commonalities and divergences
far beyond what is evident on the surface but also how capacious, coherent, and profound are the explanations
of thelifeissuesthat the great religioustraditions other than our own offer (lessso for the alternativetraditions
mentioned above). What are we to make of that? | am myself inclined to confess my agnosticism regarding
wherewearelikely toend up. Onsomeissueswewill cometo mutual understanding and agreement. On other
issues we will come hopefully to mutual understanding but disagreement, possibly learning that we aim at
fundamentally distinct but not necessarily contradictory goals. On still other issueswe may cometo no clear
resol ution or nothing closeto agreement asfar aswecandetermine. Meek isinclinedto simply taketheapparent
Scriptural word that Jesusis the only way as settling theissue. | realize that Scripture saysthis, but | am not
so confident that | fully know and understand what it means and how it isto be applied in this context.®

Might it be that the Daoist, the Buddhist, and the Hindu have just as much legitimate claim to know
their ultimatereality asdoesM eek alongwith her fellow Reformed Protestantsonthesort of basi sthat sheclaims
sheknows, especially giventhat thereisno neutral, non-committal basisfor determiningwhichistrueandwhich
isfalse? Doesapositive answer to thisquestion necessarily entail the contradiction that Meek believesit must?
All of thisraisesanew in my mind one of the longstanding issues over Polanyian interpretation: Do religious
realitiesexist (or not) independently of our commitments, or arethey sustainedin being asit were (“validated,”
to use one of Polanyi’'s terms) by our commitments? Clearly Meek wants to say that they do exist
independently, though we cannot refer to them non-committally (just as we cannot refer to any reality non-
committally), and | havebeenandstill aminclinedto agree. However, theissuesthat | amraising hereconstitute
an important set of evidence against this position, or at least on behalf of qualifyingit. There aretwo matters
touched uponin Meek’ soverall argument that directly bear uponthis: theanal ogy with Magic Eye picturesand
her account of the role of authoritative guides for our knowing.

First, Meek makes a great deal of the case of Magic Eye pictures, which first appear as a two-
dimensional field of minute meaningless random colored figures. The directionstell usto look with patience
for ameaningful three-dimensional pattern to appear several inches beyond the surface of the picture. Lo and
behold, at least for those of uswho are not Magic Eye picture challenged, athree-dimensional image, say, of
leaping dolphinsthen appears. The curiousthing to me, which Meek doesn’'t begin to explore, isthe status of
the three-dimensional image: what sort of ontological status does it have? We sometimes call such things
“virtual redlities.” They only exist actually for thosewho actively integratethevisual cluestotheir appearance,
and then only for the moment in which wedo (and, of course, in our memories of having doneso). Inany case,
they don’t exist independently of our integrationintheway that the marble ow! sitting above me on my window
sill does. Yet, quitereliably, they appear again and againin consistent ways aswe return to theintegration that
occasions their appearance, so we can say that their potential knower-dependent virtual existence exists
independently of anyone's present actual integration.
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Now | can imagine that Meek would concede that the religious realities of religious traditions other
than Christianity (as she understandsiit) have at least this sort of virtual reality for their adherents; they know
it at least inthissense. Thetroubleis, | can imagine that those adherents would concede that God for her, the
God she claimsto know, hasat |east thissort of virtual reality too. Andaswell | canreadily imagine both sides
conceding that the others believe that the “virtual reality” that they thereby “know” isn’t just virtual, but that
it exists (or thereality to which it refers exists) independently of their integration. What isit, on the Polanyian
grounds that Meek adduces, that enables us to mark and tell the difference between virtua reality and
independently existing reality? M eek would no doubt appeal to theway thelatter manifestsitself inexhaustibly,
that it comes across as a center of self-initiating and self-disclosing activity towards us, and even that it comes
acrossasbeing cognizant of usevenasweareof it. Butwhat isto prevent adherentsof other traditionsappealing
in pretty much the same way to the same sort of features of the religious realities they claim to know? Some
adherents of which | am aware actually do so. What are we to make of that? Meek doesn’t seem to allow for
that possibility, let alone indicate how she might respond. s she open to genuine inter-religious dialogue on
this matter? On the basis of Longing to Know, it doesn’t seem so.

Second, Meek makes a strong case (chapter 13) for the role of authoritative guides in everyday
commonsense knowing, both by way of traditions of practical knowing (e.g., the practical know how passed
on among auto mechanics) and teachers/mentors who provide us with direct instruction. She points out how
thisisinvolvedinsciencetoo, aswell asin Christianlifeandlearning. Specifically,inChristianlifeandlearning
Sacred Scripture plays an indispensable, crucial role in this respect, especialy in the Reformed Protestant
tradition in which she stands. The Biblefor her istheinstruction book for Christians. Theissuel wishtoraise
pertains to the status of the guiding authoritative word. Isit a pointer to truths that are ultimately accessible
directly and/or independently of the pointer, or is Scriptureitself truth (or at |east an essential part of thetruth)?
as far as human beings are concerned?

Saren Kierkegaard drew adistinction (in his Philosophical Fragments, among other places) between
asocratic teacher and an apostolic teacher (and ultimately, behind the apostle, the God-man, Jesus Christ). A
socratic teacher, like in the story from Plato’s Meno alluded to earlier, is the occasion for the student coming
to understand certain eternal truths, but he (the socratic teacher) isinessential to thetruth itself. Heismerely,
asit were, apointer to thetruth that the student must cometo apprehend for himself. And when the student has
done so, the student stands, at least in respect to that truth, equal to theteacher and theteacher, asit were, drops
out of thepicture. Anapostolicteacher, or theword of anapostolicteacher, tothecontrary, isnot amereoccasion
or pointer for the student; heisessential. The student’srelation to the truth passes through the teacher’ sword
andisonly accessiblethroughthat authoritativeword. Onreceivingthetruthin question, theauthoritativeword
of the teacher doesn’t drop out of the picture.

Meek doesn’t seem ready to recognize such a distinction and conflates the two types of teacher into
the second type (perhaps her interest in minimizing the difference between knowledge of God and knowledge
of other sortsisafactor in this connection).  She writes, for example,

Oncewe havepersonally developed askill, theauthoritativeword nolonger seemsto operate

inagrand void, asit did when we were novices. ... Weno longer have asense of blindly

trusting words we hardly understand. We have achieved our own pattern of world

experiences and thus accessed the real. We now interpret aright for ourselves our bodily

sense. But actually, in our personal successwe have not left the guiding words behind. We
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have only cometo livein thewords, embody them. They are no longer outside us; they are
inside us. (101)

Although she doesn’t quite say it here, | get theimpression from this and what else shewritesin this
chapter that generally Meek holds that we don’t grow in our knowing beyond the words of our authoritative
guides. | think that issimply not true, at least in many cases. Yet | am ready to concede that it would haveto
be true in the case of Meek’s strong affirmation of Scriptural authority.

But if so, how does that not leave usin the situation of the Magic Eye pictures? Being ineradicably
dependent on the depiction of God given in Scripture and having no (or very little) independent access to the
reality of God, what is it that makes God thus depicted more than a virtual reality for us (not just three-
dimensional and more or less static, but active and dynamic and self-disclosing as well, both to us and
simultaneously to otherswho entrust oursel vesto the same Scripture)? | would really liketoknow. InPersonal
Knowledge (pp. 196-199) Polanyi talks about the Christian mystic's effort to “break out” of our normal
conceptual framework in seeking an ecstatic vision of at-onement with God. Thiswould seem to point to a
means of independent accessto thereality of God beyond present representations, including those of Scripture,
while nevertheless relying on the Christian conceptual framework as a pointer to that reality. But Meek’s
denegration of mystical experience seemsto close off thispossibility, at least in her judgment. So, again| ask,
what isit that makes knowing God more than knowing avirtual reality, and that would differentiate knowing
God in aclear and decisive way from knowing the Dharmakaya through reliance upon Buddhist scriptures
(which, by theway, Buddhistsinsist are just pointers) or knowing Brahman through reliance upon the Vedas,
etc.?

A Concluding Note

Despite my many questions and critical reservations, | think Longing to Know is important and
valuable for many reasons, for the reasons | have aready given aswell asfor others| have not given. One of
the most important reasons of al, in my judgment, that | have not mentioned earlier is the confidence and
incentive to reflect and inquire philosophically with Polanyian resources that Longing to Know conveys to
ordinary folkswho already happen torely, or who areready to rely, on Scripturein the way Meek does. From
what | amlearning of thepopular receptionthebook isreceivinginmany andwidening circles, thisissomething
to be celebrated and encouraged. If anything is able to combat the anti-intellectual, close-minded tendencies
of much of right wing Protestantism, insidersreflecting and inquiring philosophically will do so probably more
effectively than anything else.

Endnotes

1 On the concept of ‘reduplication’ and its purpose, see Sgren Kierkegaard's The Concluding
Unscientific Postscript.

2 According to Stephen Toulmin, the root problem of the modern ideaof rationality isnot theideal of
certainty by itself but the ideal of a theoretical, person-and-culture-invariant (context independent) —i.e.,
mathematical — formulation of the explanatory principles underlying what appears. Thisis the specificaly
modern take on (i.e., interpretation of) universality as an essential requirement of knowledge, in addition to
certainty and necessity. Meek alludesto thesethree, but focuses almost exclusively on certainty asthe source
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problem. Inany case, Toulmin’s point about universality surely isamatter to betaken into account in addition
to the methodol ogical doubt at the heart of the modern critical tradition that | go onto describe. SeeToulmin's
Return to Reason (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001).

3 Dale Cannon, “Construing Polanyi’s Tacit Knowledge as Knowing by Acquaintance Rather than
Knowing by Representation: Some Implications,” Tradition and Discovery: The Polanyi Society Periodical
29:2 (2002-2003), 26-43. Meek doesnot utilizethisterminology, but | believeit replicatesfairly well the shift
shearticulates. Meek’ s account of the new model of knowing alludes (e.g., in referenceto Einstein’s Theory
of Relativity) to thederivative status of representational knowledgerelativeto acquai ntance knowledge, to use
my terminology, but she does not devel op an explanation of their relationship to any extent. To some extent
thiscanbecomeaprobleminsofar asMeek’ saccount of theintegrative patternsto which our effortsat knowing
aredirected seemsto conflate perceptual patternsimmediately experienced and explanatory structures beyond
immediate experiencethat weformulatein theoretical explanations. Thetwo arenot thesameanditisnot clear
on Meek’s account how they are not the same, though perhaps she could account for the latter in terms of
impersonal “ coherent centers of agency” that are disclosed through specific perceptual patterns. Yet Meek’s
account of a tree understood as conforming to impersonal laws that govern its behavior versus the tree
understood “ as athing made and moved by the utterly faithful words of aninfinite person for hisown delight”
(144) would seem to leave little room for a scientific explanation (or at least not much appreciation for one).

4 Meek does not, however, bring out what truth still lies in the representational understanding of
knowledge that the old model exclusively emphasized.

5 The category of “bentness’ becomes interestingly problematic in reference to persons occupying
perspectives(e.g., religiousworld views) other than our own, whereby wearetempted to attribute the obstinacy
of their belief structurestotheir “ bentness.” Meanwhile, relativeto our lack of empathi c understanding of them
we may be no less “bent” than they are, if not more so.

5| say this partly from having come to realize that there often can be found much that is worthy of
profound appreciation in traditions other than my own — even things | can learn and appropriate without
compromise asa Christian —but partly also from coming to realize how thisvery passage of Scripture, among
others, can easily become a pretext for inhospitality, lack of charity, and an unreadiness for empathy toward
persons and practices that are ssimply unfamiliar and strange. On the other hand, | am not at all in favor of
mindless tolerance and relativism. What is key here is more sensitive discernment, not less.

"Maybewecould say thisabout theultimatereality inits“ manifest aspects’ (what Hindu’ scall saguna
Brahman) while ultimate readlity in its “unmanifest aspects’ (nirguna Brahman) transcendently exists
independently of our merely human apprehension and our capacity to represent it.

8 Thiswould make Scripture arepresentative or representational truth of Revelation, tobetaken at its
divinely authorized word. 1t would represent truth that is directly inaccessible, at least as far as this life is
concerned. Knowledge by acquaintance of such truth would not be possible, only knowledge by acquaintance
of its representation in Scripture.
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