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Polanyi’ s philosophy of science is appealing to theologians because it shows that all acts of commitment to
comprehensive interpretative frameworks are similar in fiduciary structure even though their content and
focusmay be quite different. Therecent biography of Polanyi was co-authored by a scientist and a theologian
whose different fields of expertise helped them appreciate the full scope of Polanyi’'s career. Polanyi's
commitment to Christianity cannot be neatly categorized. Asalarge-hearted, open-minded, convivial thinker,
he affirmed the Protestant and Enlightenment tradition of responsible, conscientiousinquiryinall fields, from
physics to religion. Polanyi hoped that a renewed understanding of the tacit and personal dimension of
knowing might act asan antidoteto the nihilistic philosophiesthat | ed to the destr uction of Europeintheworld
wars.

Theonlyinterestin Polanyiin Great Britain (and | suspectintheU.S.A. aswell) isamongthose
who see him as offering away back in for religious knowledge as co-equal with scientific
knowledge. Thisamounts, in my opinion, to aperversion of Polanyi’sview. For emotional
and aestheticreasonshewoul dloveto have been ableto equatethetwo but rationally hecould
not. The consequence has been that scientists, to whom Polanyi has matter of great
significance to impart, regard him as a wild man, amystic, against whom science must be
protected. Itisatragedy for Polanyi’ sreputationandfor thetheory of science—hewasagood
man fallen among theol ogians!*

AsaRoman Cathalic, | am conditioned to begin acommunion service by confessing my faults. When
| first read Norman Wetherick’ slament over Polanyi unhappy alliancewith theologians, | said to myself, “Mea
culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa!” My interest in developing a proof for the existence of God iswhat led
tomy first contact with Polanyi’ swork. | showed aversion of my proof to AlanWeinblatt, my academic advisor
and later director of my B.A. honors thesis; he replied, “You must read Personal Knowledge.” | am not a
disinterested inquirer. My interest in epistemol ogy has always been shaded and influenced by my theological
standpoint. | am not just interested in how we know what we know. | want to understand how we know what
we know about God.

By thetimel found Wetherick’ scomplaintinBill Scott’ sfiles, | wasalready well dlongwiththerevision
of the biography. | had aso already met Wetherick in person and spent an enchanting afternoon with him and
hiswifeat their flatin Edinborough. Neither hisatheismnor my thei sm kept usfromenjoyinglunchtogether and
ruminating on Polanyi’ s philosophy. Those who do not know Wetherick should strive to hear the chuckle in
his voice and recognize the gentle humor in hisjibe.
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If either Polanyi or Scott could have been consulted, | doubt that either would have thought that a
dogmatic Roman Catholi c theol ogian would beagood choicetorevisethebiography. My primary qualifications
werethat | had enough time at the right time (1997-1998) because of amajor sabbatical from teaching and that
| had enough confidenceinmy skillsasareader andwriter tothink that perhaps| could beof serviceto Polanyians
by producing an abridged version of Scott’ swork. Itwasnot until Phil Mullinsquestioned meabout my traini ng
inscienceafter thebook appearedthat | realizedthat I, like Polanyi himself, wasa" border crosser” (Tyson, 22)
My scientific credential sare (assomescientistsarewont to say) “ not much different from zero.” Inhighschool,
| didvery well infreshmanbiol ogy and wasgivenastack of collegetextbookstoread onevolution by my teacher.
| wasin science honors for the next two years, but dropped out of the fourth-year course to concentrate on an
Advanced Placement tutorial incalculus. My last sciencecourse, of asort, was" Techno-Scientific Perspectives
onManandHisEnvironment” inmy first year of college. | disagreedwithmy teacher’ sview of scientificmethod
and remember vividly the disappointment | felt about the grade on my final paper and for the course.

Phil Mullins is right about the difficulties | faced in understanding Scott’s overview of Polanyi’s
scientificcareer (Mullins, 10). | did thefirst reorganization and abridgement of Scott’ smanuscript whileliving
at CampionHall inOxford. | wenttotheRadcliffeScienceLibrary regularly to consult encyclopedias, text books,
historiesof science, andjournals. My immersionintheworld of scienceled to an epiphany oneday on my walk
from Campionto Radcliffe: | sawinaflash how theuniversemust ook tothosewho are persuaded (for whatever
reason) that thereisno God. From that standpoint, the only logical conclusionisthat al life and intelligence
happened simply by chance. Thiswasayear beforethe controversy about the Polanyi Center and thearguments
about complexity and I ntelligent Design. For committed athel sts, thereisno cal cul ation of improbability that can
shake their view that strange and improbabl e things do happen, no matter how long the odds may be against
theevent. For them, our existence heretoday isatributeto the power of random mutationspreserved by natural
selection. Intheidiomof DouglasN. Adams' Hitchhiker’ sGuidetothe Galaxy, theentireuniverseisaninfinite
improbability machine.

The primary reason | wanted to read Bill Scott’ s biography of Polanyi wasto find out where he stood
on the conflict between theistsand atheists. On December 1, 1941, Polanyi returned abook to Professor Willis
Jacksoninthe Department of Electro-Technicsat Manchester with the comment, “ | do not think the author has
beenfortunatein stating hisfaithin God assomething capableo;‘ completeendorsement by reasoned argument.
However, that ambition may betoo high for any mortal brain.”” Twenty-fiveyearslater, Polanyi musedin an
unpublished fragment that “We must |ove him so that he may exist, not love him because he exist[s]. Hecan be
loved but not observed.” 4 Perhapsthisshoul d becalled Polanyi’ s Theol ogical Uncertainty Principle. God meant
agreat deal to him. As Gelwick shows so well, “Religion as spiritual and intellectual concern for the human
condition and its aspirations are at the heart of Polanyi’swork. The basic framework of Jewish and Christian
thought that takesthe courseof history asrevealing both human greatnessand frailty and al sotheneed for human
dedication to good over evil and love over hateispresentin all hiswork” (Gelwick, 30).

Thereis, then, no simplereligious category into which Polanyi may be slotted. He was quietly,
privately, determinedly non-credal. In a sense, he was non-denominational long before the non-
denominational movement began. No particular version of Christianity won hisheart. Phil Mullinsrecently
called my attention to “ The English and the Continent,” an essay writtenin 1943, which led to Polanyi’s
involvement in the Moot.* In this essay, Polanyi praises the Protestant foundation of English culture:

Tolerancein England was areligious doctrine, adoctrine for the protection of the joint
religious interests of all Protestant sects. It was established as a safeguard against the
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Government, against Catholicism, and against Atheism. ... Tolerance, beingoriginally arule
of religiousenquiry, excluded Catholics, becausethe Catholic Church denied freedomtosuch
anenquiry, and it excluded al so athei stsbecause they refused to accept the starting point, the
heuristic principle, underlying theenquiry (373).

For Polanyi, the Protestant faith rests on “the conception of individual responsibility” (375). Heembodied this
principleinhisownspiritual life, taking responsibility for hisconcept of God and for themoral implicationsthat
flowed fromit. Hesaw thereligiousfoundation of English and European civilization, and wanted to strengthen
itthrough hisphilosophy of freedomand responsibility: “Nothingwill grow frommoral unbelief. Thebolder our
plansfor thefuture, thedeeper must they berootedintheoriginal ideasof our civilization” (381). Inhisownunique
and personal way, heintended to aly himself with “the English attempt to carry on the great Reformation into
themodern scientificage” (381).

| am, by birth, taste, temperament, and personal commitment, profoundly sympathetictoLeeCongdon’'s
assertion that “ Spiritual pilgrims cannot be content with the assurance that Christianity, understood as a set of
profound myths, isexistentially meaningful; they want to know whether or not it witnessesto thetruth, or rather
TheTruth” (Congdon, 13). | believethat Christianity claimsto haveknowledgeof Godthat canbefound nowhere
el se except by accepting the testimony of the apostles about the person and work of Jesus of Nazareth. But |
think it is wrong to excommunicate Polanyi from the assembly of “spiritual pilgrims.” He consciously and
consistently identified himself with Christianity even when he, his sister, her husband, and other friends and
family members had suffered on account of their Jewish heritage. | am also not sure that Polanyi’s lifelong
struggleswith depressionwerespecifically related to hisinability to accept “ thedogmasof historic Christianity”
(Congdon, 14). At times, his unhappiness may have been related to a sense of being on the outside of agreat
Christian feast which hefound himself unableto join, but the genesis of hissorrowsismorelikely to berooted
intheloss of hisfather early in life and hislifelong struggles with his mother’ s turbulent personality.

I think Gelwick’ sappraisal of Polanyi’ sphilosophy of religioniscloser tothemark. For themost part,
Polanyi was at peace with his own understanding of and commitment to Christianity as a springboard for
“economic, social,and palitical reform” (Gelwick, 31). Gelwick makesanimportant distinction between Polanyi’s
interest in the common structure of al acts of faith by which we make any commitment to any comprehensive
interpretative framework (“the faith by which one believes’) and the content of the faith established by that
framework (“thefaiththatisbelieved”; [Gelwick, 31]). Thisiswherel takeissuewithWetherick’ sportrait of how
theologians use (or misuse) Polanyi. Wetherick understands theol ogians as “those who see him as offering a
way back infor religiousknowledgeasco-equal with scientificknowledge.” Gelwick makesamuchmoresubtle
pointand onewithwhich| think Polanyi would agree: religion and scienceareaikeinthefundamental act of trust
that each require (Gelwick, 31-32), but they are not and cannot be “co-equal” because the specific claims of
religious and scientific faith are about radically different kinds of realities. Polanyi held that “ God cannot be
observed” (PK, 279); if God could be observed using scientific techniques, He would not be God but merely a
part of the universe. | think that for Polanyi, thiswould be apermanent boundary for his heuristic philosophy
of religion. Polanyi had theinstincts of amysticif not the experiences of amystic. For him, God must always
be greater than anything we can say about Him.

Robertsclaimsthat Polanyi’ sreligiousstanceledto being offeredtheTillich chair at Harvard (Roberts,

17). | found nothing onthisinreading thefilesat the Regenstein nor in doing aquick review of Scott’ sfilesfor

thisessay. The offer must have been made viva voce or in some form that has not otherwise been preserved.
37



Itisnot the kind of fact that either Scott or | would have suppressed if we had known about it. Tillich moved
fromHarvardtotheUniversity of Crgi cagoin1962. InOctober of 1962, Polanyi gavetheTerry Lecturesat Y ale.
Hemet Tillichin February of 1963." It ispossible that someone suggested Polanyi should throw hishat in the
ringfortheHarvardchair, based onthesuccessof theGifford L ecturesand Per sonal Knowledge, and that Pol anyi
mentioned thisideato Roberts asif adefinite offer had been made.

| very muchappreciateRoberts' criticismthat thelast part of thebi ography doesnot giveenoughweight
to Polanyi’ srecognition of “moral inversion” asthekey to acorrect understanding of Europe’ sself-destruction
inthetwo world wars:

Thelast 55 pagesof thebiography, which coverstheperiodthat correspondswithmy timewithMichael,
passestoolightly over Michael’ sconcept of moral inversion. Thisconcept wasimportant to histhought
and was a subject to which he intended to return. ... Mora inversion was at the core of Michael’s
understanding of theviolenceof the20th century. Hehopedtoexplain, ininsightful outline, 20th century
history intermsof moral inversion. (Roberts, 13)

That thiswas to be the major theme of Polanyi’s proposed final synthesis soundsright. Polanyi tried to enlist
thehelp of Grene, Gelwi ck, Poteat, Robertsand othersto pull thismaterial together (Scott and Moleski, 274-275,
281-282, 285). Noneof thethreel ettersfrom Polanyi to Robertsin Scott’ sfiles(February 12, 1968; April 2, 1968;
June 6, 1968) contain the phrase“moral inversion,” but itisclear that it istheright way to epitomize Polanyi’'s
goal of giving “a historical account of the intellectual process leading from the original ideas of the Soviet
Revolutionanditsoriginal conflict withWesternthought totheir present policies’ (February 12, 1968). Polanyi’s
turnto philosophy camefromandwassustained by hisbelief thatideasmatter. If an“intellectual process’ could
wreak such havoc, it might be hoped that areform of theintellect might bring equally great blessings. Polanyi
wroteGelwick inFebruary 8,1964 (in Scott’ sfile):

| was very pleased to read your beautifully formulated account of my ideas in your paper
delivered on the occasion of your call. Theparallelismwith Luther being merely structural,
| havenoobjectiontoit. | thinkitdoesillustrateadead-endsimilar tothat of theRoman Church
in 1500 (see Machiavelli!) and it is not extravagant to suggest that modern [revisionism], of
which | form part, strivesto recover theinnocence of the 18th Century Enlightenment, much
as the Reform strove to recover the purity of biblical faith, as rooted in the individual
conscience.

It seems clear that to the end of hisdays, Polanyi strove to rehabilitate the conscience of the West through his
philosophy of personal knowledge.

Roberts also suggests that the biography should have “a section on Polanyi’'s epistemology,
contrasting it with other approaches, and expl ai ning how Polanyi’ sexplanation of thenature of knowledgecame
from hisexperience seeking truth asaphysical scientist” (Roberts, 18). | deliberately chosenot toinclude such
analyses in the biography for a number of reasons. | believe that the material for such an overview isin the
biography itself. | stroveto highlight such connectionsvery briefly where it was clear that something Polanyi
learned inthelaboratory foreshadowed hislater philosophy of science. The book isunevenly weighted toward
adiscussion of Polanyi’ sscientific career in part becausethat isthe material that Scott wrote about themost and
in part because | thought that it would be the most difficult for humanists to find on their own. Polanyi’s
philosophy, theology, and aesthetics are relatively well-known and speak for themselves in a way that his
scientific writing does not (at least for anon-scientific audience). | made extensive cutsin Scott’ s summaries
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of Polanyi’s philosophical writings because | think the originals are better than any commentary he or | could
produce. It seemsto me that the place for such re-mappings and assessments of Polanyi’s contributionsisin
non-biographical essays or books.

Thisisone of the decisionsthat | imagine Scott would object to most strenuously. In his manuscript,
hetook athematic approach andtried to consolidateand eval uateal | of Polanyi’ scontributionsineachareawhere
he made substantial contributions. the potential theory of adsorption; crystallography; reaction kinetics;
economics; social studies; philosophy and epistemol ogy; theol ogy; and aesthetics. Oneof thereadersfor Oxford
University Pressrecommended astudy of Polanyi’ sinfluencein thefield of the social sciencesand especially
inthe sociology of knowledge. If hehad had thehealth and vitality, I’ m sure Scott would have gladly added that
sectiontothebook. Inmyimaginary argument with Scott over thecorrect designfor thebook, | wononly because
he wasincapacitated and could not insist on keeping hisoriginal design. After editing his manuscript to make
ituniform, | cutitto pieces, reassembleditinrelatively strict chronological order, and | eft out most of hisefforts
todeterminehow great animpact Polanyi hadineach of theseareas. My goal wastotell Polanyi’ slifestory more
orlessasit happened, withamultitudeof differentideasincubating or bearingfruitall throughhislife. Determining
Polanyi’ s significance on the world stage is for other venues.

| was very pleasantly surprised at the theme Ruel Tyson found in the biography. Thereisno
doubt that Polanyi was a master of “the art of conversation” (Tyson, 19) and that he “ embodied in his
person many of the salient features of his concept of conviviaity” (Tyson, 21). When | read the archives at
the Regenstein, | was impressed over and over again at the breadth of Polanyi’ s correspondence and social
contacts. It isclear from many accounts that Polanyi was a charming man in person and that he had a gift of
paying attention to people that set them at ease and filled them with delight. Tyson, like Roberts, adds a
detail that Scott and | would certainly have included if we had heard of it sooner—the story of the young
Polanyi hiding within earshot of his mother’s soirees. Polanyi loved to listen to people and he loved being
listened to. | hope that the biography will let the conversations continue for many years to come.
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