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Theaimof thisessayisto display a congruencebetween several important featuresof Augustine’ stheory
of knowledge, including our knowledge of the world (sapientia) and our knowl edge of the standards guiding
our thought (sapientia), and Michael Polanyi’s theory of personal knowledge. Its purposeisto commend
an interpretation of Polanyi’s thought which situates his major insights within an Augustinian intellectual
tradition and which thereby offers fruitful possibilities for theological reflection, particularly on the reality
of God.

1. TheFormulation of an Experiment

Those inspired by Michael Polanyi’s epistemology frequently cite his contention that his theory of
personal knowledge recovers a crucial Augustinian insight, namely that our thought unfolds out of our
commitments to anterior frameworks.! In particular many theologically oriented interpreters of Polanyi’s
thought have found in this Augustinian emphasis on the priority of faith for understanding a powerful aly in
their efforts to articulate the legitimacy or meaningfulness of Christian faith in the secular context of the
contemporary world. Nevertheless the implications of this Augustinian feature of Polanyi’s theory of
knowledgearerarely exploredinany explicit or detailedway.? Thisisanunfortunategapinmy estimation, since
such unexamined connectionsto the Augustinian heritagemight provideapotentially richtheol ogical resource.

In an effort to illustrate what | mean and to convince other theologians of the value of developing the
thought of Polanyi intermsof the Augustinian heritage, | proposeto exploreinthisessay thepossibility of there
being additional epistemological similarities between Augustine and Polanyi. My intention perhaps can best
be viewed as a thought experiment seeking responses to two interrelated questions. First, was Polanyi’'s
rediscovery of the Augustinianinsight into theimportance of belief for understanding and hisaffirmation and
incorporation of it into his theory of knowledge made possible by additional structural similaritiesin their
respective epistemol ogical positions? | believethat thiscan be convincingly demonstrated. Granted such an
interrelated pattern of thought in their epistemologies, the second, related question isthis: what isthe value
for theol ogical reflection today of trying to understand Polanyi along the lines suggested by the Augustinian
heritage?
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Lest this proposal be misunderstood, | should like to clarify abit what | mean by these questions. My
comparison of Polanyi’ sand Augustine’ stheoriesof knowledge does not presumethat Polanyi was dependent
upon aformal, explicit study of Augustine for the development of histheory. Asfar as| have been ableto
discover, the earliest relevant reference to Augustine in Polanyi’s published writings occurs in Personal
Knowledge. Polanyi’s work as a scientist, however, had convinced him of the need for the acceptance of
authority insciencelongbeforethis.® Indeed when Polanyi wasasked explicitly toward theend of hislifeabout
therelationship of histhought to Augustine, hisresponse simply mentioned his studieslong past and hismore
recent reading of Peter Brown'’ s hiography.* Perhaps these studies occured in the context of hisrelationship
with J. H. Oldham and the Moot. Inany event, al thisexperiment in comparing Polanyi and Augustine need
presume then is that, once Polanyi discovered this particular affinity to Augustine’ s thought, he was able to
identify his project with Augustine's on this point because, in their respective cultural contexts, they had
developed independently epistemological positions with several points of congruence.®

The point behind the second question can be brought into focus by recalling again Polanyi’ sobservation
that we understand reality in light of our commitments. Obviously, then, the dominant intellectual tradition
within which one standsto read Polanyi will affect profoundly what onetakes himto mean. Thisstage of the
thought experiment will attempt to seek out what Polanyi’ s position would appear to be sayingif read in light
of agenerally formulated Augustinian approach to knowledge. Thisrequires, obviously, that much of thisessay
be devoted to an exposition of Augustine’s epistemological assumptions. Its theological aim would be to
discover how our knowledge of God might beunderstood from such an explicitly acknowl edged interpretation
of Polanyi’ stheory of personal knowledge.

One additional observation is necessary. Augustine was not a philosopher in the modern sense of the
term. A few of hisworks do display the character of a sustained treatise on philosophical themes, such ashis
effort to combat skepticismin Against the Academics. Most of hisvast literary output, however, iscomposed
by way of response to pressing personal or ecclesiastical circumstances, not out of the studied leisurethat is
themark of theoretical preoccupations. Hismajor orientation, inother words, istheol ogical and practical, even
in his earlier works. When he identifies at the beginning of hisliterary career the most important topics of
reflection to be God and the soul (sol., 1.17),6 we discover what isat the heart of all hisintellectual inquiries—
the return of the soul to its source and genuine fulfillment in God. Conseguently, since he has no treatise on
the question, thetask of formulating the general contours of Augustine' sdoctrine on knowledge requiresthat
it be extracted from the corpus of his works wherever he saw the need to insert elements of his teaching on
knowledgewhileintheprocessof discussingwhat wasfor himsomemoreurgent topic. Thiswouldbeadaunting
task wereit not for thefact that several scholarly studiesof Augusting’ sview of knowledge haverecently been
published. | gratefully acknowledge that this outline of Augustine’s theory of knowing, including the
interpretation of the textual material, will be guided by these studies.”

2. APreliminary Overview

Augustine formulated his views of knowledge out of his conviction that al learning is made possible
through the acceptance of the authority based on faith in Christ and through the subtle reasoning manifested
by the Platonists(c. Acad., 3.20.43). Before considering thistwofold source of learning, it would be helpful to
provideapreliminary glimpseinto theintellectual world Augustinecalled “ Platonist.” What he meant by this
term modern scholarship identifies as the tradition mediating Platonic doctrinesto Augustinein their Middle
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Platonic and Neoplatonic forms, particularly in the Latin versions of the works of Plotinus and Porphyry.

This was a hierarchical world, with the highest reality purely spiritual. It was the revolutionary
otherworldliness of Ambrose’ s sermons that probably first stirred Augustine to begin to see the limits of his
materialistic conceptions of thedivine (conf., 5.10.19-20) and the need to seek for something more.® Once he
had entered thisworld hesaw that “ therational soul . . . hasbeen placedin somekind of middlestate, inasmuch
asit hasthe bodily creation beneath it, but its own and the body’ s creator aboveit” (ep., 140.3).

In thismiddle position, human reason or the mind correspondingly had two functions. “Higher reason”
(ratio superior) understands eternal reasons (rationes aeter nae) that are the principal forms of thingsand are
containedinthedivinelntelligence(div.qu., 45.1-2). Reasoninthissenseleadstothecontemplation of wisdom
(sapientia). “Lower reason” (ratioinferior) hasthefunction of knowing corporeal reality inlight of theseeternal
reasons. When reason in this sense orders corporeal things according to some rationale or pattern, it leadsto
knowledge or science (scientia).

What allowsthemindtofunctioninthesetwoways, what i sitsunderlying ground, soto speak, ismemory.
Itisimportant to recognizeimmediately that Augustine meansby “memoria”’ morethantheability to recollect
past experiences. “The power of memeory isgreat . . . . It isawe-inspiring in its profound and incalculable
complexity. Yetitismy mind;itismy very self” (conf., 10.10.17). That which has gone to shape me, my
experiences, my emotions, my habits, my insights actual and potential, areall therein my memory, according
to Augustine, always operating in some fashion whenever we use our powers of reason.

3. TheRoleof Faith

K eepingthesepreliminary indicationsof Augustine’ sview of knowledgein mind, et usnow consider his
understanding of therole of faithinlearning. Augustine sbasic point, that with respect to our knowledge of
the world faith functions as “ a precondition for knowing,”® iswell known to students of Polanyi through his
appropriation of the formula, “unless you believe, you shall not understand.”*® Depending on its context the
notion of faith can function in severa distinct, but related, ways.

In its most ordinary sense, faith is necessary for the very continuity and stability of everyday life.
Augustine asks us to consider, for example, how our self-identity is based on our trust in our parents and
teachers, and how our further awarenessof history isdependent onarelianceontestimony of others(ep., 147.5;
conf., 6.5). Inan ultimate sense, faithin theteachings of scripture and the Catholic churchisnecessary so that
our reason may gradual ly beguidedtothecontemplation of thedivineideasthrough momentsof mystical vision
inthislifeor inthebeatificvisioninthenext (civ., 22.29; div.qu., 48; ep., 120.1.3).

With regard to knowledge (scientia), Augustine distinguished between “things seen and believed” (ep.
147.8). Thosethingsthat are seen are known directly in the sense of not relying on authorities. Knowledge
of thingsthat are not directly present to our awarenessisbelieved on thebasisof someform of authority. When
wegiveour assent to such beliefs, Augustineiswillingto call thisknowledge (scientia). But evenintheformer
caseof directly experiencedthings, faith playsaroleat | eastinsofar aswerely on our sense perception (amatter
to be discussed shortly).

Throughout his discussion of the role of faith, Augustine always recognizes the importance of reason.
We need to be ableto reason about and to understand, at | east to some extent, what itisweare believing (ser .,
43.7). Hecarefully distinguishesfaithfrom credulity, mereopinion, or wishful thinking (ut.cred., 22and 25; trin.,
8.4.6). Thuswithin“thecitadel of authority” (ep. 118.5.32-33) Augustineuphel dtheuseof reasonand defended
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it against criticswho would suspect reason of elitism.** Likewise hisfaithintheauthority of scripturedid not
warrant any sort of fundamentalism: what we clearly know about the universe from other sources cannot
contradict the scriptures, and if we go on to expound them in such an erroneous way we subject Scripturesto
scorn by those outside the faith (Gn.litt., 1.19.39). Finally, Augustine considered it essential to test or check
our faithinour ultimatecommitments. Heillustratesthisrequirementin hisdiscussionsregarding how hisbeliefs
inand practice of the Catholic faith alow himto appeal to qualitiesof authority and coherencethat hebelieves
shows its superiority over the Manichaean faith.2

Inthisbrief exposition of afew features of Augustine’ sunderstanding of therole of faith in knowledge,
wecan clearly discern acharacteristic feature of Polanyi’ sunderstanding of knowledge, specifically the need
torely onarange of beliefsto exercise our rational capacitieswhich in turn can devel op argumentsto support,
modify, or even overturn these beliefs.

4. Scientia: Knowledgeof theWorld

Sincethiscorrespondence between Augustine' sand Polanyi’ sappreciation of theimportant role of faith
had already been affirmed by Polanyi, we need to move now to expose afew of the elements of Augustine's
understanding of our knowledge of theworld in order to begin our experiment in earnest. Herewe shall focus
on how our lower function of reason operatesin our knowledge of things of theworld, including our ability to
usethe scientific disciplinesto expand and order our knowledge. We must not lose sight of thefact, however,
that for Augustineitisthe onemind that knows. Consequently it will be necessary to speak here of themind’s
higher function of “remembering” the principal formsof things, although weshall not explorethesignificance
of thisfurther at this stage.

Augustine was arealist who sought out the truth to the best of his ability; he remained so even after his
conversion. This meant that understanding our knowledge of the world required an accounting of sensory
perception. The culturally dominant theoretical views of the Stoicsand Epicureans generally held our senses
to be passive receptors of external influencesthat produced modificationsin the soul. For the recent convert
toaNeoplatonic version of Christianity, such predominantly materialist viewswereabhorrent: only thehigher
reality, the soul, could play the active role in the formation of knowledge, including that form based on
sensation.™®

Infollowingthelead of Plotinusontheissueof sensation, Augustinewasawareof the physiological basis
of sensation, including the notion of nerves sending stimuli to the brain (Gn.lit., 7.13.20). But theseinternal
stimuli, affected by external objects, function as servantsto the mind, which attends!* to theseimpressionsin
order toformanimagewhichit can storeinmemory or whichit canjudgeaccordingtothestandardsof theeternal
forms present inthe mind. Hereis Augustine’ s expression of this point regarding the active role of themind
in the process of coming to know an external object:

Although we see some things with the body, others with the mind [i.e., the eternal formg], the

distinction between these two sorts of sight is seen by the mind, not the body. The objectswhich

are beheld by themind have need of no sensesof the body to let usknow that they aretrue, but those

perceived through the body cannot beincluded in our knowledgeif thereisno mind to which these

incoming messages can bereferred. Anditisafact that thoseincoming messages, whichitissaid,
insomewise, toreceive, areleft outside, but it formsimagesof them, that is, incorporeal likenesses

of physical things, whichit commitsincorporeally tothememory, sothat fromthere, whenit hasthe
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will or power, it may givejudgment onthem, after bringing them out of custody and displayingthem

inthe sight of itsthought (ep. 147.38).

Notice Augustine’ sreferenceto memory intheprocessof knowing. The pointisnot simply that westore
animageof something perceived. Moreimportantly Augustinecarefully observeshow all sensory perceptions
occur over timeinthesensethat thisphenomenoninvolvesnot only divisiblepartsbut al sorequiresadurational
continuum. Consider, for example, hisdiscussion of hearing:

Unless the spirit immediately formed within itself and retained in memory an image of the word

perceived by the ears, one could not tell whether the second syllable was actually the second one,

since thefirst would no longer exist once it had impinged upon the ear and passed away. And so

all habitsof speech, all sweetnessof song, all motionintheacts of our body would break down and

cometonought, if thespirit did not retainamemory of past bodily motionswithwhichtojoinfurther

operations(Gn.lit.,12.16.33).

Our perceptua knowledge of theworld, therefore, isnever merely aseries of “impressions’ made upon
someone' smindasthoughitwereablank tablet. For Augustine, everythingweperceiveisformed by theactive
shaping of the mind ordering its sensory impressions through memory and judging them in terms of patterns
of meaning also*“ derived” frommemory.

A conseguence of this account of the perceptual basis of scientia, our knowledge of the world, is that
we can bein error insofar as we can confuse different objects because of their similarity and thereby judge
incorrectly (Gen.lit., 12.25.52). Augustineisquitefully awarethat thisisnot dueto our perception assuch, for
if wemerely assert that something appearsto mein somemanner thenwecannot possibly bedeceived(c. Acad.,
3.10.26). Rathertherisk of error derivesfrom our desireto seek thetruth presentinour experienceswithitsimplicit
presupposition of a criterion for judging. We can minimize the possibilities for error by checking the
comprehensivenessof our perceptionandthenormal context for theworking of our perceiving faculties.> “On
the whole, however, Augustine assumes, rather than demonstrating, that most, if not all, sense-perceptions
convey genuine and reliable information about the external world.” ¢

Among the reasons for Augustine’s vigorous defense of the sort of knowledge derived through our
experienceof theworld surelyishistheol ogical convictionthat certaintruthsof thefaith requiretrusting sensory
perceptions. But hissharp departurefrom hisNeoplatonic heritagein accepting solargearolefor trusting our
sensory perceptionsisjust asstrongly grounded in Augusting’ s conviction of the reasonableness of accepting
our knowledge of nature, history, and world events mediated through our own experiences or the testimonies
of others' experiences (trin., 15.12.21). Suchwondrousadvancesin our knowledge areworththerisk; “for if
onewho trusts his sensesis sometimesdeceived, heismorewretchedly deceived who fancies he should never
trustthem” (civ., 19.18).

To be sure, Augustine thus recognizes that strictly speaking scientia does not bear the marks of
immutability and certitude, sothat it isnot properly knowledge; yet commonly speaking heiswilling to accept
both our grasp of eternal truth and our perceptionsof theworld asknowledge(retr., 1.14.3). Heisso convinced
of the value of our knowledge of theworld that he practically arguesfor the necessity of scienceintheface of
theNeoplatonic metaphysi cianswhoknow eternal truthsby challenging themto answer whether they canknow
thevariety and devel opment of animal lifemerely by grasping their eternal exemplars(trin., 4.16.21).

What, then, can we conclude about our scientific knowledge of the world? Aswe have already seen,
“knowledgeisbornfromboth, fromtheonewhoknowsandtheobject thatisknown” (trin.,9.12.17). Thehuman
knower, when encountering arange of phenomena, draws out from the recesses of memory under the stimulus
of thisencounter appropriate principlesto order and comprehend thedata. Inthissense, scientific knowledge
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(as underlying principle or order) is present to our minds in a latent state, needing to become actual and
reflectively structured by our encounter with the data of the world.

Fromthiswe can concludethat |earning thesefacts| of scientific principles], which do not reach our

minds asimages by means of the sense but are recognized by usin our minds, without images, as

they actually are, issimply aprocessof thought by whichwegather together thingswhich, although

they are muddled and confused, are already contained in the memory. When we give them our

attention, we see to it that these facts, which have been lying scattered and unheeded, are placed

ready to hand, so that they are easily forthcoming once we have grown used to them (conf., 10.11).

Even though the principal ideas structuring our scientific knowledge are thusnot derived from sensation
but elicited out of the* muddled” recessesof our memory, itisprecisely thissort of cumulativeskill inscientific
knowing that can mediate our awareness of theseideas. Indeed we grasp these unchanging, eternal principles
only intransitory glimpses, so that they can be storedin an orderly way in our memoriesand used to organize
further empirical data. Inother wordsour growthin scientific knowledge requiresrecognition of increasingly
more complex spheres of experience understood in light of the underlying principles; and this corresponding
expansion in understanding of dataallowsusto grasp with greater facility and clarity additional principlesto
apply in further efforts at applying our scientific knowledge to the world.*

This must suffice for our presentation of the main contours of Augustine's understanding of our
knowledge of theworld. Whileit definitely isincomplete!® and ignores more subtle nuances of hisposition,®
nonetheless | trust that this outline provides us with asufficient glimpse into Augustine so that we now have
abasisfor conducting our experiment of relating his thought to Polanyi’s. Once my own attention had been
directed toward this possibility, | was quite amazed by the structural relationshipsthat emerged between their
respective positions.

Theunderlying basis of thissimilarity, in my estimation, istheir convergence ontheinsight that thereis
no knowledgewithout ameaningful relationship established by aknower to something known (trin., 9.12.17).
For Polanyi thisisthe personal coefficient in all knowing, and for Augustineit isthe fact that only arational
soul or mind is capable of knowing. And for both of these thinkers, this personal coefficient was not limited
to explicit, formal thought-processes. Polanyi’ srecognition that we know morethan we can tell wasaway of
pointing to thetacit dimension, just as Augustine’ sreflections on the powers sustai ning our reasoning led him
to ponder their grounding in the vast recesses of “memory.”

From this fundamental structural similarity flow several additional specific pointsof convergence. For
both, perceptionistheactiveintegrating of or attending to bodily modifications produced by external realities
inorder todiscerntheir focal meaning or their instanti ation of formal principles. Evenat thelevel of perception
knowing isaprocess occurring through time which requires the participation of the knower’ stacit powersor
memory tocomplete. Consequently inboth positionsknowingisa waysan achievement upheld by achangeable
human being that is subject to error. But therisksare worth it since the achievement can lead to an ever more
comprehensive understanding of our environment through the scientific disciplines® And just as the
development of science itself depends upon catching a glimpse of higher realms of meaning which are
discovered in memory and used to order the phenomenon for Augustine, so, too, for Polanyi the creative
imagination“racksour brain” until we catch aglimpse of the gradi ent of meaning that resolvesthe quest.?! For
both thinkersthe ordered pattern of meaning discerned inthisway isahigher level of reality or morereal than
itsinstantiation in aparticular object.
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In closing this stage of the experiment, | should like to emphasi ze that the point behind engaging in this
sort of comparison hasbeen not to make an unnuanced sort of claimthat would equate, say, thetacit dimension
with memory. Theclaim of astructural similarity being advanced here meansrather that thetacit dimension
functionsin many important and rel evant respectsin Polanyi’ stheory of knowledge similarly to the way that
memory functionswithin Augustine's. Itisthissort of connection that | have been attempting to portray and
which must be appreciated, if this experiment isto be deemed successful.

5. Sapientia: KnowledgeabovetheMind

Inthehopethat thisexperimentisprovingtobeat |east provisionally attractive, | now wouldliketo move
towarditscompletion. Thisrequiresindicating how Augustine' sunderstanding of sapientia, thegoal or object
of the higher function of reason, might validly be used to guide an aspect of Polanyi’ sthought with theological
implications. Thatis, | hopetobeableto explainhow Augustine’ sapproachto our knowledgeof eternal reasons
might help us understand how we can uphold aknowledge of God in Polanyian terms.

Atfirst glancethismight not appear terribly promising, for what Augustinemeansby wisdomisillustrated
by the kind of knowledge resulting from the acknowledgment, even if begun in doubt, required of ourselves
asknowers.? Inthiscase Augustinebelieveswehaveaknowledgewhichistrue, apriori (i.e., not derived from
aperception of external objects), certain, and immutable.? Onewould be hard pressed to find any depiction
of knowledgeunderstood al ong theselinesinthe Polanyian corpus.?* Whilethisobservationiscorrect, it poses
no significant problemto thisproject if wekeep in mindthat theaimisto explore Augustine’ seffort toexplain
theintellectual processwhereby hethought we cameto know wisdom. Thusevenif theparticular Neoplatonic
context of his characterization of wisdom may betoo culturally bound to be of serviceto us(aclaim | would
find too unhistorically nuanced, but must put aside here), his account of our intellectual appreciation of them
perhaps is not. Finally we also need to keep in mind that our purpose is served simply by understanding
Augustine’ sgeneral outline of the basic dynamics of thisintellectual activity, without our needing to resolve
any of the fine points of interpretation that has occupied much of subsequent Augustinian scholarship.

As we have already seen, the ideas are “above” the mind (trin., 2.6.11) in the divine Intelligence.
Nonethel ess somehow our minds must be joined to them (trin. 12.2.2) if we are to use them as standards of
judgment. At other timesAugustinesimply affirmsthat they areinthemind (civ., 8.6) containedinthememory
(conf., 10.12). If wearetointerpret Augustinefairly, all these claims must be understood to be describing the
complex activity of our knowledge of truth, and so must somehow cohere with each other in Augustine’s
thought. Apparently he meant by these claimsthat the human mind isinformed by a structure of rationality
thatispatterned onthedivinelntelligence.® Thisrational patternisinthemind potentially, thatis, assomething
we do not always perceiveto bethere; yet it is present even if we are not aware of it at the moment (imm.an.,
6). Augustine, in other words, seemsto hold that we have avirtual knowledge of the forms of thingsthat is
patterned on the divine Intelligence and that we become aware of thesein the course of our livesthrough the
concrete application of them in the sciences as we have seen earlier or in the introspective contemplation of
concepts such atruth and goodness with their normative content and power.

When it comesto the matter of how we are able to know these truths, Augustine generally has recourse
to the metaphors of recollection and illumination. Recollection and its correlate of memory serve Augustine
particularly well in contexts where he speaks of al that islatent in consciousness. Because of his awareness
of misconstruingrecollectionasaliteral remembering, however, hispreferred manner of speakingonthisability
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of themind to know isillumination.?®

Initsmost prominent usagein Augustine swritings, thislightisdivineand“isabovemindsandtranscends
all minds’ (lo.ev.tr., 3.4.3). Just asinthe case of the eternal forms, though, thereisacreated light, whichisthe
human mind’ s ability to understand both material and spiritual realitiesand whichisclearly distinct from the
divinelight.?” This created light of the intellect, nonetheless, ultimately derivesits light from the constant,
immanent presence of God.

But distinct from these objectsisthe Light by which the soul isillumined, in order that it may see

and truly understand everything. . . . For the Light is God Himself, whereas the soul is a creature;

yet sinceitisrational andintellectual, itismadein Hisimage. Andwhen it triesto understand the

Light, ittremblesinitsweaknessand findsitself unableto do so. Y et fromthissource comesall the

understanding it isableto attain (Gen. lit., 12.31.59).

Whilenohuman being, eventheungodly (trin., 14.15.21), isever entirely without thisdivinelight, still alifeof
genuine piety allowsthislight to enlighten the soul to a greater degree (div. qu., 46). Finally, it is necessary
torealizethat thisdivinelightispresentin all formsor levels of knowledge, including perception, imagining,
belief, aswell asthesciencesandwisdom (ep., 120.10). Inshort wecan say that Augustineholdsthat thecreated
light of the human intellect enjoys acontinuous, direct relationship with the divinelight which isthe ultimate
source of intelligibility and whose illuminating power is normally experienced in the normativeness of our
judgmentsand moral choices(trin., 14.15.21) but withtheguidanceof faithmay onoccasionbedirectly touched
(conf.,9.24).

Arethere any cluesin Augustine s writings that will help us understand further this direct presence of
the divine to the human mind? Interestingly in his description of his own quest for God in the Confessions,
Augustineaffirmsthat hefound God in hismemory, oncehelearned of God (conf., 10.24). But evenbeforehe
learned of God, hewasabl eto searchfor God abovehimself (conf., 10.16). Why doeshespeak thisway? | think
hisearlier description of hisexperienceof thedivinelight after learning of theteachingsof the" Platonists’ may
help us understand.

Under your guidance| enteredinto thedepthsof my soul. . . . | entered, and with the eye of my soul,

such asit was, | saw the Light that never changes casting itsraysover . . . my mind. It wasnot the

common light of day that isseen by theeye of every living thing of fleshand blood. . . . What | saw

was something quite, quitedifferent from any light we know on earth. It shone above my mind, but

not intheway that oil floats above water or the sky hangs over the earth. It was above me because

it wasitself the Light that made me, and | was below because | was made by it. All who know the

truth know thisLight (conf., 7.10).

Here Augustine clearly affirmsthe utter transcendence of God, who simultaneously is present asthe guiding
light of the mind seeking truth. Thislight completely surpasses our intellect, henceit is above the mind; yet
even in our unknowing, it functionsin our efforts to discover the truth. Once we explicitly discover God's
presencein our life, wefind God is so intimately related to usthat the divine is now afeature of our memory,
that vast generally unknown dimension of my self.

Using these Augustinian reflections on the awareness of the reality of God sustaining our cognitive
activity, | would now liketo offer asuggestion on how we might interpret Polanyi’ s position along anal ogous
lines. Presupposed inthisistherecognition that the notion of “reality” in Polanyi’ sthought ismultivalent and
not univocal .



If thisisgranted, | believethat Polanyi’ sunderstanding of thetacit dimension requirestheacknowledgment
that every human knower implicitly relieson an opennessto all of reality in every act of knowing.? What this
tacit orientation to the totality of reality involves can only be expressed explicitly in light of the intellectual
traditioninwhich anindividual dwells. Such aform of indwelling set up itsheuristic field through which the
person discovershimself heading toward an ever more comprehensivediscovery of reality.* Inthe case of the
Christian community such a heuristic field allows Christians to discern their salvation in the coming of the
Kingdomof God.

Several features of Polanyi’s reflections on our knowledge of God and religious dynamics that are
sometimes considered puzzling can be illumined when viewed in this perspective. In his discussion of the
difference between verification and validation, Polanyi observed how, as our degree of participation in a
heuristic vision grew more profound, we cameto rely increasingly oninternal criteriaof mental satisfaction.®
But now the Christian’ s discernment of God intheworld or in herself would have its appropriate ontol ogical
correlateintheinfinitely opengroundsof thetacit dimension. Just aswasthecasewith Augustine, thepresence
of thedivinereality within Polanyi’ stheory istacitly knownandfunctionsnormally astheontol ogical correlate
grounding the intelligibility of our deepest convictions and sustaining our affirmations made with universal
intent. But there can also be those rare momentswhere an individual “breaksout,” as Polanyi putsit, toward
thefullnessof thereality toward which our tacit opennessisdirecting us, namely God.*? |f thesefairly describe
thedynamicsof our awarenessof God, Polanyi thenwascorrect to emphasizethat God wasbeyond our explicit
conceptionsand thus could never be apprehended asa“fact.” God would be, asAugustineputit, “ quite, quite
different from any light we know on earth.” The Christian religion is more appropriately understood to be
functioning as a heuristic vision fostering an attempt at “ breaking out” toward that wholly other reality who
neverthelessispresent in our tacit awareness. Even Polanyi’ slater reflectionson religious myth and ritual as
involving transnatural integrationswhereby weare carried away so asto allow usto“ participatein an ultimate
meaning of things’* can be understood in thislight. For here we have another instance wherein Polanyi’s
account helps us to understand how communal worship functions by allowing its participants to glimpse,
however momentarily or fleetingly, that toward which their tacit awareness opensthem, namely God.

Inshort, | believethat whenreadinlight of Augustine’ stheory of knowledge, Polanyi can belegitimately
understood to havegrounded theontol ogi cal referent of Christian symbolisminthedepthsof our tacit knowing
and that he did thisin such away that he explained how living faithfully within a Christian community can be
understood to provide opportunities for Christians to experience the reality of God directly in worship and
contemplation.
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6. ConcludingReflections

The point of this experiment has been twofold. Thefirst wasto explore the possibility that there might
besufficient structural similaritiesbetween Augustine’ sview of knowledgeand Polanyi’ sthat would allow us
touseittopoint toaway of defending thereality of God for aChristian believer withinaPolanyian perspective.
| hope some success has been achieved in this.

Thesecond, whichisindicated moreinthetitleof thisessay thaninitstext, hasbeentoraisethequestion,
particularly for theol ogians, of how Polanyi’ sthought ought to beinterpreted. SincePolanyi hasshown usthat
therearenoneutral vantage pointsfor understanding reality, wemust commit oursel vesby standing somewhere.
| donot think it issufficient for aproperly theological level of inquiry simply to identify itself asChristian. A
further specification of someintellectual heritagefor mediatingthe Christianfaithisnecessary. | ampersonally
beginning to appreciate that perhapsthoseinspired by Polanyi ought to identify themselvesas standinginthe
tradition of Augustine. Recently Jaroslav Pelikan has opined that Whitehead' sremark about Western thought
being a“ seriesof footnotesto Plato” could just aswell have been a“ seriesof footnotesto Augustine,” through
whom Platonic ideal s have been so long mediated to the West.* He has claimed further that “so long as our
civilizationmaintainsitsidentity, continuity withhimwill waysbeacharacteristicof it.”* Oneof thedrawbacks
frequently attributed to Polanyi’ s theory of knowledgeisthat it does not speak to the Western philosophical
heritage. That may be true of the contemporary state of the traditions of philosophical inquiry. Thismay be
moreasignof their own“forgetfulness,” however, thanitisof alimitationinPolanyi’ stheory. For if my thought
experiment has been to any degree successful, then perhaps Polanyi’s Augustinianism may be asign of the
future.

Notes

1. Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towardsa Post-Critical Philosophy. (New Y ork: Harper &
Row, Publishers, Harper Torchbooks, 1964), p. 266.

2. For exceptionstothisobservation, seePatrick Grant, “ Michagl Polanyi: TheAugustinian Component,”
New Scholasticism, 48(1974),438-63and R. MelvinK eiser, “ | naugurating Post-critical Philosophy: A Polanyian
Meditation on Creation and Conversion in Augustine’ s Confessions,” Zygon, 22 (1987), pp. 317-337. Both
authors explore relationships to Augustine by uncovering structural similaritiesin the process of conversion,
Grant placingtheseinthecontext of thelearning processand thehuman pilgrimage, K ei serinthecosmic setting
of creation. The epistemological focus of this essay isthus rather different, although a convergence toward
asimilar conclusion may be discerned where Grant speaks of illumination (448-49) and Keiser exploresthe
possibility of including an awareness of the divine Light (334) in the profundity of our knowing (330).

3. See, for exampl e, theessay, “ Self-Governancein Science,” (originally publishedin1942) inTheLogic
of Liberty (Chicago: TheUniversity of Chicago Press, 1951), pp. 52-56, which already acknowledgestherole
of tradition in fostering scientific inquiry. Or see Science, Faith and Society (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1964; original edition, 1946), p. 45, where Polanyi rel atesthe acceptance of scientific beliefsto
the maxim, fides quaerens intellectum, but without any expression of a possible connection to Augustine.
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4. Seelettersfrom Patrick Grant of February 19 and March 8, 1973 and Polanyi’ sresponses of March 5
and 15, 1973 inthe" Polanyi Papers’ 12:2 and 4, Regenstien Library, University of Chicago.

5. Inthisrespect my proposal isanalogousto Gerald Holton’s conclusion in “Michael Polanyi and the
History of Science,” Traditionand Discovery, X1X, no. 1(1992-93), 16-30. Holton claimsthat Polanyi wasable
todiscernaccurately theactual courseof Einstein’ sdevel opment of histheorieswithout therequisitehistorical
research because of hisinternalization of the practice of scientific discovery. My suggestionisthat Polanyi’'s
rediscovery of the post-critical stancecarrieswithit further similaritiesto Augustine’ sposition which explicit
analysis might uncover.

6. Referencesto Augustine’ swritingswill be given parenthetically inthetext of theessay. For akey to
theabbreviationsused, theL atintitleof thetexts, their locationinMigne’ sPatrologiaeLatinae, andthe English
transl ation used, see the bibliographic entrieslisted under “Works of Augustine Consulted” at the end of this
essay.

7. Primarily | amrelyingon Ronald H. Nash, Thelight of theMind: S. Augustine’ sTheory of Knowledge
(Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1969) and Gerard O’ Daly, Augustine's Philosophy of Mind
(Berekely and Los Angeles. University of California Press, 1987). Also helpful has been Bruce Bubacz, S.
Augustine’ sTheoryof Knowledge: AContemporaryAnalysis(New 'Y ork and Toronto: TheEdwinMellenPress,
1981), though hisinterpretative scheme must be viewed with caution.

8. SeePeter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography (Berkeley and Los Angeles. The University of
CaliforniaPress, 1969), pp. 84-7 for an assessment of thislikely relationship.

9. Nash, p. 24.
10. Thisisthe Septuagint version of Isaiah 7.9 to which Augustinerefers (lib.arb., 1.2.4).

11. ep., 120.3: “Far beit from usto think that God would hatein usthat which distinguishesusfromthe
beasts.”

12. For afine exposition of Augustine's efforts of making rational appealswithin socially conditioned
realms of discourse, see William J. Collinge, “ The Relation of Religious Community Life to Rationality in
Augustine,” Faith and Philosophy, 5 (1988), 242-253.

13. Nash (p. 43), O’ Daly (p. 84), and Bubacz (p. 93) al emphasize the active character of sensation for
Augustine.

14. NoticeAgustine slanguagehere: “Hence, whenweseeabody wehaveto consider andtodistinguish
thefollowingthreethings. . . : first,theobjectwhichwesee. . . ,andthiscan naturally exist evenbeforeit was
seen; secondly, thevision, which wasnot there before we perceived the obj ect that was presented to the sense;
thirdly, the power that fixesthe sense of sight ontheobject that isseen aslong asit isseen, namely theattention
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[intentio] of themind” [emphasisadded] (trin., 11.2.2).

15. “Itisonething to see; it is something elseto grasp the whol e of something by seeing, since, indeed,
athingisseenwhenitisperceived aspresent in any way whatsoever, but thewholeisgrasped by seeing, when
it is seen, so that no part of it escapes the notice, or when its outlines can be included in the view, as nothing
of your will at present escapesyour notice. . .” (ep., 147.21).

16. O'Daly, p. 95.

17. Trin., 12.14.23: “Only afew succeedin arriving at these things[eternal reasons] with the eye of the
mind, and when it does arriveinsofar asit can, the one who arrives does not abide in them, but is repulsed by
therebounding, asitwere, of theeyeitsealf, and thusatransitory thought isformed of athingthatisnot transitory.

“And yet this transitory thought is committed to the memory by means of the sciences in which it is
instructed, so that there may be a place to which the thought that was forced to pass from thence may again
return. . .. Y et what the gaze of the mind snatched from it, even though only in passing, and swallowing asit
wereinto abelly, stored it in the memory, over thisit will be able in a certain measure to ruminate again by
recollection, and transfer what it has thus learned into the respective branch of knowledge.”

18. For example, hisinstrumental understanding of language as pointing to a“meaning” which only
another person can grasp. See mag., 38-46.

19. For example, sensory perceptionincludesastage of imaging constructed by the sub-rational level of
thesoul, asexistsinanimals, whichisearlier analyzedas"internal sense” (lib. arb., 2.8-13) andlater as* spiritual
sight” (Gen.lit., 12.9.20).

20. Hence we must appreciate that, although Polanyi characterizes Augustine' s position as devaluing
science, this would not have been due, if historically correct, to his theory of knowledge, but perhapsto his
theological conception of the nature of or means towards salvation. See Personal Knowledge, p. 141.

21. “The Creative Imagination” in Toward a Unity of Knowledge, ed. by Marjorie Grene (New Y ork:
International UniversitiesPress, Inc., 1969), pp. 64-67.

22. For examplesof Augustine’ sdiscussion of thisso-called si fallor, sumargument, seeciv., 11.26; trin.
10.10.14and15.12.21; andlib.arb.,2.3.7.

23. Consider, for example, thisclaimmadeby Augustine: “ Theideasarecertainoriginal andprincipal forms
of things, i.e., reasons, fixed and unchangeabl e, which are not themsel ves formed and, being thus eternal and
existing alwaysin the same state, are contained in the Divine Intelligence” (div.qu., 46.2).

24. A possible exception isthat in Science, Faith and Society (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,

Phoenix Books, 1964) Polanyi referstotranscendent valueas*” spiritual reality” (pp. 56-7). Subsequently inhis
new introduction, however, he explicitly rejectsthe need for such an interpretation (p. 17).
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25. Nash, p. 109; and this, inturn, isdue to the mind’s“ participation” in the divinelight.

26. retr., 1.4.4.; “Again, inacertain place, | said that “without a doubt, those well versed in the liberal
disciplineshringout, inlearningtheknowledgeburiedinoblivionwithinthemand, inacertain sense, digit out’
[sol., 2.20.35]. But | disapproveof thisalso. For itismore crediblethat even those who areignorant of them,
when properly questioned, reply truly concerning certain disciplines because, when they have the capacity to
grasp it, the light of eternal reason by which they perceive those unchangeable truths is present to them.”

27. contraFaustum, 20.7; PL 42.

28. Thismust beemphasized sinceit ispossibleto devel op areading of Polanyi which holdstoaunivocal
understanding of his definition of reality with the attendant theological consegquences. See Harry Prosch,
Michael Polanyi (Albany: SUNY Press, 1986), p. 249.

29. Seemy DoersoftheWord (Missoula, MT: ScholarsPress, 1977), pp. 131-45for amoredetailed defense
of thisclaim with citationsfrom Polanyi’ swork supporting it. Atthetimel was unaware of the Augustinian
connection.

30. Personal Knowledge, p. 403.

31. Ibid., p. 321.

32. Ibid., p. 164. For adefense of the claim that “ breaking out” has an ontological basisin Polanyi, see
my Doersof theWord, pp. 197-8.

33. Michael Polanyi and Harry Prosch, Meaning (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), p. 153.

34. Pelikan, The Mystery of Continuity: Timeand History, Memory and Eter nity in the Thought of Saint
Augustine(Charlottesville: University Pressof Virginia, 1986), p. 140.

35. Ibid., p. 151.
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WORKSOFAUGUSTINECONSULTED

Abbreviations, Titles, Trandations

c. Acad. contraAcademicosPL 32; AgainsttheAcademics. trans. by JohnJ. O’ Meara. Ancient Christian
Writers, No. 12. Westminster, Maryland: The Newman Press, 1950.

Civ. decivitatedei PL 41; TheCityof God. Books1-7. Trans. by DemetriusZemaand GeraldG. Wal sh.
Books8-16. Trans. by Gerdd G. Walshand GraceMonahan. Books17-22. Trans. by Gerald G. Walshand Daniel
J.Honan. TheFathersof the Church, vols. 8, 14, 24. New Y ork: The Fathersof the Church, Inc., 1950, 1952,
1954,

conf. confessionesPL 32; Confessions. Trans. by R. S. Pine-Coffin. New Y ork: Penguin Books, 1961.
div. qu. dediversis quaestionibus octoginta tribus PL 40; Eighty-three Different Questions. Trans. by

DavidL.Maosher. TheFathersof theChurch, vol. 70. Washington, D.C.: CatholicUniversity of AmericaPress,
1982,

ep. epistulae PL 33; Letters. [1-270] Trans. by Sister Wilfrid Parsons. The Fathersof the Church,
vols. 12,18, 20, 30, 32. New Y ork: TheFathersof the Church, Inc. 1951-56.

Gn. litt. deGenesi adlitteram PL 34; TheLiteral Meaningof Genesis. Trans. by JohnHammond Taylor.
Ancient Christian Writers, Nos. 41and 42. New Y ork: Newman Press, 1982.

imm. an. deimmortalitate animae PL 32; The Immortality of the Soul. Trans. by Ludwig Schopp. The
Fathersof the Church, vol. 4. New Y ork: CimaPublishing Co., Inc. 1947. Pp. 1-47.

lo.ev.tr. inlohannisevangeliumtractatus PL 35; TractatesontheGospel of John. [tractates1- 27] Trans.
by John W. Retting. The Fathers of the Church, vol. 78 and 79. Waxhington, D.C.: The Catholic University
of AmericaPress, 1988.

lib.arb. deliberoarbitrio PL 32; The Free ChoiceoftheWill. Trans. by Robert P. Russell. TheFathers
of the Church, vol. 59. Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of AmericaPress, 1968. Pp. 63-241.

mag. demagistro PL 32; The Teacher. Trans. by Robert P. Russell. The Fathersof the Church, vol.
59. Washington, D.C.: TheCatholic University of AmericaPress, 1968. Pp. 1-61.

retr. retractationes PL 32; The Retractations. Trans. by Sister Mary Inez Bogan. The Fathersof the
Church, val. 60. Washington, D.C.: TheCatholic University of AmericaPress, 1968.

sal. soliloquia PL 32; The Soliloquies. Trans. by ThomasF. Gilligan. The Fathers of the Church,
vol.5. New Y ork: CimaPublishingCo., Inc.,1948. Pp. 333-426.
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trin. detrinitate PL 42; The Trinity. Trans. by Stephen McKenna. The Fathers of the Church, vol.
45. Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of AmericaPress, 1962.

ut.cred. de utilitate credendi PL42; The Advantage of Believing. Trans. by Luanne Meagher. The
Fathersof theChurch, val. 4. New Y ork: CimaPublishing Co., Inc.,1947. Pp. 383-442.
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