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Paul Tillich and Michael Polanyi had their only face-to-face meeting in Berkeley, in February, 1963. The author
reports the circumstances of this conversation, which he arranged and in which he participated, and, on the basis
of hisparticipation, offersrefel ectionson the postcritical and fiduciary dimensionsin thework of Polanyi and Tillich
as a means of identifying similarities and differences in the thought of each.

When we consider comparing Michael Polanyi and Paul Tillich, our first impression may easily be: onecan
scarcely imaginetwo peoplefrommoredifferent backgroundsor withmoredivergent perspectives. Tillichcomesfrom
the austere background of a L utheran pastor’ sfamily in the heartland of the German Empire of the Kaisers and Otto
von Bismarck. WithaJdewishbackground, Polanyi grew upinfun-loving Budapestinanartistic, intellectual family that
had been wealthy during Polanyi’ s childhood but had become relatively impoverished during hisyouth. Tillich was
trained in Protestant theology for the pastorate and served as a chaplain in the German army during World War 1.
Polanyi’s education was in the sciences, first in medicine and then in physical chemistry; he served briefly and
reluctantly asamedical officer inthearmy of the Austro-Hungarian Empirein World War 1.

Y et both emerged into adulthood in fin de siecle Europe, and both were possessed by a depth of perception
and breadth of vision that took them beyond their differences in origin and beyond the straitjacket of academic
specializationtoward afascinating convergenceof concernsand perspectives. Thismovement toward proximity along
different pathsresulted in similaritiesin their thought that deserve careful attention and that emerged in one face-to-
facemeetingat theClaremont Hotel, Berkel ey, February 21, 1963, duringthe Earl L ecturesat Pacific School of Religion.

The Conversation

Tillichhad beenscheduledfor several yearstogivetheEarl Lecturesfor 1963. By rotationonthe PSR faculty,
| was chair that year of the conference at which the Earl Lectures would be delivered and was responsible for the
schedules of the speakers.

Duringmy doctoral study at Y ale, Tillichhad cometo New Haventodeliver hisTerry L ectures, TheCourage
toBe, andto giveaseminar for graduatestudents. | wasamember of that seminar for theentireyear, becameacquainted
with Tillich then, and kept in sporadic touch with him afterward.

My contact with Polanyi began while| wasteaching at the University of Florida. A colleaguein economics
introduced me to the thought of Karl Polanyi, Michagl’ s older brother, and then, as an afterthought, mentioned that

5



I might also beinterested in the younger brother. Hewas correct. | became very interested. After | went to Berkeley,
Michael Polanyi cameto lecturethereand | was ableto meet him, invite himinto my seminarsand for guest lectures
at Pacific School of Religion, and supervise thefirst theological dissertation on histhought by Richard Gelwick.

Polanyi spent theyear 1962-63 at the Center for Advanced Study, Palo Alto, wherel visited him several times.
Ononevisitinthefall, Polanyi, Eric Ericson, Richard Gelwick, and | werehavinglunch. | mentionedthat Tillichwould
beinBerkeley in February. Ericson becamevery excited and wanted to know if he might meet Tillich, whosework he
greatly admired. | subsequently arranged that for him. Polanyi said nothing at thetimebut later in hisoffice asked what
| thought of hisreferencesto Tillichin Personal Knowledge. Out of that discussion cametheideafor aconversation
betweenthem. After Tillicharrived, | asked himif suchameetingwouldinterest him. Though he seemedtoknow more
about Karl Polanyi than Michael, he agreed willingly to aconversation. Tillich enjoyed sitting with friendsin the
evening, drinking Schnapps, andtalking. Gelwick brought Polanyi from Palo Altoto Berkeley for what wasahistoric
occasion.

With hindsight, | regret not taping it. At thetime, | thought that the presence of a microphone would be an
intrusionintoaninformal, social setting. Now | amlesscertainthat my decisionwastheright one. Fromthe standpoint
of my role as host, however, the evening could not have gone better. The two stars sparkled and thoroughly enjoyed
the exchange of views--ahappy, brilliant meeting of great minds.

The Polanyian Revolution--Toward Postcritical Thought

Asl turnfromtheconversationto the”postcritical” and“fiduciary” dimensionsin Polanyi and Tillich, it will
beimportant to understand what Polanyi meansby thesetermsand hisown placeinrelationtotheemerging postcritical
era of human thought.

Marjorie Grene has called Polanyi’ stacit knowing “ groundsfor arevolution in philosophy.”* Even more, |
suggest, Polanyi marksarevolution in human thought as significant asthe turn from the Ptolemaic perspectiveinthe
Copernican revolution. The Polanyian revol ution moves usinto the postcritical eraand the recovery of thefiduciary
dimension of human thought through his meticul ous delineation of the from/to structure of knowing.

Thecritical period of Western philosophy opened with Descartes’ program of doubt seeking clarity, was
brought to its zenith in the Enlightenment, and has been dissolving in the twentieth century under the weight of its
own pretensions.? Whileretaining certain strengths of the critical period, Polanyi pointsout that itsthinkers pursued
a“mistaken ideal of objectivity” (Personal Knowledge, hereafter PK, 7):

When we claim greater objectivity for the Copernican theory, weimply that itsexcellenceis, nota
matter of personal taste on our part, but an inherent quality deserving universal acceptance by
rational creatures. We abandon the cruder anthropocentrism of our sense--but only in favour of a
more ambitious anthropocentrism of our reason (PK, 4-5).

ThePolanyianrevolution providesamethod that includesuseof therigor of thecritical period and appreciation
of itsachievements. After all, Polanyi wasaphysical chemist of world renown. Heinaugurated the postcritical eraof
humanthought by relating critical thought totheprecritical locationwithinreligion, tradition, culture, and community,
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all of which critical thought had depreciated or discarded asunnecessary. Though philosophers preoccupied withthe
analysis of language or the collapse of the critical method have scarcely noticed hiswork, Polanyi’s perspectiveis
increasingly accepted, and heiswinning, as Richard Gelwick aptly callsit, abelated “tacit victory.”

The From/To Sructure of Knowing

Polanyi integratesthecritical and precritical into the postcritical perspectivewiththe reminder that knowing
takes place within human, social locations, and he then explores with delicacy and precision the epistemological/
ontological meaning of location with itsimplicationsfor the entire spectrum of believing, knowing, and action.

Theground for the Polanyian Revol ution and his* unigque contribution to philosophy,” writes Grene, “isthe
theory of tacit knowing, thethesisthat all knowledge necessarily includesatacit component onwhichitreliesin order
to focus on its goal, whether of theoretical discovery and formulation or practical activity.”?

Tacitknowingasthecoreof thepostcritical perspectiveisbased onPolanyi’ sinsight that knowing hasafronm/
to structure. Knowing consistsin part of that which we focus upon, of which we have focal awareness. Knowing also
consists in that which we rely upon in order to focus, of which Polanyi sayswe have subsidiary awareness. All too
oftenknowledge hasbeen reduced to explicit knowing, and thetacit dimension or component, withitsmovement from
aproximal pole, of whichwearesubsidiarily aware, toadistal pole, of whichwearefocally aware, isignored. AsPolanyi
summarizesit:

Wehave seentacit knowl edge to comprisetwo kinds of awareness, subsidiary awarenessand focal
awareness. Now we see tacit knowledge opposed to explicit knowledge; but these two are not
sharply divided. Whiletacit knowledge can be possessed by itself, explicit knowledgemust rely on
being tacitly understood and applied. Hence all knowledge is either tacit or rooted in tacit
knowledge. A wholly explicit knowledge is unthinkable (Knowing and Being, 144, hereafter KB).

To those gripped by the critical desire to attain absolutely objective knowledge that can be explicitly stated, the
recognition of the background in human locati on upon which knowing reli es seemsto be aresounding defeat. Polanyi
regardsit as opening up the tacit dimension of knowing, an achievement rather than a defeat:

| suggest that wetransform thisretreat into atriumph, by the simple device of changing camp. Let
usrecognizethat tacit knowingisthefundamental power of themind, which createsexplicitknowing,
lends meaning to it and controlsits uses (KB, 156).

There are many implications of Polanyi’s from/to structure of knowing. We shall explore several of these
briefly.

First, thefiduciary dimension of knowing has been recovered by Polanyi. Humansrely upon elementsfrom
their social location, tradition, and community of interpretation inorder to affirmwhat they believe to beknowledge.
With thisrecovery, the precritical notions of “faith seeking understanding” and “believing in order to know” take on
new meaning as Polanyi delineates the tacit component in critical knowing.
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Second, knowersin postcritical perspectivearenot individualistic knowersbut rather are shaped by and rely
for validation upontheir community anditsculture, whichknowersembody. Critical hermeneuticsisdyadicinstructure-
theknower and theknown. Postcritical hermeneuticsistriadic, involving (a) aknower rootedin cultureand community;
(b) what isinterpreted within its context; and (c) those for whom the interpretation isintended, who are a so rooted
in culture and community.*

Third, the from/to structure makes it impossible to accept the detached objectivism assumed by critical
epistemol ogy asthecertain pathtofinal Truth. Indeed, thedichotomy between subj ectivity and objectivity inknowing
dissolves, and a quite different understanding of what istrue and real emerges. As Polanyi says.

Toholdanatural law tobetrueisto believethat its presencewill manifestitself in anindeterminate
range of yet unknown and perhaps unthinkable consequences. . . .

We meet here with a new definition of reality. Real is that which is expected to revea itself
indeterminately in the future. Hence an explicit statement can bear on reality only by virtue of the
tacit coefficient associated with it. This conception of reality and of the tacit knowing of reality
underliesall my writing (Science, Faith and Society, 1964 edition, 10).

Thefrom/to structure of knowing hasimplicationsacrossthe entire spectrum of human endeavor. Thesocial
scienceshave moved gradually away from methods based on anillusory objectivism borrowed from physical science
toward methods recognizing the human location of investigators and the tacit dimension of knowing. Old disciplines
like history and newer ones like computer science have gradually undergone the Polanyian Revolution.

Fourth, recognizing theimportanceof tradition, culture, and community need not lead to conservative, static
views of knowledge. By emphasizing the from/to structure, Polanyi clarifiesthe potential for change and innovation
in human knowing. We dwell in our tacit dimension not to repeat the past but to break out toward the newness hidden
withinthefuture. “ Scientific discovery,” hewrites, “which leadsfrom one such framework toits successor, burststhe
bounds of disciplined thought in an intense if transient moment of heuristic vision” (PK, 196). This dwelling in and
breaking out arises from “the essential restlessness of the human mind, which calls ever again in question any
satisfaction that it may have previously achieved” (PK, 196).

Polanyi and Tillich

It seems clear that both Tillich and Polanyi are moving toward a postcritical perspective and that, for both,
thefiduciary dimensioniscentral. However, they approachthepostcritical and thefiduciary fromdifferent directions.
Thereare similarities between them, but the differences are also pronounced.

In his life and thought, Tillich had agrounding in Christian commitment shaped by his L utheran pastor’s
family and by the Lutheran community of faith and worship. This commitment was not secondhand or an inherited
residuumfor him but becameinternalizedintothedepth of hisbeing, though not without critical revisionand aprofound
senseof therisk and doubt present withinfaith. God asrevealed in Jesus Christ remained central for him, filling hislife
and guiding his thought.



Atthesametime, ashepursued the path of Christianfaithin Gymnasiumand university, Tillichwasattracted
strongly tothewider reachesof German culture. Hispath of intellectual devel opment took him, first,into Germanidealism
and then, through the late Schelling, beyond idealism into existential philosophy and a phenomenological method
informed by Martin Heidegger withwhom Tillich wasacolleague briefly at Marburg. Y et thisabsorption of German
culturedid not displacehisChristianfaith but rather extended, shaped, and armedit, sothat hecoul d speak persuasively
to his contemporarieswithin, outside, and on the edges of the Christian community. In many ways, Tillich becamea
twentieth-century Schleiermacher, commending Christian faith to its cultured despisers and to those ambivalently
attracted and repelled by it.

As with Polanyi and in part with Heidegger, Tillich moved beyond the pretensions and dichotomies that
brought critical thought to an impasse and sought a way to combine the wholeness of human experiencing in the
precritical erawiththerigor and opennesstoliberation and innovation characterizing thecritical era. InTillich’ scase,
thismeant combining Christian commitment with thebest and most profoundto beencounteredinhuman culture. This
seeking toward a postcritical perspective can be seen most clearly in hisemphasison thefiduciary element in human
perceiving, knowing, andaffirming.

Thefiduciary, forexample, playsacrucial rolein TheReligiousStuation, anearly work writtenin Germanand
appearingin1931inan Englishtranslation by H. Richard Niebuhr. Here Tillich takes an epistemol ogical positionthat
canbecalled“beliefful realism.” Inthisview, perceivingwhatis“real” and shapingthat reality conceptually takeplace
within acontext of believing that enables usto affirm our knowing as pertaining to reality. Tillich’ srealismisthusa
belief-ful realism, inwhich Christian faith provides ground and context for knowing. It isnot clear, however, that he
remains true to this position (see below).

Thefiduciary dimension of Tillich’ sthought isexemplified alsoin hisnotion of “ultimate concern,” which
appearsearly in Systematic Theology |, underliestheargument in all three volumes, and is elaborated in Dynamics of
Faith.“Faith,” Tillichwrites,” isthestateof being ultimately concerned: thedynamicsof faitharethedynamicsof man’s
ultimate concern”®

Tillich, however, appearsat timesto view theultimacy of hisultimateconcernasnormative. ASErnst Troeltsch
at onetimeregarded Christianity astheultimatereligion, the* culmination-point” towardwhichall religionmoves, and
asRadhakrishnantakes|ndian mysticismasthetrueultimate, so Tillich seemsin Systematic Theology | (pp. 11-15) and
in Dynamics of Faith (passim) to affirm that only when concern hasreached what Tillich regardsas ultimateisit truly
ultimate. Isthisacovert triumphalism? In hislate writing, however, he seemsto modify this position.

By contrast, theformulation of the postcritical andthefiduciary in Polanyi carefully includesboth ontol ogical
affirmation and limitation. He describes “ Christian faith as a passionate heuristic impul se which has no prospect of
consummation” (PK, 280) and quotes Tillich from Biblical Religion and the Search for Ultimate Reality: “Faith
embracesitself and the doubt about itself” (p. 61). But Tillich meansthe doubt that existswithin faith, and Polanyi is
referringtotheproblem of making univer sal statementsthat fulfill Bertrand RussellI’ scriterion of truth“ asacoincidence
between one' s subjective belief and actual facts” when only committed, personal affirmations with universal intent
arepossible (PK, 304; seea so PK, 64-65, 301-303, and el sewhere).

Or again, thereisan important difference between them in regard to theology and science. Tillichwritesin
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Systematic Theology |: “Revelation is the manifestation of the depth of reason and the ground of being. It pointsto
the mystery of existence and to our ultimate concern. It is independent of what science and history say about the
conditionsinwhichit appears; andit cannot makescienceand history (whicharerootedin detached, objectiveknowing)
dependent onitself. Noconflict betweendifferent dimensionsof reality ispossible” (p. 130). Thisview differsfromthat
in The Religious Stuation and is similar to the position attributed, erroneously in my opinion, to Polanyi by Harry
Prosch.®

Polanyi proposesaperspectival, internal/external understanding of therel ation betweenreligionand science.
Hisview is more akin to H. Richard Niebuhr's The Meaning of Revelation than to Tillich's (see PK, 282-283 and
elsewhere).

Explorationof thislatter issuewascentral tothedi scussion between Tillichand Polanyi on February 21, 1963.
Tillich said he had moved in the direction of Polanyi’ sview earlier and referred to an article of hisinthe Horkheimer
Festschrift. He might also have mentioned The Religious Stuation. Polanyi insisted there was a difference between
his own understanding and that presented by Tillich in his recent writing and lectures. Though | have learned much
fromTillichand continueto beindebted to himasoneof my most important teachers, | agreewith Polanyi onthispoint
and continueto find Polanyi more precise and persuasive in articulating a postcritical, fiduciary perspective helpful
today in Christian theology and ethics.
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