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Michael Polanyi found in the thought of Paul Tillich an ally for Polanyi’s program of showing the fiduciary
component in all knowing including science. Polanyi saw, however, a danger in Tillich’s distinguishing science
aspreliminary concern and religion as ultimate concern. Inasignificant dialoguein 1963, Polanyi and Tillich met
and addressed issues, agreeing that science and religion share a common epistemological structure.

In1962- 63, Michael Polanyi wasmaking major stepsin hiswork towardsapost-critical theory of knowledge.
In the Fall, hejoined Tillich in the list of those having given the Terry Lecturesat Yale. Polanyi’s Terry Lectures
eventual ly appearedin Polanyi’ sbook, TheTacit Dimension.t Thephrase, “thetacit dimension,” becameasummarizing
terminol ogy for Polanyi’ srestructuring of our theory of knowledge. 1t moved away fromthe Cartesian emphasisupon
theexplicitandfocal part of knowledgethat could bedescribed with clear, distinct, andindubitableideasto anemphasis
upon the implicit and subsidiary part of knowledge that is embodied in the person of the knower.

Throughout hisquest for anew theory of knowledge, Polanyi wasin dialogue with theol ogians, encouraged
particularly by J. H. Oldham, aleader intheecumenical movement and the organizer of TheM oot--amultidisciplinary
group of theologians, philosophers, writers, and socia thinkers discussing the crisis of modern culture. Polanyi
participated inthe discussionsof The Moot in Great Britain during theforties; heoncetold methat The M oot wasone
of hismost important intellectual influences. Polanyi also told methat he had heard Tillich lecturein England, but he
had never talked with Tillich personally until their meeting in Berkeley in 1963.

In hismagnum opus, Personal Knowledge: Towards A Post-Critical Philosophy, Polanyi comparestherole
of faith within his epistemology to Tillich’s understanding of faith and knowledge in a “progressive Protestant
theology.”? In the same discussion, Polanyi also refersto Tillich in support of Polanyi’s assertion that doubt is an
essential part of faith.® Polanyi wasparticularly attractedto Tillich’ sconcernfor restating themeaning of religiousbelief
in conjunction with the achievements of scientific thought.

At the heart of Polanyi’stotal enterprise was the aim of restoring to the contemporary world the kind of
understanding that Polanyi saw in Augustine's teaching, nisi credideritis, non intelligitis.* Polanyi saw modern
science ashaving destroyed thefoundationsof belief that sustain not only sciencebut also thefoundationsof religious
and of civil life. Oneform of this destruction noted by Polanyi wasthe flattening of reality to alevel of materialism
explained by thelawsof physicsand of chemistry. Thepictureof theuniverseand thehuman placewithinitisreduced
totheconceptionsof inanimatenature, and higher level sof existencearedenied evenwhilethey arelivedinby scientists
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and all other humans. One of the philosophies attacked by Polanyi was the positivist empiricism of science that
completely denied therolethat faith playsin scientific knowing. It was not surprising then that atheol ogian like Paul
Tillichwouldcometohisattentionasamajor alyinPolanyi’ squest for areformation of our general theory of knowledge.

Asl stated, theacademicyear 1962-63wasanimportant onein Polanyi’ swork. Duringthat year, Paul Tillich
wasscheduledinFebruary of 1963togivetheEarl Lecturesat thePacific School of ReligioninBerkeley. | wasbeginning
thefirst doctoral dissertationon Polanyi’ sthought under CharlesMcCoy asfirst reader and Durwood Foster assecond
reader. | wasalsofavored by Polanyi towork with him ashisassistant at the Center For Advanced Studiesat Stanford.
Knowingof Polanyi’ sinterestinTillich’ swork, it wasnatural toarrangethrough Professor M cCoy for Polanyi tocome
toBerkeley tomeet with Tillich.

It was aspecific contention of Polanyi’ s epistemol ogy that the structure of knowing was constant in science
and in theology and that faith was a part of that constant structure. One of the conseguences of Polanyi’s model of
knowingistoshow how natural scienceandtheol ogy shareinthestructureof tacit knowing. TacitknowingisPolanyi’s
essential formulation for showing the fiduciary component in all knowing. Polanyi had indicated this fiduciary
component in his book Personal Knowledge, furthered it in his next book, The Sudy of Man, where he showed the
error of those such as Dilthey who had separated science and the humanitiesinto separate compartments.® At theend
of hislife, hetried to spell out in hisbook, Meaning, the way science and religion differ in the way we organizetheir
datayet work from acommon structure of tacit knowing.®

In Polanyi’ sthought, thereisacoreinsight that isdevel oped into the structure of tacit knowing. Thisinsight
isthe way a person integrates and shapes external cluesinto knowledge and meaning. He elaborated this structure
asheing likefaith inthat a person interiorizes, dwellsin, and relies upon cluesin order to attend to acoherent entity.
Thisrelianceislike the trusting-in character of faith. He also described his theory in the language of commitment.
Knowing necessarily involves therisk of giving our credence to these clues upon which werely. At thetime of his
conversationwith Tillich, Polanyi wasemphasizingtheterm“indwelling” astheway werely oncluesin order toknow.
Indwelling is one way of talking about the fiduciary nature of tacit knowledge. To indwell involves agiving, a
surrendering, and atrusting of the self to the clues that we integrate into our focal knowledge.

Onealso needsto know in Polanyi’ sexchangewith Tillich that Polanyi saw in his structure of tacit knowing
astructureof hierarchy inbeing. Tacit knowing reflectsthestructureof astratified universerising frominanimate, to
the vegetative, to the animate, to the human, and to the infinite. To Polanyi, both theindwelling or fiduciary nature
of knowing and the hierarchical stratification of reality pointed toward the similar vision of the universe seen in the
Christian faith and an emergent understanding of evolution.

It wasabout thisstructureof tacit knowingthat Polanyi wantedtotalk to Tillich. Polanyi hadreadinTillich's
Dynamics of Faith Tillich’s discussion of how science deals with preliminary concerns and religion with ultimate
concerns.” Tillich had also said that thereisno conflict between faith and the cognitive function of reason indicating
his own compatibility with Polanyi’ sconcern. Further there wasthe obvious but very important agreement between
both Tillichand Polanyi onthepositiveimportanceof scienceand of religionfor each field of humanexpression. Neither
Tillich nor Polanyi wanted to retreat from the achievements of science. Each wanted to facilitatethecreativerelation
of science and of religion. Each wanted to encourage the continuing advancement of scientific knowledge.
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For Polanyi, rejecting therole of faith in the epistemol ogy of scienceisthe crucia point underlying therise
of modernnihilismandthedestructionof civil life. Polanyi contended that themechanisticoutlook, alivesincetheGreek
atomists, had been vitalized by the modern scientific revolution. This outlook had made all dubitable beliefs non-
authoritative, especially moral and transcendent beliefs. Tillich’sincluding of doubt withinthelifeof faith pointedto
Polanyi’ sownformulation of theessential fiduciary componentsof all knowing. Polanyi’ sformulation of thefiduciary
nature of knowing also included the element of doubt that had to be overcome by therisk of believing or indwelling.
Or Tillich’s talking about participation in the object of cognition pointed toward Polanyi’ s usage of indwelling to
describeour involvementin our knowing. For Polanyi morethan Tillich, theissueisnot just therel ation of scienceand
of religion but thevery natureof faith and of indwellingwithin knowing generally. Polanyi wasattemptingto produce
anew theory of knowledgewhich, of course, wasnot Tillich’saim. But Tillichwascloseto Polanyi’ sview of science
and of faith. Therefore, Tillich’ swork asamajor theol ogian of culture was especially important to Polanyi’ s search
for a post-critical philosophy.

In February of 1963, Polanyi cameto Berkel ey and attended one of Tillich’ slectures. Followingthelecture,
CharlesMcCoy had arranged for Polanyi and Tillich to talk together at the Claremont Hotel. Theimportance of this
meeting for Polanyi isclear. He made asummary of hisview of the conversation which isin the Polanyi archivesin
Chicago and also ison my published microfilm of Polanyi’ s social and philosophical papers.® Polanyi sent acopy to
Tillich,and Tillichacceptedit withgeneral agreement. Inaddition, Tillichand Polanyi followed upwith correspondence
concerning earlierwriting of Tillichthat Tillichfelt showed hisagreement with Polanyi’ sview of thenatureof knowing
inscienceandinreligion. Tillich, accordingto Polanyi’ saccount, claimedto havetried to articulateaview similar to
Polanyi’sinTillich’ searlier yearsin Germany but had not founditto bewell received. Tillich sent Polanyi areference
to a paper published in 1955 in the Horkheimer Festschrift entitled “ Participation and Knowledge: Problems of an
Ontology of Cognition.”® Inthispaper, Tillich thinksthat he showsaview of epistemology inscienceandinreligion
similartoPolanyi’ sview. Further, Polanyi wasstimul ated totakethistopic, with clear referencesto Tillich’ sDynamics
of FaithandlecturesinBerkeley,andgive, inApril, 1963, anaddressat Pacific School of Religion* Scienceand Religion:
Separate Dimensions or Common Ground?’*° In thisaddress Polanyi set forth hisreasonsfor uphol ding acommon
structureinknowingthat includesafiduciary or indwelling componentinall knowing, especially scienceandreligion.
Finally, there is a statement of Tillich’sview of the relation of science and religion in Ultimate Concern: Tillichin
Dialogue published in 1965 that appearsto confirm Polanyi’ sand Tillich's agreement and possibly the fruit of their
discussionin 1963.* Tillichsays

Takethescientist. If hehasmaturedinthescientifictradition, heiswillingtogiveupevery particular
of hisscientific findings (they are preliminary, never final), but hewill never give up the scientific
attitude, evenif atyrant should demandit of him. Or if hewereweak enoughtogiveit up, hewould
do it with abad conscience.

Hereit isclear that ultimate concern participatesinall knowing through the scientific attitude of the scientist which
would correspond to Polanyi’s claim that there is afiduciary or indwelling component in al knowing. Tillich's
formulation of ultimate concernfitswith Polanyi’ sseeingthedriveandintellectual passioninherently involvedinthe
work of the scientist.
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Having introduced this exchange between Polanyi and Tillich, and having explained Polanyi’ sinterest and purpose
inregard to Tillich, let uslook at the content of the exchange in the record that we have.

First, thereisthe four and ahalf page typescript of Polanyi’s account of his meeting with Tillich:1?

Pointsfrom aconversation with Paul Tillich on February 21, 1963

| wasasked to discusswith himhisUniversity Lectureon“ Religion, Science, and Philosophy” and
hissecond Earl Lectureon“ Thelrrelevance and Relevance of Christianity”, both delivered onthat
day.

M.P. The method of absolute detachment you ascribe to science in contrasting it with philosophy
and religion is a method which scientists falsely ascribe to themselves. Its actual practice is
impossible, for noknowledgewhatever can bediscovered, or heldto betrue, inaccordancewiththe
ideal of strict detachment.

Tillich: I havesaid myself inthelectureon R.S. Ph. that scientists must also haveaconcernfor the
totality of the cosmos on which their enquiry is bearing.

M.P. Y ou acknowledgethisasaduel function: inactual factitisasituationinwhich scientistsare
torn betweentheir professed absurdideal of detachment and an attempt to counteract itsdestructive
effectson their outlook. Theideal of strict detachment can not be practiced in any part of science,
but the misrepresentation of scientific pursuitsintermsof thisideal isharmlessin physics, because
they feel confident that thisideal meansonly that science ought to be pursued in the way the exact
sciencesoperate, of which physicsisthegreat example. Itisonly inthelessexact sciences, ranging
from the descriptive natural sciences, like botany and zoology, to the sciences of the mind, like
psychology, sociology, and extending further toincludethe humanities, that thedegenerativeeffect
of ideal detachment manifestsitself. Hence, | say, wefindthesesciencesandthewholeof our culture
beyond them, affected by afalse striving for strict scientific detachment, which tendsto denature
their subject matter.

Tillich: I haveonce, till in Germany, expressed theview that thereisameasure of participationin
every branch of knowledge. Y ouwill findthisinanessay | contributedtotheHorkheimer Festschrift.
Philosophers like Nagel would accept none of this. | did not dare to pursueit further.

M.P. | shall look up the Horkheimer Festschrift. But the basic revision of your perspective arises
not fromrealizingthat participationisubiquitous, but fromther ecognition of itslogical functions.
It can be shown that we can have no knowledge of any comprehensive entities, except by specific
use of our powers of participation. It consistsin the process of interiorising the particulars of the
entity for the purpose of attending to the wholethat isformed by them. Interiorisationisalogical
operationwhich enablesustorely on our awarenessof the particulars, towhichwearenot attending
at the moment, for the purpose of attending to something el se, namely to the comprehensive entity
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whichtheyjointly constitute. Inthisway our dwellingintheparticularsmakesusawareof their joint
meaning. This, | say, isthestructureof meaningeverywhere. Wemust teach thistoscientists.
I nstead of acceptingtheir falsepr etencetostrict detachment, weshouldrecognizeinthemthemost
skillful operators of an indwelling which reveals a vast range of fascinating meaning in the
comparatively unpromising subject of subhuman life and even in the realm of inanimate matter.

Tillich: Isthisview based on Gestalt psychology?

M.P. | am deeply indebted to Gestalt psychology. Professor William T. Scott of the University of
Nevadahaswrittenanexcellent essay onmy viewsunder thetitle” Gestalt Philosophy.” But Gestalt
psychol ogy lackstheelement of activeparticipationonthepart of theknower. It claimsthat Gestalten
areformed by the spontaneous equilibration of the elementsforming agestalt. Gestalt psychology
hasrun away fromitsown philosophicsignificance,fromthestart, when K oehler explained gestalt
in terms of dynamic equilibration in physicsand, by his principle of isomorphism, postul ated that
theneural equivalent of gestalt perception consistsin the equilibration of the neural tracestowhich
it givesrisein the subject.

Torelatemy positiontoearlierideas, wemust includetwo other current movements, namely
thepragmatism of Dewey andmoder n existentialisminitsconnectionwith phenomenol ogy. Dewey
recognized and vividly described the process by which we shape our own knowledge. But Dewey
wasstrangely complacent about thissituation. Hefound thespectacl eof man actively decidingwhat
isto be believed to betrue, arefreshing sight. To him this meant the liberation of man’s practical
concernfromtheshacklesof fal semetaphysical beliefs. Herelied onthethrust of reasonand progress
to guide man’s practical striving towards his own enlightened interests. He did not realize that it
wouldbethemostintenseinterestin progress, by amodern revol utionary government, whichwould
practice a ruthless perversion of truth, and that rebellion against such governments would be
conductedinthenameof truth against alleged practical interests. My task,imposed upon mebythe
revolutionsof the20th century, beginsther efor eat thepoint at which Dewey found hisultimate
assurance.

The relation of atheory of knowledge based on indwelling has connections also with
existentialism. This movement also recognizes the powers of man to shape his own knowledge.
Again, like pragmatism, itisunconcerned withthejeopardy of truth, throughitssubjectiontoman’s
choice; but unlike pragmatism, it faces man’ s situation as ashaper of hisown knowledge, not with
exhilaration, but with an anxiety bordering on despair.

| share the alarm expressed by existentialism at the spectacle abandoned by all the
suppositionsonwhichhecouldtacitly rely until their modern piercing critiquedeprived himof their
support. But my theory of knowledge would change the situation in showing that scientific
knowledgemust bealigned withthebeliefsof mantowhich henolonger entrustshimself without
realizingthat thiscommitment istheoutcomeof hisown decision. Oncethisisseriously accepted,
science will ceaseto act as an aid in the destruction of other human beliefs. Scientific truth will
henceforth sharetheinsecurity of moral truth, and an adequate theory of scientific knowledge may
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hopeto restorethe common ground which, inthisview, science shares, with moral convictions, and
beyond that, with religious beliefs.

Thisiswhy | feel that the unification of human convictions must start from a somewhat
different approach than yours, which admits, to begin with, that the pursuit of scienceisguided by
theideal of astrictly detached knowledge and that hencethe great achievements of science should
be credited to thisfalse, logically untenable, ideal.

Tillich: HasChristianity any relevanceto this project?

M.P. You have said that the irrelevance of Christianity can be overcome only by passing through
the darkness of existentialist despair. Y ou have said that the faith which rises from this depth will

embraceitsowndoubt. Itwill liveasaperennial, unresolvabletensioninus. My theory of knowledge
takesthisasitsparadigm. Itisshaped intheimage of what | understand to be the Pauline scheme
of redemption. Having to facethefact that no knowledge can be set free of conceivable doubt, and
that the most distinctive form of scientific knowledge, thevision of great scientific originality, isa
solitary knowledge ready to face universal doubt, | concludethat it is of the essence of knowledge
tobeheldto betrueby aman’ smental effort. Suchisthe nature of that activeindwelling by which
we make sense of theworld.

Toknow isapersonal striving. Itisastriving that respondsto an obligation, imposed on
us by intimations of ahidden reality that demands of usto graspit. Knowledgeisalivesolong as
it knowsitself tobeincomplete, by pointingbeyond itsmanifest content.

Very strikinginthisaccountisPolanyi’ sdiscursivereview of hisownideasand Polanyi’ ssuccinct summation
of Tillich’sviews. Knowing Tillich’spower in dialogue, we can be sure that Polanyi’ saccount isonesided interms
of the actual balance of the discussion.

Second, | wanttoincludeal so thetwolettersfromTillichto Polanyi that followed fromthisdial ogueinBerkeley.
ThefirstiswrittenonMay 21, 1963, and Tillich expresseshisagreement with Polanyi.™® Particularly noticeableisTillich's
statement of his sympathy for Teilhard de Chardin’s work which would correspond to Polanyi’s discussion of the
stratified universe also seen in the way we indwell in order to know. Tillich also refersto Polanyi’ s statement in his
addresson“ Scienceand Religion: Separate Dimensionsor Common Ground” that comparesPolanyi aspurifyingtruth
fromscientificdogmatismand Tillich purifying faithfromreligiousfundamentalism.
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May 21,1963
Mr. Michael Polanyi
Center for Advanced Study
inthe Behavioral Sciences
202 Junipero SerraBlvd.
Stanford, California

Dear Mr. Polanyi:

Only today | am ableto expressmy thanksfor thetwo manuscriptsandthereprints. Theweekssince
thearrival of your letter were so overcrowded with out of town-obligations, that | could not get at
itatall. Now | amvery happy to find how much | aminagreement withyou. | am especially happy
about your sentence on page 14: “Inaway, thisenterprisewould serve asacounterpart to Tillich’s
undertaking. Hehasfought for thepurification of faithfromreligiousfundamentalism; | supplement
this by purifying truth from scientific dogmatism.”

Thefundamental vision of ahierarchy of detachment and involvement cameto mewhen | wrotein
beginning of the20’ smy “ System der Wissenschaften”. Lately | havecarrieditthroughrather fully,
inthe not yet published manuscript of the third volume of my Systematic Theology. Oneyear ago,
when | first read Teilhard de Chardin, | was happily surprised by the discovery how near my own
philosophy of lifeisto his. You areright that | had to solve first of al the problem of mutual
interferencesof theology and science. Only after thishasbeen donethenext stopispossible, namely
to show the continuity between the different types of knowledge, and this you have done for
epistemology in an excellent way. If | only werein possession of my books and reprints, | would
have sent you the article on detachment and envolvement in the cognitive process.

| still haveto read your reprint on “Faith and Reason” and shall go at it in the next few days.

It was good to meet you and very kind of you to write me.

Cordialy Yours,

Paul Tillich

PT/es

Thisletter seemsto indicateafriendly and substantial feeling of agreement with the fundamental epistemo-

logical concernsof Polanyi. Itisfurther indicated by asecond letter from Tillich on June 4th of the same year where
TillichtellsPolanyi whereto find his paper inthe Horkheimer festschrift.4
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June4, 1963

Dr. Michael Polanyi

Center for Advanced Study
inthe Behavioral Sciences
202 Junipero SerraBlvd.
Stanford, California

Dear Dr. Polanyi:

Thank you for your letter of May 30. | havefound the place where my most adequate statement of
my position with respect to knowledge and participation is given. It is. “Participation and
Knowledge: Problems of an Ontology of Cognition.” In: Sociologica. Max Horkheimer zum 60.
Geburstag. Hrsg. v. W. Adornound W. Dirks, Frankfurta.M. EuropaeischeV erlagsanstalt 1955. S.
201-209. (Frankfurter Beitraege zur Soziologie. Bd.1.). | supposethat you have the Beitraegein
your library. If not, | probably could have send you areprint of my ownlibrary in Harvard Divinity
School.

Y ou can aways write to me through the University of Chicago, Divinity School, and also directly
to my secretary there, Mrs. Eva Shane.

Cordialy Yours,

Paul Tillich.

PT/es

Despite these records of the exchange which seem positive there is another account by Polanyi later in an
unpublished text preparatory to Polanyi’ s discussion of religion in hisbook Meaning.” Here Polanyi states another
kinshipwith Tillichian seeing God beyond any cognitivereduction. However, Polanyi statesthat hismeetingwith Tillich
was less satisfying on connecting their common concerns for understanding mythical experience. According to
Polanyi, Tillich seems preoccupied with the theological task of guiding the church’s proclamation while Polanyi is
focused on atheory for overcoming the destruction of meaning by the scientific outlook. Here Polanyi says:

Thehopesof Tillichto seedivinity asbeyond any coherent entity correspondsto my own
perspective. It wasin 1963 that | attended some lectures by Tillich at Berkeley and at one of the
churches attached to the same area. | spent afew hourswith Tillich in the evening following the
second lecture, telling him alittleabout my work, towhich heanswered“ you have donefor science
what | havedonefor religion”. Thiswasamatter of courtesy, but it did hold some substance. The
vision of anindeter minatemeaning, whichfloatsbeyond all materially structured experiences,
existsonthelinesof astratified sequenceultimately pointing at unsubstantial existence.
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| would follow this aspect of religion by atheory of mythical experience. Itisinthisway
an extension of the transnatural existence possessed by the arts.

But when | moved in this direction when talking to Tillich, he exclaimed opposition by
pointing at ayoung clergyman facing usacrossthetableandtellingme*but | havetotell thisyoung
man and thousandslikehimwhat to say fromthepul pit next Sunday” . Obviously thelink isunmade,
but | believe itstraces can be perceived in vision within a stratified universe.

| amnot fully certain of what Polanyi’ sdifferencewith Tillich hereis. | conjecturethat Tillichisspeakingto
Polanyi about theimportance of mythin presentingthetruthsof Christianfaith, their rolein preaching andinteaching.
Polanyi isfocused on relating histheory of knowledgein scienceto art, myth, and religion.

Withthisbackgroundinmind, | havetried to open up our inquiry into the significance of the Polanyi-Tillich
dialogue. Fromthisbrief review, | think itisclear that Polanyi did seek and findin Tillich’ sthought andin hisdialogue
with Tillich, asupport for hisprogram of post-critical philosophy and aconfirmation that Tillich wasat onewith him
in seeing a post-critical logic in science and in theology. In conclusion, it would be worth noting that in Polanyi’s
thought, theliberation of the modern world from its domination by an objectivist epistemol ogy was necessary before
religioncouldthriveagain. Inthisway, hiswork would bepreparatory and complementary to Tillich’ sattempt torevive
the meaning of religion and Christian faith in asecular culture. Asethicists, philosophers, and theologianstrying to
interpret Christian faith and vital religiousbeliefstoday, thejoint contribution of Tillich and of Polanyi in combatting
the problem of non-belief still looks productive.
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