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This review discusses Weightman's interpretation of Torrance's appropriation of Polanyi's theory of science;
Weightman shows how Torrance develops a contemporary “ natural” theol ogy, moving beyond Barthian roots, but
he argues Torrance misconstrues Polanyi's under standing of “ religion” and God. | support Wei ghtman's account,
acknowl edging much of hisargument regarding the nature of religion, but I question whether hisconstructivist view
of God can support the role it must play in Polanyi's thought.

Colin Weightman. Theology in a Polanyian Universe: The Theology of Thomas Torrance. New Y ork: Peter Lang
Publishing, Inc., 1994,

One of the most respected exponents of Michael Polanyi’s thought, Thomas Torrance is a Reformed
theol ogian who established astrong personal rel ationship with Polanyi toward the end of hislifeand who becamehis
literary executor at his death. In thisfascinating study, Colin Weightman presents a detailed analysis of theway in
whichTorrancedevel opsPolanyi’ sepistemol ogy and hierarchical view of theworld by makingitaconstitutivefeature
of histheology. Thisallows Torranceto formulate akind of “natural theology” that moves him beyond his Barthian
starting point. In this process, however, Weightman contends that Torrance misconstrues Polanyi’ s understanding
of religion and placesaburden on Polanyi’ sscientific view of theworldwhichit cannot | egitimately bear. Weightman
bases this critique on a well-crafted introductory argument that defends an underlying consistency for Polanyi’s
understanding of religion expressed in hiswritings al the way through the publication of Meaning. Except for the
linchpin of his argument, which interprets Polanyi’s understanding of God along the lines of Don Cupitt's (a
)theological position, Weightman defends, in my estimation, successfully and insightfully hisbasic claims.

Inthelarger, second part of hisbook, Weightman explains how the Barthian starting point of Torrance, that
theology, asisthe case with al sciences, must operate in terms of afaithfulnessto its object, remains constant in all
his subsequent developments. Unlike Barth, however, Torrance does not limit this understanding of theology to
expressing themeaning of God' srevelation of God’ sself through Christin Scripture. For Torrance, thereisan urgent
needto expressthisrevel ation of Godintermsof the cultural assumptionsof themodernworld. Toachievethis, while
remainingfaithful totherevel ation of God, Torrancemust find somesort of “ hook” inthecontemporary understanding
of redlity thatis" objectively” capableof all owingameaningful expressionof thedivinereality. HereiswherePolanyi’'s
hierarchical understanding of the universe devel oped in terms of fields of overlapping marginal control functionsas
acrucial component of Torrance’ stheological position. Weightman arguesthat Torrance extends Polanyi’ sscientific
vision of reality into asort of “natural theology” bridging the revelation of God with a contemporary understanding
of theworld.

Whilethismovebeyond Barth provides Torrancewith thetoolsfor animpressivetheol ogical outlook, it does
not come without itscosts. Inorder to maintain the Barthian understanding of the objectivity of theological science,

32



Torrance must construe Polanyi’ s hierarchical field vision of the world to be an inherently accurate portrayal of the
deep structuresof nature, harkening back to an earlier Christian, non-dual understanding of reality. Whilel had never
noticed this before, Weightman has persuaded me that such a strong metaphysical claim is indeed required by
Torrance' stheological position. And to the extent that it is, it places on Polanyi’ s understanding of nature aburden
which Polanyi himself would not accept. For Polanyi wasready to acknowledgethat eventhisfundamental conviction,
while certainly revealing an aspect of reality, was subject to revision.

Furthermore, thishierarchical visionrequires Torranceto capitalizeonanambiguity in Polanyi’ sepistemol ogy
in order to extrapolate to an understanding of God operating at the level of the marginal control for the universeasa
whole. But thisisunsatisfactory in several respects. For example, a consistent application of this approach would
negate the transcendence of God, something Torranceisunwilling to do. Weightman exposes such aninconsistency
by pointing out how Torrance expects theology to operate as the higher level of meaning controlling the boundary
conditions of all lower levels of meaning, but without being subject to any of the constraints that these lower levels
of meaning might place on it. The source of hisreservation, of course, is Torrance's theological conviction of the
objectivereality of God. Thisconviction, according to Weightman, isthe fatal flaw in Torrance' s understanding of
Polanyi’ s epistemol ogy.

That Torrance’ s unwillingnessto allow for an immanence to his doctrine of God does indeed lead to such
unsatisfactory dilemmas Weightman is quite correct in arguing. But that this is due to Torrance's mistaken
understanding of theroleof Godin Polanyi’ sepistemol ogy hasnot been persuasively justified for me. Theproper way
of construing “God” in Polanyi’ sthought is, of course, ahotly contested issue. Polanyi’s position holds, according
toWeightman, that thereisno ontol ogical referent totheword“ God.” Rather, thetermreferstothe” meaningfulness’
that religious peopl e experiencein worship.

Weightman's defense of thisinterpretation is developed in the first part of his book, where he attemptsto
show how Polanyi’ s understanding of the way religion functions has remained fairly constant throughout Polanyi’s
published writings. | believe heiscorrect inthisappraisal of Polanyi’ sthought. Polanyi appearsto have understood
religion (by which henormally meant aliberal style of Christianity) asaform of indwelling through which abeliever
wasableto break out (in Personal Knowl edge) or to betransported (in Meaning) toward somesort of ultimatemeaning
which could bring together otherwi seincompatible meaningsof our ordinary existence. Thecontestedissueconcerns
the status of thisexperience of “ ultimate meaningfulness.” Isit animaginative construction that remains completely
withintheform of religiouslife or doesit open the believer to adivinereality that grounds this meaningfulness? For
Weightman, the former is the only consistent way to understand the Polanyian literary corpus.

Thecrux of Weightman' sargument on this point, as| understandit, isfound in Polanyi’ sinsistencethat the
reality of God isdiscovered in worship and, as such, Christianity can say nothing that istrue or false. Furthermore,
Polanyi’s emphasis on the “apophatic”’ character of mystical experience emphasizes that “ God” cannot be compre-
hended through concepts. Finally, hislater use of Eliade’ sviewson myth and ritual transporting participantsinto the
sacred realm suggests the necessity of participation in the religious tradition to experience its meaning. Polanyi
unquestionably upholdsall of theseviews. From them Weightman concludesthat religious meaning has no ultimate
reference point but isfound solely by dwelling within it.

In the course of hisdefense of this conclusion, Weightman repeatedly declaresthat Polanyi’ s position does
not allow thereality of God to be external to thereligiousform of indwelling intheway a scientific reality isexternal
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to the community of scientific beliefs(e.g., 45, 56). Thisis, without adoubt, true. But when Polanyi insisted that the
meaning of Godisknowninthefirstinstanceperformatively inworshipor ritual andthat thismeaning thusknown cannot
be comprehended conceptually as mysticshaveinsisted, | think hewasgroping for away of expressing thereality of
God asthebasisfor thefundamental meaningthat hebelieved heexperiencedfor theuniverseasawhole. Andprecisely
because this reality was the ground of meaning for the universe asawhole, it could not be an external reality inthe
manner of an empirical object, for that could not bear such ameaning. | do not think Polanyi ever found away of
expressing this conviction to his own satisfaction, and this failure is what accounts for the apparent ambiguity of
Polanyi’ spositiononthispoint. Butinexploitingthisambiguity inthedirection of thewholly internal meaning of God,
| believethat Weightman hasfailed to show how Polanyi could consistently affirm hisown convictionintheultimate
significance of theuniverse (125).
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Polanyi and M athematics, Tor ranceand Philosophy of Science:
A Responseto Apczynski’'sReview

Colin Weightman

ABSTRACT Key Words. Michael Polanyi, Thomas Torrance, John Apczynski, mathematical realities, religious
realities, phenomenology, natural theology, philosophy of science

The question of how Michael Polanyi understood religious realities has often been debated. | suggest, in this
response to a review of my book on Polanyi and theologian Thomas Torrance, that Polanyi's treatment of
mathematical realities can throw light on his understanding of religious realities (like “ God" ) especially since
he clearly links or groups these in a number of places. In addition, | point out that Torrance develops and
moves beyond the Barthian theological tradition in his adoptin of a Polanyian natural theology.

My thanks are due to John Apczynski for hisgenerous but probing review of my book on Thomas Torrance
and Michael Polanyi, Theology in a Polanyian Universe. Apczynski makes some comments on my treatment of
Torrance’ s use of Polanyi (which was my major focus), but then centers his critical comments on my understanding
of Polanyi’ sunderstanding of “God.” Thisisnatural enoughinareview for ajournal devotedtothethought of Michael
Polanyi, but | am quite happy to share why | think that my reading of Polanyi isthe correct one. | will add however
what some of my larger agendas were in the writing of the book since this may also be of interest to some readers.

Butevenasl say thesethings, | am consciousmyself of theneedfor cautionsinceall commentatorson Polanyi
are agreed (I think) that Polanyi isthe opposite of open and clear about his own religious commitments. Even those
who confidently venture an assessment should at the very least admit that his“view” on“God” needsto be carefully
teased out or perhaps extrapolated from cluesin thetext sinceit isdefinitely not “up front.” Indeed, though | do have
apoint of view, | alsoreadily admit to my own fallibility and do not consider that | haveall thingsright, especialy in
mattersPolanyian.

Perhaps Apczynski’s comment that Polanyi was“ groping for away of expressing thereality of God asthe
basi sfor thefundamental meaning that hebelieved he experienced for theuniverseasawhol€e”’ isagood starting point
for discussion. However | would prefer to expressit asagroping after areligious perspective and not necessarily as
agroping after “God.” Inmy reading of Polanyi, | would certainly affirmthat such a“religiousgroping” isevidentin
hiswork. | makereferenceto it myself at variouspoints. But if hisgroping continued to the end of hislife, thenitis
difficultfor uswhowould commentateonand hopetolearnfrom himtodomuch morethanreflect that groping ourselves.
For thisreason, | do not expect that thisdebatewill ever conclude unless somediscovery of lost Polanyi material adds
to our information on the matter.

| agreewith Apczynski that for Polanyi theaffirmation of ameaningful universewasfundamental. | alsowant
tostressthismost strongly withregardto Polanyi. All hislife, from hisreading of Dostoevsky onwards, hestood against
apurely mechani stic conception of humanity. But how toanchor avision of ameaningful worldinsomedivine* ground
of being” istheproblemtowhich Polanyi never cameto asatisfactory answer. Thesimpl est answer frommy perspective
(sincethisiswhat | personally believe) isthat theworld hasbeen created by God and thisimbuesit with meaning from
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the very beginning. Now thisis not to underestimate the difficulty of the questions that can arise even from this
seemingly straightforward statement but at | east it groundsthe meani ngful nessof thingsin something deeper and more
fundamental. For thisreason | do not consider that | have “created Polanyi in my own image” since my perspective
isonethat | looked for but did not (alas) find in hiswritings.

The problem with God creating theworld for Polanyi isthat hefindsthe very concept extremely difficult to
graspandin Meaninghewonderswhether itisconceivableat all (p.125). Hisreluctanceto conceptualize Godineither
Tillichianorinany other theol ogi cal termsgivesusnothing concretefromhiminwhichto* ground” themeaningfulness
of theuniverse. For thisreason, | do not think that anyone at all has shown how Polanyi can consistently affirm his
convictioninthe ultimate significance of theuniverse. | don’t think it ispossiblefor anyoneto show thisand so | did
not attempt it myself. Thisiscertainly frustrating, but unfortunately, theway itis. It appearsthenthat thisisamissing
link in Polanyi’ sthought andin my estimation no onehasdemonstrated clearly that they haveuncoveredit. Of course,
each one of us may have our own way of showing how Polanyi should have grounded his conviction in the ultimate
significance of the universe. It may even bethat we do so in a Polanyian-like fashion, but thisis not the same thing
as setting out Polanyi’s own justification for his assertion of the ultimate meaningfulness of things.

Apczynski isright in noting my statementsthat Polanyi doesnot allow thereality of God to beexternal tothe
religiousform of indwelling intheway ascientificreality isexternal tothe community of scientific beliefs. However,
this comparison was less central to my argument which flows rather from Polanyi’s comments on religion and
mathematics and the sensein which Polanyi himself considersthat “realities’ may be“external.”

To show what | mean, we need to go to Polanyi’s concluding comments in his chapter on “Intellectual
Passions’ in Personal Knowledge (p.202). Here hetalks about the verification and validation of articulate systems.
Though the distinction might be somewhat fuzzy at the margins, Polanyi usestheword “verification” to refer to the
testing and acceptance of the empirical sciences and the word “validation” to refer to the testing and acceptance of
other articulate systems, and he gives the examples here (and in this order) of mathematics, religion and the various
arts. His penultimate sentenceisthen: “But both verification and validation are everywhere an acknowledgment of
acommitment: they claimthepresenceof somethingreal and external tothespeaker.” A key questionhereiswhat does
Polanyi mean by “external to the speaker” inrelation to validation?

Itishighly significant (1 believe) that both hereand in numerous places Polanyi links or groups mathematics
andreligiontogether. Thisoccursat fundamental placesin hisargument and the significance of thisneedsto bemore
carefully examined. Firstly, for Polanyi, mathematical realitiesarerealitiesin hisdistinctiveand unique senseof “that
whichisexpectedtoreved itselfindeterminably inthefuture” (S-S, p.10andcf. alsoPK, pp. viii,5,43,64,117,130,147,189)
Y et mathematical realitiesmay betotally nonempirical. Somemathematical termslikeal eph-three, explainsPolanyi, “ do
not refer toparti cular thingsat all, and may bealtogether empty categories, well-defined, but applyingtonothing” (PK,
p.86). Therefore(andlikereligional so?) mathematicslooksfor anindeterminaterangeof futuremanifestationswithin
mathematicsitself.

It seemsto methat the claim of validation that something real exists external to the speaker isnot aclaim by
Polanyi that the“ realities’ inquestionare, likeempirical objects, necessarily external tothe corresponding system, but
rather isaclaimthat realitiesexist which arereal inhisdistinctive sense of having alifeof their own, eventhoughthey
themselvesmight beinternal totheir respectivesystems. Itisinthissenseof havingalifeof their own and not simply
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being dependent ontheonewho namesor speaksthemthat they areprimarily tobeconsidered“ externa” (cf. M, p.66).

To conclude this particul ar discussion then, Polanyi leaves quite open the possibility that religiousrealities
(forexample® God") areana ogousto mathemati cal realitiesand might beentirely contained withinthearticulatesystem
of theChrigtianreligion. Inmy view, hisnumerouscomparisonsof religionwithmathematicsmakethisthemost likely
impression that hewisheshisreader to take away with them. It wascertainly theimpression heleftin my mind. Here
again, thisisnot my personal perspective on thereality of God, but | believe that on the evidence of thetext that it is
Polanyi’s. Thiscomparisonof religionand mathematicsandtheir respectiveredlities’ isthecoreof my argument then,
and not any comparison of religion and science. But please notethat thisargument isnot cast in the form of aknock-
down proof sincewhile| think the thrust of hiswriting iscompelling enough on this, he has never given usthat final
unambiguously clear confirmation of hisview. And we all need to acknowledge thislacunatogether.

My larger concern has been the interaction of various theologians with various philosophies of science.
Another major thesi sfocussed on Wolfhart Pannenberg and Karl Popper, for example. Somy concerninthisbook was
totakeaclosel ook at what Torranceisdoingwhen heinteractswiththethought of Michael Polanyi. Aswill beapparent
already to thosewho know something of Torrance swritings, | do not interpret Polanyi inthe sameway that Torrance
does. Indeed, though | have sometheological kinshipwith Torrance, | wasquitecritical of theway inwhich Torrance
tried to relate histheology to the contemporary scientific worldview and contemporary philosophy of science (both
of which heinterpretsprimarily through Polanyi’ seyes). Therefore, though| havea solearned thingsfrom Torrance,
| takein my book amuch needed critical look at Torrance’ swhol e attempt to relate theol ogy and science. Morethan
enough hasbeenwritten by supportersof Torranceand | felt that amore probing assessment needed to be undertaken.
This | have done, though | hasten to add at this point that the onusis now on me to produce my own constructive
contribution to the debate and if life-circumstances permit me | intend to do just that. Then of course otherswill do
thesamefor meas| havedonein my morecritical writings! | might add, however, thatinan epiloguetothebook | have
begun to examine the relationship of theology and science.

What wasmy conclusion about what i shappening theol ogically in Torrance’ sinteractionwith Polanyi? Very
briefly, it isthat Torrance' sdevelopment of the Barthian tradition hasresulted in aPolanyian natural theology which
servesasthe epistemol ogical substructure of all the sciencesincluding theology, which, assomewill know, Torrance
considersascienceinaquitespecific sense. Though Torrancewill without doubt contest thisstrongly, my assessment
isthat inadopting aPolanyian natural theology Torranceisinhisownway creatively relating theology and philosophy
inamanner not unlike Rudolf Bultmann or ThomasAquinasand in so doing hasdecisively moved beyond hisBarthian
roots. | recognizethat thesefew brief sentences (and Apczynski’ sown brief summary) leave muchtobedesired since
they stand rather naked without the full argumentation. To decide between my conclusion and Torrance' s position,
the reader will, of course, have to read my book, and some of Torrance’' sif they have not done so already.

However, | would like to conclude this response to John Apczynski’ sreview whereit beginsin thetitle, in
thequestion of thesignificanceof mathematicsin Polanyi’ sthinking. | am surethat my backgroundin puremathematics
led meto ask this question more readily than thosetrained in (say) art history. | had anatural tendency to read with
care any sentence with the word “mathematics’ init. However, it does seem to meto be more significant than most
commentatorson Polanyi haverealized. Thisisall themoresoif | amrightinsuggestingthat religiousrealitiesin Polanyi
are analogous to mathematical realities. This would mean then that information on Polanyi’s understanding of
mathematical realitiescould well throw somelight on hisview of “ God.”
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L eaving Polanyi’ sviewsasi defor amoment, thequestion of thenatureof mathematical reality isafascinating
oneinitself. Thekey question hereis: “Ismathematicsahuman creation or doesit exist in somekind of non-physical,
eternal and necessary realm (adoctrine sometimes called mathematical Platonism)?’ Morebriefly again, isit created
or discovered? Theanswer isby no meanseasy and it issignificant that in his own strugglewith thiskind of question
Edmund Husserl (whotrained first asamathematician) devel oped what we call phenomenology. Though | cannot go
intoit here, it wasin his struggle to understand mathematical reality that thisway of thinking was developed. (On
thissee Granville Henry, Logos. Mathematicsand Christian Theology (1976) pp.163-70).

But, unfortunately again, Polanyi does not enter this discussion himself. He supports Husserl’ s attempt to
safeguard the contents of experience against reductive analysis and phenomenology’s affirmation of higher, less
tangible levels of experience since these are things he wishes to emphasize himself, though he is critical of
phenomenol ogy’ slack of any notion of tacit knowingor level sof reality (KB, pp.221,236). Mathematical andreligious
realities, of course, would beconsidered by Polanyi to beintangiblerealities, if notthemostintangibleof realities. But
here, | think, wedraw near againtothelimitsof what may beknown with any certainty about Polanyi’ sviewsonthese
matters. For example,wemight wishtoask whether Polanyi saw mathematical andreligiousreditiesasonthesamelevd,
or asone abovethe other (and note that there are two possibilitieshere). Polanyi doesnot, to my knowledge, give us
anyinformationonthis. If hedid, thiswould provideuswith somesignificant cluesabout hisviewsonreligiousrealities.
Perhaps all that | can suggest at thisjuncture isthat a close examination needs to be conducted of all hiscomments
on mathematicsto seeif anything rel evant on thismay begleaned fromthem. Perhaps| may--if | haveany timeamong
thedemandsof my present existenceasapari sh minister--takeupthistask sinceitisaquestionthat | havenot previously
taken to the text myself, at least not in quite thisform.
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