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These reflections on Andrew Grosso’s recent book Personal Being highlight his philosophical construction
of a concept of per sonhood based on themesfromthewritings of Michael Polanyi and hisuse of thisconception
to express creatively elements of the traditional Christian doctrines on the trinity. Additional clarifications
are sought regarding his formulations on the divine personhood of Jesus, the adequacy of his formulations
on theintra-trinitarian relations, and the insightful ness of the absolute personhood of the divine. This study
is a helpful model for extending Polanyian insights into the realm of dogmatic theology.

Andrew T. Grosso. Personal Being: Polanyi, Ontology, and Christian Theology. New Y ork: Peter L ang, 2007.
Pp. viii +234. ISBN 978-0-8204-8897. Cloth. $70.95.

In this ambitious work Andrew T. Grosso goes where no student of Polanyi — to this reviewer’s
awareness at least —has dared to go before. Hisintention isto extrapolate from features of Polanyi’ stheory of
knowing aphilosophical doctrineof personhood which might serveasaresourcefor expressingacontemporary
understanding of the traditional doctrine of the Christian trinity. On the surface, such a project may seem
inauspiciousinsofar asanimplication of Polanyi’ sprincipal epistemological concernincluded acritiqueof the
autonomous subject that normally lay behind the objectivist yearnings of much of modernity. The very effort
of proposing an ontological understanding of personhood might thus appear to require a critical move toward
something likeatotally reflectivecogito. Sinceheisrelying oninsightsfrom Polanyi’ sepistemol ogy, however,
the notion of the person which Grosso constructsiswholly relational. How does he arrive at this conception?

Grosso begins, asonewould expect, with asurvey of somefeaturesof Polanyi’ stheory of knowledge.
Given hisoverall ontological concern, thisexposition highlights theimportance of the “ object-dimension” of
knowing. Thereisnothing objectionablein suchastrategy, but it may bemisleading to areader unfamiliar with
Polanyi’ stheory. Inhisexposition of thestructure of tacit knowing, for example, Grosso presentsthisunder the
rubric of the structure of apprehension (17). Thisis proper when describing our knowledge of objectsin our
experience, butincompletefor afull er account of themeaningful ness of theframeworkswithinwhichwedwell.
Similarly, hedevel opshispresentation of thehierarchical implicationsof reality under therubric of “contact with
reality” (37ff). This allows Grosso to emphasize Polanyi’s insistence on the non-reducible elements of
comprehensive entities (such as machines) subject to marginal control. Thiscomesat the expense of implying
that thereis some sort of adistance that needsto be bridged between knowing and the object known, when for
Polanyi apersonisalwaysalready in relation to the environment through subsidiary awareness. Polanyi himsel f
speaksof the need to bridge agap only in heuristic momentswhen the subsidiary features are not quite brought
intoafocal wholeby theknower. Grosso’ semphasisevenleadshimtoassertthatinall casesof reliableknowledge
there is an objective reality existing independently of the knower (147). When Polanyi makes such claims,
however, they arenormally concernedwith“empirical” knowledgeof thesort madein science(seePK 311, 104).
Thepurpose of these emphasesin Grosso’ sanalysisisto highlight theimportance of therole of dwellingwithin
aframework of meaningin order to allow someoneto recognize the objectivity of emergent realitiespresentin

experience. - , o .
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Structuring hispresentation of Polanyi’ sthoughtinthisway allowsGrossotoidentify threekey features
congtitutingthereality of aperson. Thereisanorganizing center or anindwelling self whichrepresentsaperson’s
senseof being oriented andisnot susceptibletofull articulation. Thereis, secondly, anindwelt self or thehorizon
of meaning which shapesand situatesaperson’ sidentity. Andthereis, finally, an extended self whichincludes
ahorizon of meaning withinwhich apersonisintegrated into awider frame of meaning. Thesethreeelements
aresomething likecoordinatesof personhood. Noneof themhaveontological priority over theother; rather they
are better appreciated as continuously interacting patterns of activity that constitute personhood. The process
of indwelling servesto integrate and bring these features of personhood into focusfor us (90-94). Whileall of
these features may be found in his writings, Polanyi himself, as Grosso readily acknowledges, had never
marshal ed them together in such away asto provide acoherent statement of what constitutes personhood. This
extrapolation is the major contributes of Grosso’s study, and it can be said to form his understanding of
personhood based on Polanyian insights. It also forms the guiding principle for his effort to formulate an
understanding of the doctrine of the Christian trinity.

The application of this understanding of personhood to the orthodox doctrine of the trinity takes us
far beyond customary Polanyianthemes. Becausetheir provenanceinvolved theuseof Hellenistic metaphysical
categoriesfrom thefourth and fifth centuries, any effort to explicate their meaningin contemporary formsmust
becautious. Grossoiswell awareof this. Y et hisdesiretoremainfaithful to orthodox formulationswhileutilizing
Polanyian terminol ogy |eadsto some problematic claims. Thedoctrinal claim that Jesusisthe Son of God, for
exampl e, includesthefifth-century affirmation that the hypostasis or per sona of the Sonisthe basisof theunity
of the reality of Jesus. Grosso transposes this into Polanyian terms by considering the divine personhood of
the Son the “ supervenient dynamic” exercising marginal control over the human nature of Jesus so that Jesus
is not to be understood as exercising “independent personhood” in his preaching or ministry (133-37). While
thismay sustain fifth-century assumptions, | am not asconvinced that it ismeaningful for atwenty-first century
context. Thedoctrinal tradition never madeany claimsabout human personality inthissense, obviously, because
it was not aware of it. Might it not be more adequate to transpose these beliefs by claiming that the divine
“indwelling self” functions asthe ground of the “indwelt self” of the personality of the historical Jesus which
istacitly aware of thisdivinefoundation and which must cometo an awarenessof it through his* extended self”
mediated by his Jewish heritage? Thisrequires, perhaps, amore flexible application of Grosso’s ontological
depiction of personhood.

When Grosso attempts to explicate doctrines about the “immanent” trinity in terms of the Polanyian
perspectiveon” graduated multi-modalism” (147), wefacesimilar difficultiesif thissuggestivemetaphor begins
to function more like a literal metaphysical doctrine —which appears to be the way he attempts to push these
reflections. In a very dense presentation of the intra-trinitarian relations, Grosso explains the relations as
exercisingmarginal control over the*boundary conditions’ withinthedivinebeing (152-55). Grossomay beon
to something here, but to speak of boundary conditions within the divine being which is normally understood
as limitless is more than paradoxical. Finally, Grosso asks about the absolute divine personhood of God, in
distinctionfromtheimmanentrelations. Herehewisely qualifiesthisdiscussionby utilizingthemedieval notion
of formal, not real, distinctions (157). This permits him to say that the absolute personhood of God can be
understood to bethe operational dynamicsof personhood withinthetrinity and, derivatively, withinthecreated
order.
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Thisisafine exercisein expressing thetraditional orthodox doctrine of the trinity through the use of
acontemporary Polanyian idiom. Students of Polanyi interested in exploring the basic contours of Polanyi’'s
thinkingwill bebest advisedtolook el sewhere, such asinthestudiesby Gelwick or Prosch. Studentsof Polanyi
who would like to probe how Polanyi’s thought might be helpful for theological reflection on the dogmatic
tradition of Christianity, however, would find a splendid model here. Grosso’ s formulation of the features of
personhood is stimulating and wholly consistent with Polanyi’s outlook. His application of these featuresto
the orthodox doctrine of thetrinity isilluminating and suggestive, even though, as| indicated, the complexity
of theissues call for further clarification. It marksan auspicious beginning.

Re-Visiting Personal Being: A Response To Apczynski’'s Review
Andrew Grosso

ABSTRACT Key Words: indwelling, subsidiary awareness, Polanyian realism, theol ogy

Thisbrief essay addressesquestionsraised by John Apczynski’ sreview of my book, Personal Being, especially
(2) the nature of subsidiary indwelling, (2) the ontological ramifications of Polanyi’s thought, and (3) the
transposition of Christian doctrine in a more contemporary, Polanyian key.

| am grateful to John Apczynski for hiscareful and thoughtful reading of my book, andto Phil Mullins
for the opportunity to respond to Apczynski’ sreview. Thisbrief exchange hasgiven mean chancetorevisit my
arguments and consider how | might sharpen and elaborate them.

Apczynski rightly notes that (1) at the heart of my efforts is the extrapolation of a Polanyian
understanding of personhood amenabl e to theological reflection and (2) my aimisto provide, not a Polanyian
version of absolute idealism, but amore relational understanding of the being of persons.

Thereare, | believe, three primary questions Apczynski wantsto pose about my project. First, he'sa
little apprehensive about my reading of Polanyi’s understanding of the tacit dimension, especially (1) the
phenomenology of indwelling and (2) the ontological ramifications of personal knowledge. Second, he' s not
convinced that my effortsat rehabilitating traditional Christian doctrinesareentirely effective. Third, hewants
to see amore detailed account of the broader region lying beyond the relatively narrow horizon of the study.

It might befair to say that some of theseissuesfollow fromthe different waysinwhich Apczynski and
| makeuseof Polanyi’ sthought. Asl mentioninthebook, Richard Allen (and others) have pointed out that there
is more than one way to approach Polanyi. | opted neither to confine myself to the precise limits of Polanyi’s
epistemology nor to superimpose his thought on a controlling theological system, but to pursue a mutually
determinati ve conversation between hisphil osophy and amoretheol ogical modeof reflection (cf. 113-117). 1 was
especialy interested in exploring (and even pushing) the boundaries of Polanyi’ sprogramrelativeto hisviews
on personhood, language, and the possibility of (Christian) metaphysics.

| think Apczynski and | agree about the differences between a phenomenological as opposed to an
ontological exposition of the tacit dimension; there is a significant and important difference between “the
meaningfulness of the frameworkswherein we dwell” and the“* object-dimension’ of knowing.” Apczynski’s
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concernsinthisregard highlight theneed for amoreful someexploration of thecharacter of religiousexperience
from a Polanyian perspective. | find Polanyi’s thought a potentially rich resource for the development of a
theology (including atheological method) equally attentiveto “descriptive,” “exact,” and “ deductive” modes
of religiousawareness (see PK, 82-87).

I’'mintrigued by Apczynski’ sobservationthat subsidiary awarenesssituatesuswithinan environment
prior to our focal awareness of particular objectswithin that environment, thus obviating the need to overcome
any perceived “distance” between these objects and ourselves. On the one hand, thisis of course wholly in
keeping with Polanyi’s thought, and was also one of the principles underlying my distinction between the
“indwelling self,” the*indwelt self,” andthe" extended self” (88-95). Ontheother hand, | wonder if wemay not
need to distinguish between different modes of subsidiary indwelling; it seems that the kind of subsidiary
awareness one employswhen dwelling in a proximate horizon for the purpose of apprehending adistal object
ismarkedly different fromthekind of subsidiary “ awareness’ (if wemay evencall itthat) at work whenweindwell
aproximate horizon that we do not so employ. | would not want simply to rel egatethislatter mode of subsidiary
indwelling to something like the unconscious, even less to suggest that such a subsidiary horizon cannot
meaningfully besaidto exist for us, because| think thiskind of indwelling would bean important elementinthe
exposition of afully relational account of personal being. But much morewould need to be said to develop this
possibility further.

The"* object-dimension’ of our knowing” andtheontol ogical thrust of Polanyi’ sthought issomething
that | wanted to try and push rather hard. Polanyi’ s taxonomy of language, as well as his commitment to the
importanceof freedom, rationality, and theaxiol ogical dimensionsof knowing (both moral and aesthetic) suggest
to methat hiswork yields anything but aminimalist (i.e., strictly empirical) ontology. One might suggest that
Polanyi’s commitments to such principles were largely pragmatic, but Polanyi eschewed strictly utilitarian
accountsof knowing(e.g., PK, 16-17,113-114, 169-170).

I’m not sure the theological concerns Apczynski raises could be adjudicated on strictly Polanyian
grounds. Heis, for example, unsureabout thevalueof “Hellenistic” thought formsintoday’ sworld, but | would
suggest (1) that one might justifiably read the patristic tradition asthe Christiani zation of Hellenism rather than
theHéllenization of Christianity and (2) that it may beamistaketo conflatetraditional formulaswiththemeaning
they intendto express. Wemay havereasontorevisitthetechnical detail swhereby agivendoctrineisarticul ated,
but doing so does not automatically enjoin usto reject the doctrine itself; to do so would be to confuse afocal
object for its subsidiary horizon. In part for this reason, I'm not sure Apczynski’s alternative christological
proposal isviable; it sounds morethan alittle Apollinarian to me. However, he’ sright to suggest that | should
have engaged the issue of theol ogical language and the difference between real and formal distinctions earlier
and more thoroughly that | did, rather than burying it in the middle of my consideration of immanent divine
personhood (148-160). | covered some of this ground in chapter four (see esp. 113-125), but I'm afraid my
enthusiasm caused me to pass too quickly over some important methodological problems.

Apczynski isentirely justified when he saysthat the complexity of theissues| engage requires more
extensive and detailed clarification. It ismy hopeto usethefoundation | outlinein Personal Being asastarting
point for amorefar-ranging personalistic cosmol ogy, oneorgani zed around the concept of interpersonal mutual
indwelling (154, 160-166). I’ mindebtedto A pczynski for providing mewithan opportunity toreflect critically on
my initial efforts.
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