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ABSTRACT

MICHAEL POLANYI

AND THE FOUNDATIONS OF RELIGIOUS KNOWLEDGE

by

Joseph Watkins Kroger

This essay explores the implications of Michael

Polanyi's theory of tacit knowing for foundational theology.

Foundational theology, which begins with a recognition of the

problematic status of religious knowledge, seeks to resolve

that problem by providing theology with a method and criteria
~

of meaning and truth firmly grounded in cognitional theory.

Central to the task of articulating a method for theology is

the necessity of accounting for the relationship of faith

and reason. Polanyi's cognitional theory recognizes coherence

of faith and reason to be an indispensable condition of know-

ledge, and, therefore, his thought is deemed especially

relevant to the foundational task of ch~istian theology.

This work, then, attempts to bring Polanyi's theory of know-

ledge to bear on the problem of method in theology.

The dissertation is divided into two major sections.

The first section focuses on the theological problem of account-

. ing for the discovery and justification of religious knowledge,

that is, the pr9blem of method in theology. The faith-reason



relationship in theology is examined in terms of the histori
~

cal development of theology's self-understanding. This in-

vestigation leads to a consideration of the contemporary

. concern for the foundational questions of meaning and truth

in theology. The taSK of foundational theology is discussed

as the attempt to transform the hermeneutic circle of faith
\

and reason, and to establish the significance and validity

of the theological enterprise.

The second section of the dissertation focuses on a

resolution of the theological problematic. Polanyi's post

critical conception of personal knowledge is examined in

order to provide a background for a detailed analysis of his

theory of tacit knowing. It is argued that Polanyi l s cQgnit

ional theory--his account of the structure and act of tacit

integration--provides a foundation for an objectification of

method in theology and for a differentiation of theological

specializations.



TABLE OF COllTElITS

ACKNO~o/LEDG E iEN'rS

ABBREVI \'rIOllS

. . . . . . . . . . .
• • •

i

• iv

• • 1i. . . .
. . . . . .

· . .
· . . . . . . . .

· .• •

. . . .~.. . . .

. . . . . . . . . .• • •PHEFfl.CB

SECTIOH ONS

THE rnOBLl.;H OF R::LIGIOUS KliO:ILSDGS

CHAP'fER I. INTRODUC'i'IOU TO THE PROEL::.!l • • • • • • • .' 1

Affinities in Post-Critical and
Founda tional rrhotl.c:;ht

Co~non Problematic
Important Asst~ptions

Nothodological Orientation
Contras t Bet:lcen Polanyi and Lonergan

Scope nnd 11e thod: Problom Sol VL1g

CHAPT~R III. 11ETl:0D AHD 'fIfE FOUlTDATI0;rs OF THEOLOJY • • 92

Neoorthodox and Existential Tneologics
Radical and Ernpirica.l Theologies

Two Foundationa.l Questions: Heaning
and Truth

The Task or .?oundational ?heology

CHAPTER II. FAITH' AHD REi\SOH IN' THEOLOGY'. •

Notions of Faith and Hca~on

Throe Periods of Ration~li~n

Greek RationalisM

Medioval Rationalinm

Modern Rationalism

• • • • • 39

I

\
f



SECTION 'TWO

THE FOUNDATIONS OF RELIGIOUS KNOWLEDGE

CHAPTER IV. POST-CRITICAL THOUGHT .......•..•.. 136

The Foundations of SClentific Knowledge

Freedom As Self-Governing Thought

Non-Explicit Knowledge in Science

Scientific Beliefs

The Indeterminacy of Science

The Ideal of Personal Knowledge
I

Intellectual Passions

Post-Critical Exigence

CHAPTER V. THE DISCOVERY AND JUSTIFICATION OF KNOWLEDGE •. 194.

The Logic of Discovery: Methodical Exigence

Scientific Method and the Logic of Dis
covery

The Structure and Act of Tacit Knowing

The Logic of Justification: Moral Exigence

Self-Set Standards of Intelligence

Community, Authority and Conscience

CHAPTER VI. DISCOVERY AND JUSTIFICATION IN THEOLOGY •••• 263.

The Foundations of Theological Method

The Discovery of Religious Knowledge

The Justification of Religious Knowledge

The Foundations of Theological Specialization

Historical Theology

Systematic Theology

Practical Theology

Foundational Theology

APPENDIX ••

BIBLIOGRAPHY • •

. . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . .
• 319.

• 328.



i.
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

For the past seven years, my own understanding of post-

critical philosophy and foundational. theology has dwelt-within and

been greatly enriched by two communities of inquiry: the Department

of Religion at McMaster University and the Polanyi Society .. Though

words cannot adequately express my gratitude to the members of these

communities, I want to acknowledge the stimulation, guidance, and

constructive criticism they have generously given me over the years.

In this regard, I am most indebted to Dr. John C. Robertson, whose
~

friendship I value and whose genuine spirit of inquiry I have sought

to emmulate. His help ~as always been "en-couraging lt in the truest

sense pf that word. I want to thank Dr. Cathleen Going for her

careful and thorough reading of the text and for ever raising further

critical and challenging questions. I am also grateful for the·

many hours of engaging discussion in and out of seminars at McMaster

with Dr. Ian Weeks, Dr. Ben Meyer, John Kane, David AId and others,

and at .Polanyi Society meetings with Dr. Richard Gelwick, Bruno Manno,

Jerry Gill and others. I hopeI have benefitted from all these

exchanges.

I want to express my appreciation to the Canada Council for

the grant of a Fellowship from 1979 to 1972, and my thanks to Ruth Ard

and Vivian cor£jtt for their work in typing the dissertation.

Finally, I want to thank my wife, Althea, for her steady faith,

support, and encouragement throughout the difficult years of graduate

study and in particular for two long summ~s which I could devote almost

exclusively to writing. H~re, where th~/indwelling is deepest, words

are totally inadequate.



11'1

ABBREVIATIONS

The following abbreviations will be used for references to

the books and lectures of Michael Polanyil

SFS for Science. Faith and Societ~* (Chicago I Uni
versity of Chicago Press, 194 J Phoenix edition,
1964) •

LL for The~~o~ic of Libert~ (Chicago. University of
Chicago Press, 1951~.

PK for Personal Kno"'led~el Towards a Post-Critical
Philoso'Ohy-k (Ghica;;o • University of chicago Press,
1938, London I Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1958,
New York. Harper Torchbooks, 1964).

8M for The Study of r.1an* (Ch:1.cagol University of
Chicago Press, 1959; London. Routledge and Kegan
Paul, 1959; Phoenix edition, 1964).

TD for The Tacit Dinension* (Garden City, New Yorkl
Doubleday and Co., Ind., 1966, Anchor Books, 1966).

KB for Knowing and Being* Essays by Michael Polanyi
edited by r.:arjor:e Grene (Chicago. University of
Chicago press, 1969, Phoenix edition, 1971).

MIT I for wThe Metaphysical Reach of Science" Nan In
Thought UnpUblished D..1ke Lectures (Dulce University),
February 10, 1964.

MIT II for qThe structure of Tacit Knowing" Man In Thought
UnpUblished Duke Lectures (Duke University),
February 17, 1964. -

MIT III for "Commitment to Science" Man in Thought Unpub
lished Duke Lectures (Duke Universi~), February 24,
19~4.

,-

MIT IV for "The Emer&ence of Man" Man In Thought UnpUb
lished Duke- Lectures (Duke University), I'<~arch 2,
1964.



iii.

MIT V for "Thought and Society" r.:an In Thour:ht Unpub
lished Duke Lectures (Duke UniversitY), :,:arch 9,
1964.

RM I for "Science and Reality" The Recovery of r,~an

Unpublished 'I/esleyan Lectures O'/e sleyan University),
September 29, 1965.

m~ II for "The Structure of Tacit Knowing" The Recovery
of r,;an' UnDublishcd Hesleyan Lectures t.tesleyan
University), October 14, 1905.

Rlt1 III for "The Creative Imagination" The Recover~ of ·"3.22
Unpublished 't1esleyan Lectures (','Iesleyan Unlverzi~y),

October 21, 1965.

RM IV for "The Growth of Science In Society" The Re
covery of r.la,; Unpublished ',1esleyan Lectures
lWesleyan University), October 28, 1965.

RM V for "Le1,e1s of Reali ty" The Reco·/er of r,::m
Unpublished \'/esleyan Lectures Hesley-an Un~versity),

November 11, 1965.

Intellect and ;!o""'~J ES3ays in the thought of
Michael Polanyi. edited by Tho:nas A. Langford and Ylillia.'ll
H. Poteat (Durham, N. C.l Duke University Press, 1~68)

will be cited as IH.

*Notel The pagination of the American hardbound
and paperbound editions of Michael ?olanyi's books corresponds.
One exception, however, is the preface to Personal Knowledge.
An additional preface was written for the Harper Torchbook
edition, and references to the preface are to that edition.



PREFACE

Rerlecting on the well known story or Archimedes'

rwmous discovery in the baths of Syracuse and his exuberant

cry of delight, Michael Polanyi makes the observation in

Personal KnOWledge that t1 no thing is a problem or discovery

"",in itselrj it can be a problem only if it puzzles and

worries somebody, and a discovery only if it relieves some

body from the burden of a problem. 1l1 The present study or

the bearing of Polanyi's thought on oertain foundational

questions in theology has its origins in that sometimes

perplexed-sometllnes-resolute state of mind which results

from liVing with a pr~blem for a long time, watching it

grow and become entangled in what appears to be an ever

widening web of complex issues, all the while harboring at

a level of vague and tacit awareness both a hint 'and a hope

of its resolution. From a personal point of view, then,

this dissertation offers not only a challenge but also an

opportunity to identiry that problem, sort out and circum

Boribe the relevant issues and generally bring to a level

of explicit awareness what such a resolution might look

like. More apecirically, this study reflects a long standing

concern with a theolo3~cal problem that began, as much as

1PK, p. 122.

1v.
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I oan reoall, more .than twexve years ago with a senior

seminar paper in philosophy on "The Development of the

I-Iedieva.l Doctrine of 'uouble -Truth I" • The problem that

began to emerge for me at that time was the theologioal
• > ~ ~

problem of resolving the app~ent con1:lict between faith

and reason that led to the development of a doctrine

whioh deolared that there were two different kinds of

brUth--a truth of faith and a truth of reason. My interest

~~in this partioular episode of medieval thought was aroused

by the suspioion that the same kind of disjunotive view

of faith and reason which brought about the thirteenth

centurI polariz

a ~airly prevalent as

thought as well. The so

"l'ideists" and "rationalists" was '"

in oontemporary theolog~cal

_~_'~'two-truth" doctrine seemed

that question.

to imply a kind of intelleotual schizophYenia. Was this one

of those ideas, of which Whitehead wrote, "that the world

had got hold of" but "which the world could neither live

with nor live without n ?2 I wasn't rea1ly prepared to answer

"
In reading Miohael<Polanyits Personal Knowledge a

few years later, however, I became convinoed that his "post-

oritioal philosophy" o:ffered a :framework of thought within

whioh a resolutiqn or the theologioal problematic might be

1

2A1:f'red N. Whitehead, Soience and the Modern World
(New York: The Free Press Paperback Edition, 1967), p.



found. Here was a radical conceptual reform. In seeking

vi.

to account for the nature and Justification of sClentific

knowledge, Polanyi was led to develop a cognitional theory

which reccgnized coherence of faith and reason to be an

indispensable conditl0n of all knowledge. The conceptlon

of sClentlfic knowledge as "personal knowledge" challenges

the epistemologlcal view that there i~ an unavoidable con-

flict between faith and reason by establishing the inevit
t

. ably fiduciary character of reason and the essentially

rational character of faith. Moreover, "personal knowledge"
,~

\

transcends a number of distinctions which form the con-

ceptual basis of mo~ern thought: ob]ectivity--sub]ectivlty,

jUdgments of fact--judgments of value, scientlfic truth--

existential truth. Polanyi's thought, thus, provided~~

host of clues pointing to a possible solution.

The third phase in the development of my own thinking

on the problematic foundations of religlous knowledge began

just six years ago when I was introduced to the thought of

Bernard Lonergan and to the movement of "foundational theology".

Foundational theology begins with a recognition of theology's'

problematic status and seeks .to resolve that problem by

grounding theology in cognitional theory. The concerns and

methods of foundational theology, thus, converged with my

own interest in PolanyiJs thought and also provided a contem-

porary context for seeking a resolution of the faith-reason
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problem. The present work is, in short, the attempt to

bring Polanyi's thought to bear on the faith-reason prob-

lematic in the context of foundational theology.

Toe dissertation is divided into two major sections.

The first section, "The Problem of Religious Knowledge", ~den-

tifies and circumscribes the faith-reason problem and places

~ the discussion in the context of the foundational quest for

method in theology. Chapter I sets forth the general lines of

the thesis. The faith-reason relationship ~s shown to be at

the core of the foundational issues of meaning and truth in

religious knowledge and to give r~se to the problem of method

in theology. Foundational theology and post-critical philosophy

converge in seeking-in cogni~ional theory a resolution of the

problem of method and this suggests the significance Polanyi's

theory of tacit knowing holds for the foundational task. A

discussion of Polanyi's conception of the nature of a problem

anticipates his account of the logic of discovery and justifi~

cation, and illuminates as well the method of the present work.

Chapter II examines the notions' of faith and reason,

the two-fold source and ground of religious knowledge. His-

torically, the relationship of fides and ratio has always

been problematic for Christian theology. More recently,

however, the problem has taken on a new dimension, due in

large measure to the emergence of philosophic and scientific

ideals which have substantially modified the concept~on of

i

I
l

/,

I
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rationality (the element of ratio) in human cognition,

and discredited the conception o~ faith (the element of

rides). The conrrontation of twentieth century theology

with critical philosophy and a positivist account of

science results in a challenge to the conjunction of fid~

and ratio and raises serious doubts about the cognitive

signifioance and validity or religious knowledge.

Chapter III brings the disoussion of religious

knowledge more explioitly within the ~ontext of contemporary

Christian theology. and explores two alternative approaohes

to the problem of theological method. Finally the focus is

sharpened upon the two foundational issue~ raised earlier:

the possibility of meaning and the justification of truth

in theology. Foundational theology is described as the

attempt to transform the hermeneutio cirole of faith and

reason in a way which establishes theology as a significant

and valid soience of religion.

The second major seotion. "The Foundations o~ Reli

gious Knowledge", examines Polanyi 1 s post-oritioal philosophy

in general and his theory of tacit knowing in partioular,

and' brings this thought to b~ar on the' foundational problem

of metho~ in theology. Chap~er IV begins by noting the

sl.gni:ficance of Ifscientif'ic ideal.s" to the foundational

enterprise in theology. In seekLng to establish the found-

,
1,
f
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