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PHI BETA KAPPA — May 1st, 2012
“The Liberal Arts”

Dear Presidents and faculty, Parents and frieamits especially, dear Students — It's a
great privilege and honor to be able to addressgaday. Let me be among the first to
congratulate you on your election to Phi Beta Kapipa most prestigious of all academic honors
societies.

You have attained to this great honor not onlyaloise you have excelled in your chosen
majors, but because you have also excelled in gthar courses. One of the important criteria
of selection of Phi Beta Kappa recipients is thaltshould have taken challenging courses in a
wide variety of fields — you have all met that eribn, and in so doing have shown yourselves to
be great students of the liberal arts. Well done!

Let me begin by telling you one of my favorite s¢gat A BUDDHIST AND A TOURIST were
sitting next to one another on a bus heading ihefoothills of the Himalayas. Even the
foothills of the Himalayas are impressive mountaarsd as the bus ascended higher and higher,
and the road got narrower and windier, the tougst more and more nervous. As the bus
rounded yet another bend, and the chasm off theedithe road came even closer and more
threatening, the tourist let out an audible gaspl gnipped the seat in front, as if for all the
world she could somehow pull the bus further fromedge. “Don’t worry,” said the Buddhist,
“You're quite safe.” “But what if the bus goes owhe edge?” said the desperate tourist. “Oh!
In that case,” said the Buddhist, “Be sure to ldokhe left — the scenery over there is
spectacular!™

Typical of Buddhist wisdom, this story is about agreess — about the eternity of the
present moment — and about the openness of mirghadd all have to the boundless nature of
reality. It is this last quality | want to focus today, and my thesis is that the liberal artst, ju
like the disciplines of awareness and meditatioa gavital pathway to the boundless nature of
reality. |1 hope and trust that you are alreadyawred of this, but today is in part a celebration
of the liberal arts, and it is appropriate for agake out a few moments to think about what
‘liberal arts’ means — not in terms of curriculumdadistribution requirements, but in terms of
the vision of the human person it wishes to promote

To do this, | propose that we meditate on a pag® fa book. Theoretically, and in your
imagination, the page could be from any type ofdkbegour chemistry text book, a book on art
history with an image of your favorite Gaugin oc&3so. It could be a page from a Shakespeare
play or a sociological study of a given populatgsoup. It could be a political speech or a page
from history, about, say, the Napoleonic wars aoiild be a math text about quadratic
equations. You get the idea, any page from ank laowong the numerous disciplines you have
studied over the last few years. | am a theolagygssor, and | am going to exercise the

| am uncertain of the provenance of this storydmelythat | am sure | got it (somehow) from AnthaieyMello
(1931-1987). He is the author of a number of bawkspiritual wisdom, but | have also listeneddme of his
conferences on tape. His books inclutierareness: The Perils and Opportunities of Redhigw York:
Doubleday, 1990) antihe Song of the BirtNew York: Doubleday, 1982), but | have not bebleao find the story
in either of those books in the short time | hatbtuk.



speaker’s privilege and tell you that my page dlfrom the Bible, and in fact specifically from
the St. John’s Bible, the page that contains the@aim. You almost certainly all know this
psalm, at least its beginning. It is the psalm tbhads:

The LORDis my shepherd; | shall not watHe maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he
leadeth me beside the still wateBdHe restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths o
righteousness for his name's saké&ea, though | walk through the valley of the shadbdeath,
| will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy roaind thy staff they comfort me

Now, ordinarily, you think of analyzing a page ab@ok inliterature class, but there are
all sorts of ways of analyzing a page, and | pregbe thought experiment of analyzing my
Bible page by doing so from the perspective offadl disciplines you have studied over your
college years — fine arts, history, social sciennatural sciences, humanities, even theology. As
we do this thought experiment, | want you to notlt& as we move through the disciplines it is
a little bit like ascending a mountain (whethereobus or on foot does not matter) and as we go
from level to level we encounter different typegedlity — even different levels of reality, and of
course, my point will be that to understand thegpag understand reality in all of its depth, we
need all of the disciplines.

But just before embarking on this experiment, | tnartell you briefly of the scholar
whose work inspires it. Michael Polanyi was barHiungary in 1891 into a Jewish family of
great intellectuals (he died in 1976). He was hacteoled and his favorite subjects early in
life were physics and art-history, clearly a clofdhe liberal arts. He was fluent in four
languages: Hungarian, German, French and Englrshniversity, he first trained in medicine,
and when the First World War broke out he was capisd into the Austro-Hungarian army as a
medic. In that experience, he saw the horror ofidmity’s inhumanity. After the war, he spent
time in Germany and became very accomplished asearcher and teacher of chemistry,
impressing even Albert Einstein with some of hiscdveries and theories. He also spent time in
the then growing Soviet Union, but increasingly plsce of work was Germany, where as a
young scientist he enjoyed the thrill of researelowever, in the early 1930’s, Hitler came to
power and since Polanyi was Jewish, he had to eseap so went to Manchester University in
England, and continued for some years there, refsiegrand teaching chemistry. He also spent
many years in the USA.

But what Michael Polanyi is most famous for is thabugh he was a famous scientist,
having published extensively in physical chemisitiy,spent the last half of his life dedicated to
the social sciences, to politics and especialpttidosophy and the study of knowledge. He did
this because he was horrified by what he had sed#megperversion of scientific knowledge in
Soviet Russia and Nazi Germany, and he fearedstmgiar, purely materialist thinking was
becoming prevalent throughout industrialized s@est As he saw it, life was being reduced to
the definitions of physics and chemistry, and he e@nvinced that such a view of science, such
a view of knowledge, was a major contributor to hloerors of the Western, industrialized world.
So he turned to philosophy to attempt to show hibwfahe disciplines are equally necessary if

2 Much of the biographical information here | hasken from Mark T. MitchellMichael Polanyi: The Art of
Knowing (Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2006).

% For Polanyi’s personal accounts in this regard,Mihael PolanyiScience, Faith and Socief@xford University
Press, 1946), anthe Tacit DimensiofUniversity of Chicago, 1966).



we are to have a true understanding of the deftteabty. Hence, he is the inspiration behind
our thought-experiment.

So, let’s analyze our St. John’s Bible page withlds23 inscribed upon it. The art-
historians might be the first to offer an analysihey would have lots to say about how it picks
up the ancient tradition of the monks copying texiteey would comment on its calligraphy and
illuminated pages, so reminiscent of, but so ddiféfrom, the beautiful illuminated pages of
medieval manuscripts. Regular historians wouldltebat the psalm has traditionally been
ascribed to David and would have a great dealy@baut David as a shepherd, a warrior and
king of Israel, and no doubt would argue aboutittedihood of whether David did indeed
compose the psalm. Linguists have to have thgirteay would have a wonderful time
reminding us that the psalm was not originally cosga in English at all, nor in Latin or Greek.
Its original language is Hebrew (over):

IONN ND YYD

232702 MINH dR-DY ;2138272 ,NYT NN

223V YV9)

YTRY NAN-YD --Y) NPN-ND ,NIIS N)2 TIN-ID D) (recite after me)

Notice that, with respect to language, it is nst @ matter of different sounding words,
but — as you have undoubtedly learned — it's aenalftthe cultural content of a language and its
worldview. Psalm 23 is not the same thing in Esfghs it is in ancient Hebrew.

From each of these disciplines we are learning fungeabout our page, but there is still
much more to study. The social scientists, fomgxla, especially the psychologists, might have
a lot to say about how the page is redolent otddiéindividual who is seeking comfort from an
unseen agency. If the psychologist were a relgygkeptic, she might wax eloquent about how
this is a typical example of humans deluding thdwese Other social scientists might not be so
skeptical, but they could have a lot to say abbepkerds in the ancient world, their difficult
lifestyle and their close attachment to their sheep

When Polanyi used this image of a page of writhmgwas most concerned about the
natural sciences (in which he was an expert), @wds concerned how in the minds of some,
the only true knowledge humans can acquire is sor@nce, from what can be tested and proven
by the scientific method. He completely rejecteat tview, and largely devised this and other
illustrative analogies to combat it. So, he warttedraw our attention to what physics and
chemistry would, and would not, be able to telabsut our page. It would be able to tell us
numerous things, of course — far more than | costd Physics and chemistry would weigh and
measure the page precisely, perhaps even calaultgiatomic weight. They might inform us
that, unless the page is given very special pnatecit will in time crinkle, yellow and fade, and
this is because it is not an inert thing, as itesgwp to our eyes. Rather, its particles are all in
motion, and in fact the vast majority of it is j@shpty space, no matter how solid and smooth it
looks to us. They would analyze the ink of itstimg and the parchment on which it is written,
breaking down its chemical composition — all faatimg stuff.

But now we come to a crucial question: Are themdth to what physics and chemistry
can discover? To Polanyi, it was more than obvtbasthere are severe limits. For instance,



would such analysis be able to detect the preseihvwerds or their meaning? And of course,
the answer is no, it could not. This is not ai@sm of those sciences, of course, merely a
description, but the point being made is cruclathe page being analyzed were from a score of
a Beethoven symphony, chemical analysis could t#tednk on the page, but it could never
hear the music. If the page contained a poem bydgvaorth, physical analysis could say lots of
things about the paper, but it could never detezemotions of the poetry. The physical
sciences, just like art history, psychology, lirdigs, history and so on, can tell us lots of thing
about our page, but to hear its poetry and to ki®Waith in, and longing for, God, requires the
fullness of our humanity, and no one disciplinegsial to that task.

And that’s where the wisdom of our Buddhist oniti@untain and the wisdom of the
liberal arts converge. As we ascend through teeiglines — from the physical sciences with
their ability to pin down facts, to the less exsa@tial sciences, attempting to solve the
unpredictability of the behavior of individuals apdpulations, and finally to the humanities and
fine arts that deal in aesthetics, symbolism, poatid the abstract arguments of philosophy and
theology (knowledge that is real but largely indet@ate) — as we climb these mountains of
knowledge, we begin to realize that we are moviegper and deeper into mystery. Or, another
way to express this is to say that we are encougtelifferent levels and types of reality.
Michael Polanyi insisted that it is the least téhgirealities that are the most real, since ihey/t
that give meaning and order to the tangible. imgeof our page, this means that it is the mind
of the poet, the composer of the prayer, that issmeal than the ink and paper on which he
wrote his psalm. Theology’s contribution to undansling the page is to insist on taking the
mind and heart of the poet seriously on their o&ms, including in their humble recognition of
the sacred.

My wish for you, therefore, is that you will celabe throughout your lives what you
have learned from the liberal arts. Never be adisvith just one way of looking at things.
Don't let anyone ever convince you that human besng just so much physics and chemistry.
No matter how painful life might be sometimes, @b let it be pancaked to just one level of
reality. Keep your minds open to the boundlesaneatbf reality. Humans beings, suggested
Polanyi, are the universe reflecting on itselfl tAk disciplines agree: by far the most complex
entity in the entire universe is a human being.cBmparison, stars and galaxies, quarks and
gluons, are child’s play. Discovering all of tlzahazing and sacred complexity is what the
liberal arts are all about. So, climb every moumtd knowledge you can; and don’t be afraid;
the views all around you are spectacular.

Thank you & God bless.

Vincent M. Smiles
May 1, 2012
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