
cannot appeal to scripture and tradition, for the meaning of these
things is profoundly in dispute; likewise, one cannot appeal to
polity, for the nature of the polity is clearly also profoundly in dis-
pute.3 The Reasserters4 play the trump of Scripture and the Reap-
praisers play the trump of experience, and both assert in different
ways that the stakes are too high to be tried synodically, at least at
synods that appear to be hostile to their various interests. Reason
is brought in as a traditional Anglican authority mostly by the
reappraising side to mean vague results of unnamed “scholars
and experts.” (By the way, I have not yet received a reply to my
now years old challenge for the citation of a single scientific paper
in a peer- reviewed journal which holds that same-sex attraction is
only or primarily biologically determined. But never mind, be-
cause it is profoundly disputed by both sides that science could
ever be determinative in either direction.)5 The dispute is at heart
a dispute about the nature of truth and therefore about the nature
of reality and the nature of the rational. The dispute in The Epis-
copal Church and in the other Western Churches including the
Roman Catholic Church (it has more intellectual and institutional
ballast but by no means immunity) is a reflection of the paralysis
of Western Civilization in the throes of an utter loss of confidence
in the very idea of truth while it stands toe to toe with a fierce,
committed and determined enemy in the ideology of Islamism. 

I can find nothing to add to the analysis of Lesslie Newbigin.6

Building on the philosophy of Michael Polanyi,7 Newbigin ana-
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Determined leaders of The Episcopal Church who have read their
Family Systems, albeit in a superficial way, and have learned to be
“non-anxious” in the face of crisis and learned to “reframe” the
current crisis as “a fantastic opportunity,” speak confidently of the
need to hang together and keep talking, and of the healing poten-
tial of dialogue.1 There are endless exchanges in the blogosphere
and some notable irenic voices who make a real effort to visit the
cyber-world of the opposition and engage in civil argument and
exchange. Yet, it is hard to deny that the church is more polarized
than ever and poised for some kind of major realignment. Why is
it that talking works so poorly and especially among church peo-
ple?2 The exchanges seem to harden people in their appraisal of
the other side and seem to produce despair rather than hope.
After the election of Gene Robinson, my diocese held a series of
public forums so that the bishop and the delegates could explain
their votes. My experience of this effort was that people on both
sides of the issue went in angry and came out furious and ap-
palled. My experience of debate on my own blog over the last sev-
eral years makes me quite despairing of the possibility of genuine
argument. Why is it so hard to have an exchange which produces,
if not conciliation or agreement, at least increased understanding?

It obvious by now that the debate over sexuality, as important
as it is, is a stalking horse for a disagreement over the nature of
truth itself and therefore over the way in which Christian dogma
and Christian Scripture can be thought of as true and authorita-
tive. The argument is so irresolvable because there are simply no
common criteria to which both parties can appeal. Clearly one

1The most widely read book on Family Systems in Episcopal Church circles
is Edwin H. Friedman, Generation to Generation: Family Process in Church and
Synagogue (The Guilford Family Therapy Series; New York: Guilford Press, 1985).
For my critique of superficial readings of this theory see http://www.leander-
harding .com/blog/2008/05/28/misreading-family-systems-theory.

2An earlier form of this paper appeared on my blog: http://www.leander-
harding.com/blog/why-is-dialogue-so-difficult-part-i/.

3I believe that The Episcopal Church is in a kind of hyper-constitutional cri-
sis for it is being seriously disputed whether the constitution of the church can
have any adjudicating role at all.

4What the proper denominators should be for the participants in the dis-
pute is a subject of dispute itself. Liberal and Conservative, Progressive and Tradi-
tionalist are often used and taken as terms of offense by both sides. Canon
Kendall Harmon on his blog has coined the terms Reappraiser and Reasserter in
the hope of using terms that are not instantly seen as dismissive. 

5I have made this challenge repeatedly. See http://www.leanderharding.com
/blog/2005/02/03/an-open-letter-to-bishops-who-support-the-decisions-of-gen-
eral-convention-2003.

6Newbigin makes this argument in a number of books especially: Lesslie
Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Geneva:
WCC Publications, 1989).

7Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical Philosophy
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974).



lyzed the problem in the culture and in the churches as an accom-
modation to an antinomy between belief and knowledge. Based
on a spurious quest for “certain knowledge” of the sort that the
hard sciences were thought to give, the world has been divided
into things we can know and things we can only believe. Religion
is in the second category. People are entitled to their beliefs as
long as their beliefs do not impinge upon the beliefs of others. To
assert that Jesus is the Son of God as though it were something
that could be known as a fact with a claim to universal validity is,
according to this paradigm that Newbigin is critiquing, to pretend
to a certainty that cannot be had. The only things that can be
known with certainty are those things that can survive the most
stringent application of doubt. Polanyi showed that this paradigm
of knowledge cannot account for science itself and especially for
the scientific act of discovery.8 Belief and even tradition handed
on as authoritative in an authoritative community are shown con-
vincingly by Polanyi to be indispensable for all knowing and espe-
cially scientific knowledge. Doubt is important, but doubt is
always based on belief. Polanyi thought his analysis of scientific
discovery endorsed Augustine’s dictum that belief is the founda-
tion of all knowing.  There is no way to escape making personal
commitments which of necessity claim to grasp an independent
reality and which claim universal validity. 

Newbigin thought that both so-called Liberals and Fundamen-
talists had succumbed to the privatization of religious truth in dif-
ferent ways.9 Liberals eschew making any public or historical
claims for faith. The resurrection of Jesus is, for instance, in the
Liberal scheme a metaphor for something that expresses an in-
choate inner experience. Fundamentalists make the public and
historical claims but in an obscurantist way, insisting on the
young earth against the fossil evidence and thus refusing in an-
other way to engage competing truth claims. There are, of course,
theological Conservatives or Reasserters that are not pre-critical. I
am continually bemused by the posts of Reappraisers on my blog
that assume that I am not aware of “the best scholarship,” and

who assume that my big problem is a kind of pre-critical haze. But
in general Reasserters are committed to a paradigm of reality and
an understanding of the nature of truth which is easily and
quickly dismissed by Liberals or Reappraisers. Likewise the argu-
ments of the Reappraisers seem thin, impious and at times will-
fully deceptive and intellectually dishonest to the Reasserter side. I
put up a commentary of “To Set Our Hope on Christ,”10 the offi-
cial brief of The Episcopal Church for the consecration of Gene
Robinson, on my blog.11 I did it as a discipline so that I would
have to read the document in its entirety and carefully. I found it
nearly impossible to do so because the starting premises seemed
to me so implausible. 

Now here is the problem: two competing views of reality giv-
ing rise to two different rationalities. As Polanyi pointed out when
studying the rational stability of scientific theories, different para-
digms give rise to different systems of reasoning which have a sta-
bility which is very difficult to break.12 Thomas Kuhn famously
developed this aspect of Polanyi’s thought with his discussion of
“paradigm shifts.”13 The great example is the shift from a Ptole-
maic to a Copernican cosmology. It is possible to argue rigorously
and rationally and consistently within each paradigm, but it is im-
possible to reason from one paradigm to the other. Something
must happen which will cause a paradigm shift. 

In Western culture today there is a great divide. On the one
side are the majority of the intellectual elite including the leaders
of the mainline churches and many of the leaders of American
Roman Catholicism and American Judaism. There are moderns
and postmoderns but all on this side of the divide share a deep
epistemological pessimism. The difference between modernism
and postmodernism is the depth of pessimism about whether
what can be known with confidence is small or non-existent. All
in this camp agree that there is very little that can be known with
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8Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, 264ff.
9Lesslie Newbigin, Proper Confidence: Faith, Doubt, and Certainty in Christian

Discipleship (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995).

10http://www.episcopalchurch.org/documents/ToSetOurHopeOnChrist
.pdf.

11My commentary is not currently available online. I will send a copy upon
request. 

12Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, 150-159.
13Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (3rd ed.; Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 1996).



certainty. Religious truth is not by its nature something that can
rightly claim universal validity even as something to be adjudi-
cated by the trial of history. Religious beliefs can have a role as
personal truth and a source of moral energy. To the extent they
can be validated they will be validated by their contribution to the
general human good and especially their contribution to the au-
tonomy of the individual. True religion is that which leads people
to be charitable and empowering toward their neighbors. Religion
which makes claims to universal validity is guilty prima facie of
being an oppressive force. The mission of the church in this
scheme emphasizes good works and the sharing of religious expe-
rience in dialogues which do not seek conversion because such
would be oppressive. The universities and the seminaries are in
the hands of the epistemological pessimists as are many of the
public schools. The clergy of the mainline churches and especially
those in positions of authority and power are predominantly in
the pessimist camp. Whenever one hears clergy referring to “the
divine” or the need to get on with mission meaning anti-poverty
work and public health work full stop, one is hearing a spokesper-
son of this paradigm. 

On the other side of the divide there are people who are epis-
temological optimists when it comes to religious truth. They be-
lieve in revelation as the trustworthy basis of a truth which can
appropriately claim universal validity and which makes public
truth claims about history past and history to come.  On this side
of the divide there are the pre-critical and the post-critical. There
are believers in a young earth, and there are those like Michael
Polanyi who recognize evolution but doubt spontaneous natural
selection as a reasonable explanation of the origin of sentient
life.14 There are people who take the Bible as authoritative in a
pre-critical way, and there are those who have taken on board the
critical method but have also seen its limits and its own coded
claims for its faith commitments behind its pretended objectiv-
ity.15 Whether pre-critical or post-critical in their approach to the
Bible, on this side there is the conviction that the Scriptures are

more than a record of the spiritual experience of previous genera-
tions – that in the words of the Bible, God addresses his people
with a word of judgment and grace and that the voice of the Good
Shepherd can be heard calling each sheep by name. Among the
intellectual elites this is a minority position. For those on the epis-
temological optimist side of the divide, mission is the sharing of
truth about public and historical realities about who God has re-
vealed himself to be by what God has done, and that aims at a con-
version of commitment away from falsehood and to the truth.
Jesus is not merely my Lord which I claim for no more than my-
self lest “I put God in too small a box,” but Jesus is The Lord to
whom every knee shall in the end bow and obey.16 This belief is
put forward as a truth with universal validity with an invitation to
put the case to a trial by committing to it. Of course, this mission
results in a care and concern for the poor, but mission which does
not carry with it confident proclamation about the universal valid-
ity of the gospel for all people is simply a betrayal of the command
to “go into all nations and make disciples” (Matt 28:19). 

The approach to the Christian religion in these two different
paradigms can be thought of as a hermeneutic of mystery versus a
hermeneutic of revelation.17 (A hermeneutic is the set of glasses
through which one reads the Scriptures and brings the religious
life into focus.)  For the epistemological pessimist (someone who
thinks there is very little that can be known with certainty outside
of a small circle of “facts” established by the hard sciences), doc-
trines and dogmas and religious practices are all inherently inade-
quate attempts to express the inexpressible sense of the reality of 
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14Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, 381-402.
15Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson, Reclaiming the Bible for the Church

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995).

16The current Presiding Bishop of The Episcopal Church routinely dis-
misses the traditional claim to the uniqueness of Christ. Here is an example
from a Time interview: Jeff Chu, “10 Questions for Katharine Jefferts Schori”,
Time, Monday, July 10, 2006.

17Leander S. Harding, "A Reply to Titus Presler's Old and New in Worship
and Community," The Anglican Theological Review 82, no. 4 (Fall 2000): 725-732.



God.18 In this epistemological pessimism, the most important
thing about God is that God is mystery and is ineffable. This is
hardly a new thought. It is recognizable as the ancient wisdom of
the East, and especially Hinduism and that radical form of Hin-
duism, Buddhism, which takes the ineffability of God to a com-
plete extreme as the basis for a personal ecstasy. The important
thing to note is that from this perspective, in this paradigm, to
claim any certain knowledge of God is inherently over-reaching
and immoral. A person who claims universal validity for a particu-
lar belief such as the belief that whatever real salvation there is, is
to be had in Jesus Christ, is engaged in an evil and immoral act
which oppresses other human beings. Those holding this view
will allow that pre-critical ignorance is perhaps some sort of miti-
gation, but “educated” people should know better and are culpable
for their false ideology. 

People who are epistemological optimists and who believe in
a dependable revelation do not necessarily think they have com-
plete certainty about the nature or ways of God, but they do think
that the most important thing about God is that God wills to be
known and that he has definitively made himself known in the
life and death and resurrection of the Lord. They take the Scrip-
tures of the Old and New Testaments, not as the record of the in-
choate religious experience and inadequate, culture-conditioned
expressions of previous generations, but as a definitive self-disclo-
sure of God’s intention for human beings and human life. From
within this paradigm, to claim the name Christian and reject the
plain sense of the Scriptures and the unbroken teaching of the
church through time is not only wrong and misguided, but dis-
honest and apostate. 

Across the divide each side sees the other as deeply immoral
and deeply irrational while being convinced of the self-evident
moral and rational superiority of their own position. Each is in-
clined to see the other as stupid, crazy or bad before any conversa-

tion begins, for each perceives the other as rejecting that which
“everyone knows” to be true. Fundamental orientations to reality
are being challenged and such challenge involves us at the most
personal level and is perceived as a literally world-shaking issue.19

Such conversation as ensues inevitably produces more evidence
for this mutual conclusion about the immorality and irrationality
of the opposition. From within the paradigm of epistemological
pessimism, any argument which proceeds on the basis of episte-
mological optimism must seem irrational, and from within the
paradigm of epistemological optimism, any argument which pro-
ceeds on the basis of epistemological pessimism must seem an
unaccountable obfuscation. There is what Polanyi called a logical
gap between the two paradigms.20 Each has a stable system of ra-
tionality. It is not that Reappraisers are more or less rational than
Reasserters. The problem is that within what Polanyi would call
the fiduciary structure of the arguments, because of the fiduciary
commitments of each, neither side makes sense to the other.21 In
fact, each seems to the other mad, bad and dangerous and a trai-
tor to the very thing which is at the heart of the religion. 

We are at a point of a battle of paradigms. Within the churches
those called Reappraisers are convinced that history is on their
side. Jack Spong, for example, has written about “Why Christian-
ity Must Change or Die.”22 He, along with others in the Reapprais-
ers camp, is convinced that traditional religion cannot survive a
searching critique and that the old traditionalist religion is going
the way of Ptolemy. The conviction is bolstered by the belief that
everyone on the other side of the divide is pre-critical, by an inabil-
ity to register the emergence of a serious post-critical critique of
epistemological pessimism, and by a refusal to look at the ni-
hilism to which the commitment to epistemological minimalism
leads and has already led in the emergence of Nazism and Stalin-
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18This is what George Lindbeck in his famous paradigm of approaches to
doctrine calls “emotional expressivism.” George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doc-
trine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age (1st ed.; Philadelphia: Westminster
Press, 1984). For an appreciation and critique of Lindbeck’s work on doctrine
see: Alister E. McGrath, The Genesis of Doctrine: A Study in the Foundations of
Doctrinal Criticism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Vancouver: Regent College, 1997).

19Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, 150-159.
20Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, 150.
21Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, 150. See also 299-321.
22John Shelby Spong, Why Christianity Must Change or Die: A Bishop Speaks

to Believers in Exile: A New Reformation of the Church's Faith and Practice (1st ed.;
San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1998).



ism and other contemporary nihilistic ideologies.23 The claim of
epistemological pessimism is that these nihilistic ideologies are
diseases of certainty. These nihilistic ideologies are really diseases
of radical doubt, and are only possible in a culture in which tran-
scendent morality has been exiled. They are products of the uncer-
tainty of a culture which has lost its nerve and its faith in its own
most tested values.

Polanyi had a term for this phenomenon.24 He called it “moral
inversion,” and on other occasions, “dynamo-objective cou-
pling.”25 Instead of thinking that the modern problem was a kind
of moral decline, Polanyi thought the modern problem an intensi-
fied moral impulse diverted from the controlling channels of tra-
ditional morality. The result was a flood of moral fanaticism
which produced both Nazi Germany and Stalin’s Russia. The hall-
mark of this fanaticism was a horror of hypocrisy. All moral
claims were seen as unreal and capable of being reduced to the
outworking of biological, psychological or class dynamics. This
leads to a hatred of existing moral traditions as hypocritical and a
fervor for building a new world now on the wreckage of the old.
With great moral enthusiasm and a sense of righteous indigna-
tion, modern Europeans literally destroyed themselves in the serv-
ice of utopian visions.  

Here is Polanyi on dynamo-objective coupling and Hitler’s ap-
peal to German youth. What gave Hitler his appeal was not moral
certainty of a conventional sort but the combination of cynicism
and fanaticism. 

Whenever fanaticism combines with cynicism we must sus-
pect a dynamo-objective coupling, and its presence is con-
firmed if we find that cynicism is making a moral appeal. 
Hitler’s frenzy was primarily evil, but its appeal to the Ger-
man youth was moral: they accepted evil actions as a moral 

duty. Their response was determined by the same convictions 
which Marx had held about the nature of moral motive in 
public life. They believed that such motives were mere ration-
alizations of power, and that power alone was real. Hence 
their disgust of moralizing, and their moral passion for un-
scrupulous violence.26

This idea of a moral inversion which is the product of in-
flamed moral passion and thoroughgoing skepticism, and which
has a tendency to produce an oscillation between apathy and self-
destructive violence in the service of a utopian vision, is very fruit-
ful for the churches of the West to contemplate, and helps to
explain the current interior dynamics of these churches.  All of the
established churches of the West have within them an element,
and very often the dominant element, which combines this sense
of moral passion with skepticism about traditional theology. There
is enough residual Christian commitment to dampen the ten-
dency to create an exact replica of the calamitous examples of
moral inversion in 20th century European history. (Polanyi
thought that Americans and the English in any event were saved
from the worst aspects of moral inversion by their tendency not to
take theories too seriously and by their pragmatism.) Nonetheless,
to the degree that this combination of moral passion and episte-
mological pessimism infects the Western churches, there will be a
tendency to be romantic about ideologies of moral inversion in
the culture, and there will be a tendency to echo the dynamic of
moral inversion in church life. This explains what appears to be a
real contempt for traditional Christian ethics, the constant accusa-
tions of hypocrisy against traditionalists, the demand for release
from what are seen as oppressive doctrines just because they are
traditional, in favor of the “facts” of personal experience, even if
this threatens the destruction of the institution. The dynamic of
moral inversion also explains the increasing tendency toward the
arbitrary use of authority to enforce conformity to the new teach-
ing. The concept of moral inversion helps us understand the (at
first sight) baffling combination of an insistence on personal free-
dom and the increasingly draconian use of canon law by the lead-
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23The way to Hitler leads through the Weimar Republic, a phase of German
history marked by deep cynicism about the inherited moral capital of Western
civilization. I think late modern Western civilization is in a dangerous “Weimar”
phase.

24The following section on moral inversion is based on piece I wrote for my
blog but which is currently offline. 

25Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, 231-237. 26Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, 232.



ers of ecclesiastical power in stifling dissent. Rather than seeing
theological Reappraisers as morally lax, it is more accurate to see
them as moral fanatics, totally committed to a utopian future,
deeply skeptical of all traditional moral constraints about the
means to a desirable end and, in fact, convinced of the immorality
of conventional morality. 

Until the churches can find a way to work their way out of the
false scientism and epistemological pessimism of the hyper-
modernity that is called postmodernity, we should expect a relent-
less and irrational attack on the Church’s teaching tradition from
within the churches’ own intelligentsia that will be an echo of the
self-destructive intellectual history of Europe. The ideologues of
this attack will be cocooned in a self-reinforcing circularity of
thought that will be impervious to criticism, because all critiques
can be dissolved in the acids of its skepticism. At the same time,
we should expect to see an increasing preference for power over
persuasion legitimized by the conviction that for the long overdue
new age of justice to come the only moral thing to do will be to
play a very cruel version of hard ball. Given the history of self-de-
struction of all the major European institutions, we should not
doubt the potential destructiveness of this dynamic for church life
if it is left unchallenged. I say these things in the spirit of biblical
prophecy; that is, as a form of prayer that it might not be so. 

What can be done? It may help to understand that there really
is no common ground. I do not mean this in any mean-spirited
way but simply diagnostically. There is no common ground and
no real middle between the paradigm of Ptolemy and the para-
digm of Copernicus. You cannot halfway believe the Sun is the
center of the cosmos and halfway believe the earth is the center of
the cosmos.  You may not yet be wholly convinced by the evi-
dence, and you may be on the way from one view to the other, but
it is in the nature of the case that it is either one or the other.
There are some truths of one paradigm that can be accommo-
dated within the other, but not the central and defining truths. Ei-
ther the earth is at the center or not. Either mystery is the
fundamental category or revelation is.  It is a forced choice of the
same sort as the choice between Ptolemy and Copernicus. 

We have at best the touching tangents of circles. The historic
Christian faith seen from within the paradigm of epistemological
pessimism is a very different thing from the historic faith seen as
the basis for a hope truly to know the really real. It may help to
know that the call issued to our opponents to listen to reason can-
not be answered by them without abandoning everything that our
opponents have hitherto thought reasonable. The call to listen to
reason cannot be answered without a paradigm shift, and the rea-
soning with which our opponents reason cannot bring them to
that shift. We are confused and confounded by applying a model
of ecumenical dialogue to the present dispute within the
churches. The right model is really inter-faith dialogue. Rather
than assuming that we speak with a common language about
common points of reference, we need to understand that we
speak across a logical gap to those with a different worldview and
a different rationality. 

There is perhaps some hope that the chaotic institutional situ-
ation that this crisis of belief and knowledge creates can be ad-
dressed in terms of appeals to secular standards of fairness and
tolerance. I cannot see from their point of view why theological
Reappraisers would make concessions to Reasserters on any other
basis, and even here any concession or grace will run the risk of
looking from the Reappraiser side like making peace with an in-
herently oppressive tradition.

It is possible to jump the logical gap and see things from
within a different paradigm. One can see whether the new way of
seeing things can explain the old and inadequate way of seeing
things. (It is notable, for example, that evangelicals have rediscov-
ered their roots and taken on many of the social justice commit-
ments of the theological liberals, but that the Reappraisers simply
cannot take on board the commitment to a confident proclama-
tion of Jesus Christ as universal Lord and Savior.) One can see
which paradigm is more heuristically powerful. One can see
which is more powerfully grasped by and which more adequately
grasps reality, and in the case of religion God himself is the one
who grasps and is grasped.  One thing about paradigm shifts, they
are irreversible. Once you have seen things new, you cannot go
back to the old way of seeing things.
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Let me end by giving a testimony. Many years ago as a young
person, I was an epistemological pessimist. By God’s grace and by
his breaking in and breaking down of my carefully thought out
but pinched and impoverished view of what could be known with
confidence, I know better now and know a bigger and richer
world. Indeed, I believe in order to understand.  For such grace as
this for those with whom we are in dispute, we now pray.

The Rev. Dr. Leander Harding is Associate Professor of Pastoral Theol-
ogy at Trinity.
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