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Dear Polity, 
Welcome to the third issue of icrropia! In this issue, we are focusing on a very particular section of 

the Program: theology. In contrast to the focus of the previous issue, the Laboratory tutorial i.e., the physical 
understanding of the world, religious texts expand the metaphysical inquiry. There is no doubt about the 
influence religious texts have had over Western philosophy; as an example, consider Pascal's Pensees and 
Descartes's Meditation on First Philosophy. Both of these works serve to provide a defense for the Christian 
faith (Pensees) and an ontological proof of the existence of God (Meditations). And yet, we do not necessarily 
think of them the same way we think of Pascal's essays on pressure or Descartes's Discourse on Method. 
There's something unique about discussing theology in the Johnnie setting. We have the potential to truly 
explore what it means to have faith, but the idea of faith is what stops us. 

We all have differing ideas when it comes to faith and when it comes to theology. For some people, 
theology is more than an idea or a thought. For them, faith is more personal than that; it is a way of living, 
a determinant factor of their values and behavior. Many times, it requires bravery, even when discussing 
someone as meticulous and as well-formatted as Aquinas, to put something so personal in a discussion. 
However, there is a larger factor which makes these discussions difficult: religious texts are condemning. 
They take a very firm stand on what is "righteous" and what is "sinful:' It hurts to read something that 
condemns one's identity and it hurts even more to discuss it with a person who believes in the religious 
texts. It requires a level of diplomacy on all parts of the table, a level of kindness and consideration for each 
other in order to have a proper discussion. In this sense, I would like to thank the tutors who have agreed 
to our interviews for this issue and for being open and honest with our questions. 

Speaking of gratitude, I would like to thank Ms. Yuan Liu (A19) who, despite being in France, 
has graciously provided us with a new back cover. And I sincerely offer icnopia's deepest gratitude to the 
students who have contributed to this issue with submissions. It is always a delight for our staff to receive 
and publish such intriguing writings. I would like to encourage members of the Polity to continue sharing 
their insights with all of us. Remember, your inquiry gives this publication life. 

Seung Eun Lee 
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Dialogues 

Mr. Michael Blaustein 
Mr. Ronald Ha!lidson 

Mr. Mark Sinnett 

Dialogues 

Tutor: Mr. Michael Blaustein Interviewer: Aisha Shahbaz(Al9) 

Mr. Michael Blaustein graduated from St. John's in 1974 and attended Harvard University thereafter. 
He studied in the Near Eastern Languages & Civilizations Department, focusing on the Arabic 
language and reading philosophy written in Arabic and Hebrew. His professor was Muhsin Mahdi, 
the then leading specialist in medieval Arabic and Islamic philosophy and chair of the department. 
Mr. Blaustein received his Ph.D. in 1984 and has been teaching on the Annapolis campus since then. 

Ms. Shahbaz: Thank you for joining us we didn't do any-reading from Muslim or Jewish 
for this interview. I'm just going to start with authors. Now that's done a little bit in Santa Fe, and 
a basic question: Can you tell us a little bit sometimes there are preceptorials in Annapolis that 
more about your academic background, and, cover some things like that. But I wanted to pursue 
secondly, how you came to be a tutor at St. John's? that at graduate school, so that's why I entered the 

Mr. Blaustein: I was a student here. What else languages department and learned how to read those 
should I say? After I graduated, I went on to graduate things in the original languages, which was pretty 
school. I studied in a Near Eastern Languages important. All these authors faced the question of 
department, which is a home for learning a variety the relation of philosophy and religion, and many 
of languages which, by definition, come from that of them learned of philosophy from Aristotle. 
region and do not have anything to do with each Ms. Shahbaz: Yeah, that's very interesting, 
other. There were people studying Arabic, as I was, and I'd like to talk more about the role of the religious 
and Hebrew. There were people studying Persian. texts that we study here. We primarily study 
There were people studying Akkadian, Ancient Christian ones, but why do you think we study 
Egyptian languages like that. So, there wasn't really a the religious texts within the program that we 
lot of unity in that department. But I was interested have, since it's mainly a philosophical education? 
in getting the languages down, so that I could read Mr. Blaustein: We talk about classics or 
philosophy written in Arabic and Hebrew. That's great books. These Christian writers produced 
what I did, and then I came here after I graduated. great books. They were about important questions, 

Ms. Shahbaz: Did you specialize in a and I don't think we're restricted to philosophy as 
particular branch of philosophy while you were such in our curriculum. I guess you could say that 
there? the curriculum is organized around the classics of 

Mr. Blaustein: I was mainly interested in the western tradition. And Christianity is a very 
Aristotelian philosophy, and there were a lot of important part of that. It's also very interesting. 
writers in the Muslim world, Arabic writers, and Ms. Shahbaz: Yeah, but it . seems that you 
Jews throughout the world writing in Hebrew, doing get different branches of philosophy and different 
philosophy in an Aristotelian way. So, there were a lot ways of thinking about the general questions: 
of commentaries and a lot of other kinds of treatises you can approach this through something like 
to read. a dialogue, or you can approach this through 

Ms. Shahbaz: Okay, and why is itthat you did reading the Bible or something like that. But, you 
Aristotelian philosophy? Why were you attracted know, we would say that when reading Aquinas or 
to that? Anselm we're reading their theological treatises, 

Mr. Blaustein: In fact, it wasn't particularly and, I was wondering, if could you say if there's 
Aristotle to begin with. I was interested in the a distinction between theology and philosophy? 
relation between philosophy and religion, or Mr. Blaustein: People make that distinction in 
philosophy and theology, which we get introduced various ways, so that could be a pretty fundamental 
to here at St. John's primarily through Christian question. I had two teachers in graduate school, one 
theologians and philosophers, but we don't do very of whom would say, "Philosophy is about what we can 
much-I guess that, at the time that I was a student, know, and there are various sources of knowledge. 
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Some of them are things that we can attain through 
human effort alone, and some of them can be attained 
by other means like revelation. Divine revelation 
could be a source of knowledge that's independent 
of the things that we can attain by ourselves. There 
are many sources of knowledge, and all those could 
be legitimate. You have to evaluate them, but there 
could be many sources. Philosophy could include all 
of those things:' From that point of view maybe there 
isn't much of a difference, since revelation is admitted 
into the sphere of philosophy by this approach. Then I 
had a different teacher who took a different approach 
and said, "Philosophy is the attempt to achieve 
wisdom in a human waY:' What's not available to us 
as humans, by our own effort, that's not really part of 
what we're aiming for. We don't want to take things as 
authority, and that's what revelation ultimately is. So, 
we're not going to pay attention to that [in philosophy]. 

Ms. Shahbaz: That's very interesting to me 
that through philosophy somehow, and this may 
be something that I'm inspired to say through 
some of the authors we read in sophomore year, as 
a philosopher, you come to understand that your 
reasoning faculty is by itself insufficient. Through 
reasoning that way, you realize that there's something 
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beyond that. You just basically said that the 
philosopher ought not to take the other path in 
trying to understand what's beyond it, but can you 
say more on the tension between reason and faith? 

Mr. Blaustein: What do you mean 
by tension? Tell me what you're thinking. 

Ms. Shahbaz: Right, I think I'm just trying 
to paraphrase something that you said: through 
studying philosophy, if we say that there are different 
sources of knowledge and that there's knowledge that 
comes by revelation, we ought not to pay attention 
to that as much. Am I correct in paraphrasing you? 

Mr. Blaustein: Well, maybe I shouldn't say that 
we ought not to pay attention, but that it's a different 
kind of enterprise. A philosopher would be interested 
in studying religion, as a human phenomenon perhaps, 
as something that human beings have. But the claims 
that religion makes about the truth might not be 
acceptable, simply because religion makes the claim 
that truth has been revealed. It being revealed doesn't 
necessarily make it true, doesn't make it convincing. 

Ms. Shahbaz: Right. I guess I'm interested in the 
philosophical aspect of God. First we have Aristotle, 
who gives a logical account that there has to be the 
prime mover, something that's unmoved, and then you 

Dialogues 

have someone like Anselm, who also has a 
philosophical proof of God, and he says, "God is that 
of which no higher can be thought:' He gives his own 
demonstration for this, but I'm interested in what 
happens when we get to the end of that? I know from 
experience that it's not suddenly going to make an 
atheist into a theist, and that you can understand a 
philosophical proof or argument for God's existence 
and follow the logic, but that doesn't translate 
into belief. What do you think of that? How can a 
philosopher or theologian present an argument, 
and yet it wont hold in the person's mind? 

Mr. Blaustein: There are two kinds of 
approaches to theology. One of them is the way 
Anselm talks about faith seeking understanding. 
He started from Christian faith, but he wanted to 
know more or understand to the extent that he 
could what the meaning of that faith was. The proof 
of the existence of God was also a way of trying to 
understand what God is and who God is, but he 
was not trying to convince himself that that was 
true. He was trying to understand the truth that he 
already accepted about God. That's one approach; I 
think that's a powerful, important one. Then another 
function that theology has had is polemical. Perhaps 
of persuading people that the religion is true. Or 
perhaps going on the attack and disproving other 
religions or other approaches, maybe disproving 
philosophy as well, or disproving something like the 
autonomy of philosophy. Both of those things are 
involved, and I think Christian theologians did both 
of those things-maybe not at the same time. Same 
thing with Muslim theologians, Jewish theologians. 

Ms. Shahbaz: But even though Anselm 
probably was trying to articulate his own belief 
better through an argument, if we are reading his 
proof, what are we supposed to take from that as 
a reader? Because he starts from a position of faith, 
so he already believes. But if you're not starting from 
that position, you just read it. I imagine that's why it 
goes amiss: Because you don't believe in the first place. 

Mr. Blaustein: You might accept that proof 
and yet reject Christianity. The proof of the existence 
of God may not cover everything that you need. It 
might be convincing to somebody as an argument 
for the existence of God, just as Aristotle's arguments 

about the prime mover might be convincing to 
you about the existence of the God as conceived 
by Aristotle. That seems very possible doesn't it? 

Ms. Shahbaz: Yeah, yeah it does. 
Mr. Blaustein: So, it wouldn't necessarily make 

you a Christian if you accepted it. I think Anselm was 
aware of that. 

Ms. Shahbaz: Yeah, he was. I have a sort of 
a way of formulating how I, just in vulgar terms, 
understand the idea of God, and what I hear from 
other people. For example, what stops me from 
saying something like God is an idea that we have 
conceived of in our minds to serve as a kind of place 
holder for knowledge that we can't have? So, if you 
want to say that, there must have been a cause for 
the world to exist-a metaphysical necessity-and 
that metaphysical necessity is God. And you're 
saying that because you have this idea that we are 
created beings and then ultimately there is a creator. 
That's God. But that sounds more like an idea to me, 
and I may be very faulty in my reasoning through 
this, but how would you respond to the claim 
that God is just an idea and not an actuality? 

Mr. Blaustein: I'm not sure what you mean by 
that. If you're saying that the world is created, there's 
a creator. That sounds like an assertion that there's an 
actual creator. It sounds like you're implyingthatthere's 
an argument that the world is created, and therefore 
there is a creator. That's different from saying we just 
invented the idea of God because of fear, let's say, 
the way perhaps Hobbes would or Lucretius maybe. 

Ms. Shahbaz: Right, maybe we should step 
back from that a little bit. Spinoza, for example, 
acknowledges a creator when he starts off (in the 
Ethics) by saying God or nature, and I think he's doing 
that very deliberately. And then he gives all these 
complicated attributes of God, and God is substance 
etc. But for him, God is just this all-powerful thing that 
is continually creating and creating, but God is not-I 
might be getting wrong-in touch with the world in 
the way that we want. We want God or nature, right? 
So that the force that is creative is nature or God. 

Mr. Blaustein: Those are two different names 
for the same thing, or they're different things, but it 
does it matter? 

Ms. Shahbaz: I think it's the same thing with 
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different names. I think what some people want to say Ms. Shahbaz: Do you have a particular 
is God would perhaps, for Spinoza, be nature, or he's religion, or philosophy that is central to your life? 
allowing for the possibility of it being different things. Mr. Blaustein: Well, yes, I am Jewish, 
But I think, especially with religion, he thought if and that's central to my life. It means a lot more 
people say that God is responding in anger through than just the theology, you know. It's a mode of 
thunder and lightning, then that's superstition. And I living. It's a way of being in a community. All 
haven't explored Spinoza fully to justify or account those aspects of it are essential. And probably 
for what he's saying, but it seems like he would not just to Judaism, but to many other religions. 
think of religion, or of us being religious, as being Ms. Shahbaz: Is Judaism something 
superstitious in a way. What do you think of that? you grew up with or is it something you 

Mr. Blaustein: I'm not sure what to say here. discovered later in life and then defined how 
He condemns superstition. He doesn't exactly define it could make your life more meaningful? 
He doesn't exactly defineit, does he? I don't remember Mr. Blaustein: Well, both really, I think. I did 
for sure. And he proposes a kind of religion, which learn about Judaism as a child. My mother told me 
he sort of boils down to a few rules or precepts, that stories We did things in the family, and as I grew 
he would say is not superstitious. To tell you the up, I learned more. Some of my teachers led me to 
truth, I don't remember Spinoza very well right now. wonder about things, and so I started pursuing them 
B~~ it seems to me that super- ((It would be a good thing more seriously learned Hebrew, 
st1tlon could mean a range of started reading classical texts in 
things. It could mean using an for them to be thoughtful the religion, and things like that. 

amulet for good luck or some- about it and understand what Ms. Shahbaz: I think 

thing. the foundations are for: the that people who come to St. 
Ms. Shahbaz: Certain John's all come from a variety of 

rituals maybe. way they understand human backgrounds and experiences. 

Mr. Blaustein: Yeah, life and the way they should There are people who don't 
all kinds of things like that. A believe in God or are not 
theologian might condemn acf' Christians and who have to read 
those kinds of things and say they're not efficacious the Gospels in seminar, for example. It's a difficult 
and they're not based on the truth. So, superstition interaction, I would say. It's very difficult to read 
is something that can be criticized from a religious about this man who was born, claiming he is the son 
point of view as well as from a skeptical point of view. of God, and there are these claims of his miracles 
But the definition of what superstition is may differ. being witnessed. I mean, I think Jesus speaks very 

Ms. Shahbaz: Do you think it's important persuasively in a certain kind of way, but I understand 
for a person to have a particular worldview or that for a lot of people, there's a separation between 
religion, or even to have a kind of philosophy in themselves and what they are reading, and it's very 
their lives, and do you think that's important for difficult even for Christians. Some people are moved 
one's own soul? to convert. Some people are touched, I would say, 

Mr. Blaustein: I think people probably act on by what they are reading, and that is also something 
the basis of something like that. They might not be that's up to chance. It doesn't just happen because you 
very thoughtful about it. It would be a good thing for read it. 
them to be thoughtful about it and understand what Mr. Blaustein: Well, some converts would say 
the foundations are for: the way they understand that they were moved by God. 
human life and the way they should act. I think Ms. Shahbaz: And what comes to mind when 
that's a good thing to do, although not everybody you hear that, that someone is moved by God? 
is interested in doing it. But I suspect that most Mr. Blaustein: It's something that I have not 
people have a point of view about those things. experienced in that way. That is, I haven't been moved 
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to convert. But let's look at an example. I am not 
sure I'll be coherent about this. Jesus says, "I am not 
abolishing the law; I've come to fulfill the law:' Law is 
very important for Jews. So that's a really challenging 
statement for a Jew to hear. And perhaps I am 
hearing it the way that many other people who first 
heard Jesus heard that-The Pharisees for example. 
Judaism is nowadays Pharisaic; it's a descendent 
of that group that's referred to as Pharisees in the 
Gospels. So, what I try to do is understand what 
he means by it. I am not saying to myself, "Should 
I accept that? Should I accept that Jesus is the 
fulfillment of the law or not?" I think I can read the 
books seriously and try to understand Christianity 
without taking that additional step and say, "Is this 
for me or not?" That's not the question for me. But 
it's still very difficult for me to understand it. What 
does it mean that he fulfilled the law? I am not sure. 

Ms. Shahbaz: So, we've talked about the 
relationship between religion and philosophy, and 
I wanted to refer back to political texts we read, 
like Hobbes and Machiavelli, and talk about the 
relationship that perhaps they saw between religion 
and the state or between religion and politics. So, 
for them, religion ought to be used as a political 
tool in some way to influence citizens or control 
them. But I was wondering: With respect to 
Hobbes and Machiavelli, generally how is it that 
religion can be used as a means to do politics, 
and whether or not that can be problematic? 

Mr. Blaustein: It's a big question. I'm not sure 
where to start. But I mentioned before the importance 
of community, and I guess there are different kinds of 
communities. I think that the religious views that a 
person has are part of the views of the community in 
many cases, and that's going to have an influence on 
things that the community decides to do. It's going 
to have an influence on politics. And conversely, 
the political leaders may make use of beliefs of the 
community to promote certain actions or policies. 
That seems unavoidable. It seems that that's the 
way human beings are. Maybe that's a beginning. 

Ms. Shahbaz: Right, one could say that 
religion is fundamental to the nature of human 
beings; it's like a kind of style of human beings and 
human behavior-I don't know if I would call it 

anthropological, though. But if people have values, 
beliefs and faith, they would want that to be reflected 
in the way that they live. So, I was initially thinking 
that there might be a tension between religion 
and the state in a secular society. But those values 
that the secular society have must have come from 
somewhere, which seems to be what summer junior 
year authors are trying to show. But I also wanted 
to ask you again, just with respect to religion, 
what is the greatest insight that you have had as 
a religious person, with respect to your faith? 

Mr. Blaustein: [laughs] You are really 
putting me on the spot. I don't know. One direction 
of thinking about that question would be to say 
that there are certain principles that seem very 
fundamental like "Love your neighbor as yourself' I 
don't know whether that's an insight, but it seems like 
the possibility that that's a practical commandment 
that says something about human beings. So maybe 
you could say that's an insight. That is, that it's 
possible to do that, and that there's some kind of 
kinship among all human beings. That kind of thing 
you could say; that's a great insight. Judaism has it 
but other religions too. It's not unique. So that's one 
kind of approach to the question. Another kind of 
way of thinking about it is maybe the importance of 
tradition is a great insight. Tradition is all important 
in Jewish religion and probably in many or most 
religions. People want and need something like that. 

Ms. Shahbaz: I hope this is not too abrupt 
but I was thinking just in the way that you talked 
about religion in general, you emphasized the 
human aspect of it a lot, and how we can come 
to understand human beings better. Is there 
something that we can understand about God 
better as well? What can we know about God? 

Mr. Blaustein: Well, I guess we want to know 
certain things about God. We can go a certain way 
with that using our own powers of reasoning and 
observation. I've been reading freshman seminar 
readings this year, so we see a lot of that in Plato 
also where he reasons about what the gods must 
be: that they must be good, and things like that. 
So we can learn a lot of those things perhaps by 
ourselves and then within a tradition as well. If 
you grow up as somebody Jewish, you've got other 
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kinds of knowledge that the tradition makes available 
to you. For example, that God chose the Jewish 
people for some task. Does that tell us something 
about God? It tells us that God is interested in human 
beings. So that might be something that we could 
learn from religion. 

Ms. Shahbaz: Yeah, it's interesting. It reminds 
me of something you said before: that there are 
certain kinds of knowledge we can know, and that 
philosophers are probably not interested in claims 
that are not made through reason, but through faith. 

Mr. Blaustein: That's a way of accepting an 
authority. 

Ms. Shahbaz: Right. But for you as someone 
who is religious, it's okay for you, for example, to be 
philosophical in a way and for you to understand 
what it means to rigorously argue for something. 
But also to say that I can also accept a text as an 
authority, or a particular book. How do you view 
those two things? Because it seems to me like 
they are two different things operating in the same 

on the basis of what you can figure out. So there is 
a philosophical approach to religion. Maybe there 
could also be a religious approach to philosophy. 
You could ask, "What is this thing, this kind of 
inquiry? Why does it reject authority as a source of 
knowledge? And what does that approach lead to in 
terms of human community or human knowledge?" 
You could try to understand that. But the 
appreciation of the difference between philosophy 
and religion is something that can be done from 
both points of view. I guess somebody ultimately has 
to make a decision about whether to follow one or 
the other, whether to make himself a philosopher 
or make himself a pious person in some way. 

Ms. Shahbaz : Could you have both, maybe? 
Mr. Blaustein: I don't know. Some people 

say you can. But that's more like the approach of the 
teacher that I mentioned in the beginning who said 
there are many sources of knowledge; there's sense
perception, reasoning, revelation, and all of these 
things are sources of knowledge, and philosophy 

CC But the appreciation of the difference bet_ween p~ilosophy and rel~gion is 
something that can be done from both points of view. Somebody ultimately 

has to make a decision about whether to follow one or the other, whether to 
make himself a philosopher or make himself a pious person in some waY:' 

sphere. On the one hand you can't accept authority, 
because that's against philosophy, and on the 
other, you can, and somehow these two things 
don't cause existential angst in you, for example. 

Mr. Blaustein [laughs]: Oh, who says they don't? 
Ms. Shahbaz [laughs] : I don't know, do they? 
Mr. Blaustein: I think that somebody who is 

philosophical and not religious can still be interested 
in understanding religion or have a way of doing so. 
There is a way that you could look at the phenomenon 
of religion the way you look at any other human 
phenomenon. You can ask, "What is a city? What is a 
family? What is human freedom?" You can ask those 
kinds of questions, and you could also ask, "What 
is religion?" and try to answer that as best you can 
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is the attempt to understand what we can know 
through all of those sources. So he thought there 
was a way of integrating them. Others have said that 
philosophy is the handmaid to religion. So there 
are people who have claimed that. But there are 
people who have said that they're really completely 
divergent. They can't be combined. And yet the 
fact that they're divergent seems to be a pretty 
important thing to understand and think about, 
if that's a fact and if that's the way to look at it. 
That would be an important thing to understand, 
both for a religious person and for a philosopher. 

Ms. Shahbaz: Thank you. I really like your 
response to this last question. And thank you for 
your time. 

Dialogues 

Tutor: Mr. Ronald Baflidson Interviewers: Samuel Harder (Al9 ) 
Seth Kates (Al9 ) 

Mr. Ronald Haflidson is currently a tutor here at St. John's and has been leading classes for three years. Before that, 
Mr. Haflidson was the Associate Director and Senior Fellow in the Foundation Year Programme at the University 
of King's College in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Mr. Haflidson holds a Ph.D. in Christian Ethics and Practical Theology 
from New College at the University of Edinburgh and a M.A. in Religious Studies from McMaster University. 

Mr. Kates: What was it that sparked your 
interest in theology? Was it a question that was 
alive to you, so to speak, between your undergrad 
and your graduate degrees? 

Mr. Haflidson: That's a good question. I'd like 
to think that my interests have always been broad. 
In both my undergrad and before grad school, I 
found it difficult to know what to focus on. I'd say 
theological questions are alive to me both because 
my faith has been important to me since I was 
a teenager and also as a person trying to live an 
examined life. When I was deciding on what to do 
for graduate school, I was trying to find a way that I 
could do a Masters that would narrow my focus but 
in some way expand my focus. One of the attractive 
(and sometimes frustrating) things about theology 
and religious studies is that they have a relation to 
all other disciplines. In fact, there's a whole focus in 
religious studies on what exactly religious studies 
is; a discipline with that kind of identity crisis is not 
going to strictly exclude different forms of inquiry. I 
found that openness to other disciplines throughout 
my study in religious studies and theology. There 
are people whose focus within religious studies and 
theology involves them also focusing on philosophy, 
or on literature, or sociology, math or science. All of 
those are still options. I think that kind of breadth, 
while also having a certain kind of angle of focus, 
attracted me to theology. Another advantage was that 
when you study theology there are communities
religious communities-that are passionately 
interested in what you're studying. So, for example, 
I got invited to talk to a Christian youth group about 
the nature of evil. I also got invited to participate 
in a discussion group on sexuality that involved a 
bunch of hilarious old ladies. And I found all those 
things to be really fruitful opportunities because 
they were non-academics who were interested in 

what I was studying as an academic. From that, I 
could see that what I was studying actually had any 
relevance to the way they were living their lives. 

Mr. Harder: How do you understand the 
role of religious texts on the Program? 

Mr. Hafiidson: I think I would want to say that 
the role of religious texts isn't fundamentally different 
from the role of other texts. And I think, at least as a 
new tutor at St. John's who is still very much figuring 
all this out, the texts of the Program have two goals. 
One is to help us recognize the difference between 
our opinions and knowledge. The second is to begin 
replacing our opinions with knowledge. You can tell 
that I'm paraphrasing Plato here. I would say that the 
distinction between the two is that opinions are those 
ideas and practices that we inherited passively and, 
if asked about, can't really give much of an account 
for; whereas knowledge is ideas and practices that 
we've actually have had to struggle for and belong 
to us, and we can give an account of. And I take it 
that part of what St. John's is all about is trying to 
actually get us to take responsibility for who we are 
and what we think, and not just inherit the way we 
live our lives from other people. I take it too that the 
kind of conversational nature, the way the learning 
takes place in our classes, is a way of forcing us to 
articulate our opinions and perhaps replace them with 
knowledge or at least recognize that they're opinions. 

At the same time, I think it's a question well
worth asking about what kinds of knowledge we're 
searching for when it comes to the divine. It might 
require a different approach than knowledge of 
other sorts of objects of inquiry. I think that's one 
way we might want to distinguish religious texts 
from other kinds of text. I also think that there 
might be more at stake for a lot of us in reading 
religious texts than other kinds of texts. Although 
I'm sure it's the case that discovering new things 
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about triangles, for example, can really shake you up 
[laughs], I don't know if it can shake you up to quite 
the degree that discovering that the God you believe 
in doesn't exist could, or discovering that God is 
totally different than you thought. So there may be 
something different in terms of what's at stake in 
religious texts. And, if that's the case, then it demands 
even more patience, generosity, and gentleness with 
ourselves and each other when we discuss them. 

Mr. Harder: What do you think about 
students' personal beliefs in a discussion? 

Mr. Haflidson: I think one of the reasons 
that seminar can work so well (when it does work) 
is because people have to do their best to put aside 
their assumptions and put aside authorities that 
might be at work for them. They have to talk about 
the text in a way that everyone has access to what is 
being said. At the same time, I wouldn't want that to 
imply that students shouldn't feel free to share their 
personal beliefs. To give an example, when we were 
reading Genesis in my sophomore seminar last year, 
there were some students (I think a lot of students) 
who were horrified by God's use of violence and 
thought that it was arbitrary and unjust. To me, that 
seemed to be a defensible position. On the other 
hand, I think there were other students who wanted 
to say that God's use of violence wasn't arbitrary and 
unjust, but that God's use of violence was realizing 
some good and so it was right. I think that's also a 
defensible position. I expect that the students who 
said that were informed by their religious traditions 
and I would like them to feel open about speaking 
from within their tradition. Even so, they need to give 
some account of why and how they see that in the text 
so that others can see it too. In other words, I think 
students should feel free to bring up their personal 
beliefs if it's relevant to the text that is being discussed 
and if they're open to having those beliefs challenged. 

((A nd I take it that part of what St. 
.l'\..John's is all about is trying to 

actually get us to take responsibility 
for who we are and what we think, 
and not just inherit the way we live 

our lives from other people:' 
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Mr. Harder: You've addressed one aspect 
of this relationship between the personal beliefs 
and discussion, namely, how the beliefs should 
play into the discussion or inform the discussion. 
And you've touched on the other side and I'd like 
to hear more about it. How should the discussion 
inform the personal beliefs, both as the discussion 
is happening and after the discussion is over? 

Mr. Haflidson: I believe, based on all sorts 
of evidence, that the kinds of students and tutors 
who are at St. John's are here because we are open 
to changing the way we think and live from what 
we learn from these texts and from conversations 
with each other. One result of that is that we can feel 
like we're constantly in crisis. I think that might be 
where I would want to use the word gentleness again, 
especially in relation to ourselves. Having your world 
turned upside down, based on your learning, places a 
tremendous amount of stress on you, especially if you 
feel like what has been central to your life is called 
into question. In that case, I would think that being 
gentle with yourself implies giving yourself time and 
space to not have to feel you need to resolve it all, right 
after the seminar. And also not feeling like you need 
to treat all questions with the same level of gravity. In 
other words, being gentle with yourself might involve 
deciding what questions are most vital in focusing on 
right now and being willing to say: "There are other 
questions that I think are important that I might not 
be able to give the same attention to at this point:' 
Having said all that, I hope that students and tutors are 
changed by what happens here. So I think that means 
that we-I-should be willing to radically rethink 
what I believe and how I act based on what we do. 

I think a major question is what counts as an 
[ultimate] authority for you. I'm thinking especially 
students for whom the Bible isn't just one book 
among many other books on the Program. For those 
students, figuring out what the Bible says is going to 
determine what they think is good and true and how 
they should lead their lives. I also would hope for 
those students what counts as the highest authority 
in their lives and how it is they engage with that 
authority should be questions that they are open 
to really reflecting on. As is the case for all of us, 
whether you are religious or not. When you're trying 
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to decide what is true, you also need to decide what is 
the ultimate authority. Even if the ultimate authority 
is reason, you need to then be able to give an account 
for what reason is, how it works, and how it derives 
its authority. 

Mr. Harder: To what extent, on the other 
hand, is it beneficial to try to find common ground 
between religions and to integrate diverse beliefs 
into one's thought? 

Mr. Haflidson: I would say it's an admirable 
impulse to want to find common ground with fellow 
human beings. I would also say it's an admirable 
impulse to want to look for wisdom wherever it can 
be found. So, on both of those fronts, I think the 
desire to find common ground between different 
beliefs and to integrate them into your own is 
worthwhile. And I do hold out hope that with 
enough time and through genuine conversation any 
human beings could find common ground between 
each other, not just superficial common ground, but 
something at a deep level. I think evidence for that is 
seminar, which seems to me, when seminar works, 
it's-if not a miracle-almost a miracle. Having said 

all that, and this may relate to what I was saying 
earlier about a baser part of ourselves, I think it is 
crucial in pursuing common ground and looking 
for wisdom wherever it can be found, to recognize 
inclinations you might have as a thinker that have 
dangers inherent to them. So, one way I think about 
this is based on a distinction my Ph.D. supervisor 
made between people being "lumpers" or "splitters;' 
which I like as an image. What he meant by that is 
that some of us tend to be lumpers in that we like 
to see connections between ideas. We like to put 
them all together in a heap and think that they're all 
a part of the same thing-whereas others of us tend 
to be splitters. We like to split everything apart and 
say: "This is unique. This is singular:' I think I'm 
definitely a lumper. But I think my supervisor's point 
was both of those have dangers in them. So, a danger 
of a lumper, I think, could be to see one's own beliefs 
in everyone else's beliefs. To put that another way, to 
think that all knowledge is just a variation on a theme. 
The danger there, to put it more succinctly, is to not 
ever genuinely encounter anything that is other than 
yourself. On the other hand, to be a splitter, I think, 
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is to constantly be asserting that what you believe 
is totally different than what everyone else believes 
and that ideas aren't related to each other, and people 
don't share anything in common. And that seems to 
me to be a very competitive way of approaching the 
world and, also, it seems to me to be false. So, I think 
acknowledging if you have one or the other tendency 
could hopefully make you a better thinker, because 
differences and similarities, I think, at their best 
mutually illumine one another. Which is to say, it's 
only if you've genuinely gotten a hold of something 
that two religions, for example, hold in common 
that you then have a good basis for thinking about 
differences. And similarly, it seems to me it's only 
if you've got some sense of differences that you can 
then look for something that is common. So, all of 
that is to say I think one should pursue common 
ground and one should look for wisdom wherever it 
can be found, but one should be very careful, and one 
should be aware of how one might be making that 
search easier than it should be. 

Also, I think being careful to not appropriate 
something without recognizing how it may belong 
to another religion. So, I could give an example of 
that. I was reading some essays by Zen Buddhist 
scholars and practitioners about how meditation and 
mindfulness have become billion dollar industries, 
and they had conflicted views about this. On the 
one hand, they were very positive that practices so 
essential to Buddhism have become such a trend. 
On the other hand, I think they were worried that 
when meditation and mindfulness are used as a way 
of becoming more productive and successful in your 
career, that may actually be the opposite of what 
meditation and mindfulness were for in Buddhism. 
Which is to say- in Buddhism meditation and 
mindfulness are about letting go of a certain account 
of self-that the way they're being used, in some 
cases, is actually just supporting that sense of self. So, 
that's another way in which I would just say that one 
really needs to be sensitive to how beliefs fit together 
and, if you were going to claim a belief as belonging to 
you, I think you need to justify when you are taking it 
from one context and placing it in your context. And 
I think it can be entirely legitimate to do that, but I 
also think that hard work needs to be done to justify 
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that. 
Mr. Kates: One of the conflicts that you 

seemed to have touched on is religion and the self, 
knowledge and the self, and one very fundamental 
part of oneself is sexuality which is kind of a touchy 
subject in scripture as we've read it. Homosexuality 
seems to be explicitly banned in some parts of it. 
I have to wonder, what is your experience as a 
gay man studying these works so extensively? 

Mr. Haflidson: I would say, first of all, that it 
has been painful- very painful at times- painful in 
different ways. One kind of pain came from feeling 
condemned as a gay man. It took me time-a lot 
of time-to finally be honest with myself that I was 
gay, and when I finally did that, it really hurt to feel 
condemned by the Bible and the Christian tradition. 
The other kind of pain came from the struggle to try 
and figure out why the texts say that and how I was 
going to live my life. And that pain, I think, has been 
worth it, and that pain has given way to being more 
at home in myself and at home in what I believe and 
how I live my life. The pain lessened, first, in just 
understanding why those texts say what they do. I 
think that in my initial readings of them, and often 
based on how they've been used historically and 
right up to today, it felt like nothing but hate. But, I 
think, understanding them better, they feel less like 
hate. I think I've come to understand how they're a 
part of a community's striving to live lives of integrity 
before God. And I do think the role of sexuality 
in what it means to be human is an unavoidable 
question that needs to be addressed if you're trying 
to live a life of integrity, whether it's a religious life 
of integrity or a non-religious life of integrity. The 
pain lessened, but I saw them as not just hate, and I 
think the pain lessened even further when I came to a 
position where I felt free to disagree with those texts' 
condemnation of same-sex sexual activity. That took 
some time too. And it remains painful, in some ways, 
to stand as a minority within the Christian tradition 
and disagree with so many of my fellow Christians, 
in many cases people I care deeply about, but doing 
so has been crucial for me to living a life of integrity 
before God. I'm happy-I don't know if this would 
be of interest or not-to share why I disagree with 
Christianity's traditional view on homosexuality. 
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Mr. Kates: [nods head] 
Mr. Hajlidson: I think the central claim of 

Christianity, and I imagine this would be entirely 
uncontroversial, is that who God is and that what 
God wants for human beings has been most fully 
disclosed in the life of Jesus. An implication of that 
is that all fundamental questions, from a Christian 
point of view, at some point or other, are going to 
need to relate themselves to the life of Jesus, and that 
includes ethical questions, which is where I would 
locate sexuality. So let me give a brief and entirely 
overly truncated interpretation of the life of Jesus. 
It seems to me what's most inspiring about the Jesus 
I read about in the Gospels is that he is showing and 
telling that what we might think were inevitable parts 
of being human- like violence, like vengeance, like 
hatred, like anger, like rivalry, like exclusion, etc.
are not inevitable. He is showing and telling and 
making available an alternate way of being human 
that he claims is actually what God intends for us. 
So, one example from his teaching is the command 
to love our enemies which, I think, seems utterly 
impossible and absolutely counter to the way most 
of us live our lives. But the way Jesus talks about that 
is that that is what our humanity should be, because 
that is how we can best reflect the generosity of God. 
The way Jesus puts it in the Gospel of Matthew is that 
God causes the sun to shine and the rain to fall on all 
human beings. So, in other words, God's generosity is 
not just towards those who are in some way favorably 
disposed to God, but also towards those who are not. 
I also think that in Jesus's crucifixion and resurrection 
that different way ofliving is evident. I understand the 
crucifixion most fundamentally as disclosing to us 
the way we as human beings generally tend to live our 
lives, which is to say, we exclude, and we marginalize, 
and we betray one another. And, in Jesus's case, we 
excluded, marginalized, and betrayed a human being 
who, from the accounts of the Gospels, lived a life of 
self-giving love. What possible justification is there for 
excluding and marginalizing and betraying someone 
like that? The crucifixion also, I think, shows that 
the life that is present in Jesus is not defeated by all 
of that. While on the cross for example, the Gospels 
say Jesus was asking for the people involved to be 
forgiven. That different life does not return vengeance 

with vengeance, hatred with hatred; it can overcome 
that with love. Then the ultimate overcoming of 
that, I take it, is in the resurrection, in which it's 
demonstrated that Jesus's kind of life isn't confined 
by death, but that kind of life is what God is going to 
ensure wins out in the end. So, that was a long and 
entirely too short account of how I understand the 
life ofJesus. What does that have to do with sexuality? 

I think the fundamental question of Christian 
ethics is: How do human beings live lives that reflect 
the kind oflife that Jesus shows and tells, as opposed 
to the kind of life that he rejected? So in deliberating 
about ethical issues from a Christian point of view, 
then, I think it can be helpful to think what belongs 
to the kind of human life that Jesus rejected, like 
hatred and vengeance and violence and rivalry, and 
what belongs to the life that he lived, a life of self
giving love. I would even say those two kinds oflives 
can be categories by which Christians can evaluate 
ethical issues. 

There has also, I think, been a long tradition in 
Christianity of saying there is a third category which 
is a compromise between those two kinds oflife. And 
those compromises, I think, come from a recognition 
that this new life is going to take some time to really 
reach its fullness, both individually and communally, 
and that we may need to make compromises in 
order to prevent worse evils from happening. A 
key example of that kind of compromise would be 
what's generally referred to as "just war" theory in 
the Christian tradition. The "just" in "just war" isn't 
"just" as in "justice;' but "justified:' So, the argument 
has been, made by Augustine and Aquinas especially, 
that although killing is wrong, there can be situations 
in which a Christian can faithfully decide that killing 
is the lesser evil, compared to the greater evil that 
might occur without the use of violence. Now, there 
have been all sorts of criteria as to what counts as a just 
war, including that it not be out of vengeance, that it 
exercise restraint, that it not involve innocents .. . But 
even so, I think the majority of Christian tradition 
has been willing to say we can compromise to prevent 
greater evil through using lesser evil. So, all that is 
to say, I think there are these three categories that 
are crucial in Christians ethics: there's the distorted 
life that Christians want to reject, there is the life of 
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principled compromise, and there is the new life. 
So now we get to sex. The Church has 

generally said, I think, that the new life in relation to 
sex would be celibacy. Although you might not think 
this based on what a lot of Christians say, it seems 
clear to me from the words of Jesus and the words 
of Paul that that is the case. I think it makes sense 
that that is the case. If one of the marks of this new 
life is to love fellow human beings not just based on 
particular relations to them, whether that be class or 
nationality or religion or race or biology, then tying 
yourself down to a spouse and children means that 
your love of your fellow human beings cannot be as 
universal as it seems the new life is calling for. So, 
celibacy is, I take it, the relation to sexuality that 

best models that new life. But the Church, and this 
is based on both Jesus and Paul, has said marriage 
is an acceptable compromise position. Paul says 
very explicitly that it would be ideal if everyone 
could be celibate, but that doesn't seem possible. I 
think Paul is acknowledging, like you were saying 
Mr. Kates, just how deep sexuality is in us and how 
much of a drive we have for that kind of intimacy 
and relationship. So, he says if celibacy is impossible, 
then get married and have sex within that context. 
And he also speaks quite beautifully at times about 
how that relationship itself, through the care that 
the spouses show for each other, can reflect some 
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of that new life that is disclosed in Jesus. Self
giving love is supposed to define the relation of the 
husband to the wife and the wife to the husband. 

Now, this brings me finally to homosexuality 
[chuckles] and the traditional teaching of the Church 
has been that homosexuality belongs to that category 
of life that is a distorted form of life. It doesn't even 
belong to the compromise; it just needs to be rejected. 
And there are, I think, all sort of arguments for why 
that's the case. They all turn, I think, on the belief 
that the new life that Jesus is telling and showing and 
making available doesn't just come from nowhere, but 
is the fulfillment of how God made things originally. 
Which is to say, there needs to be a continuity between 
how God made things in the beginning an dhow God is 

fulfilling things in that new life. And on that basis, 
many Christians have believed that sex should be 
procreative because that seems to be what is most 
"natural;' and so that is what is intended by God. 

One form of that argument is that sex 
shouldn't just be about pleasure between the partners 
involved. Sex should always be open to the possibility 
of children, which, I think, (even though I disagree 
with it) is actually quite a beautiful way of thinking 
about sexual relationships as not just being about the 
couple, but an openness to the world in the form of new 
life. Then there's also been various kinds of arguments 
that sex should only happen between a man and a 

Dialogues 

woman. Some of those are just grounded in the fact 
that only sex between a man and a woman will result 
in procreation. Others of those have been based on the 
fact that somehow only men and women "fit" together 
in the way that is appropriate for sexual relationships. 
I've already been rambling on for too long, so I won't 
get into those. So, what possible grounds could 
there be for rejecting that view of homosexuality? 

I think there could be two possible cases. 
I'll give a kind of conservative case, based on what 
I've sketched out here, and a more radical case. The 
conservative case would be grounded in the argument 
that principled compromises are acceptable to 
Christians, as in traditional marriage and just war. As 
the Church has said that killing is wrong, but war can 
be justified. I think a conservative position could say 
that homosexuality is not what God intended, and 
that homosexual intimacy is wrong, but that same
sex partnerships are justified. This is based on what I 
take to be ample evidence that the Church's traditional 
teaching that homosexuals need to be celibate 
has destroyed lives. Not all lives; I think there are 
homosexuals who have been capable of celibacy. But 
I think there is also ample evidence that the Church's 
traditional teaching has destroyed lives, and, therefore, 
I would want to make the case that it's a far greater 
evil to try and force all homosexuals to be celibate, 
than it would be to support them in finding lifelong, 
loving partnerships that include sexual intimacy. So, 
I call that the conservative argument because that 
argument does not have to reject any of the Church's 
traditional teachings. It can say homosexual sexual 
acts are sinful. It can say that marriage should only 
be between a man and woman. It can agree with 
everything that's in Scripture and that is in tradition. 
But, it can say, on Christian grounds, that we now 
recognize the need to make a principled compromise. 

The more radical position, which I hold, would 
be to say that the Bible and Christian tradition, like 
many others, have been wrong about homosexuality. 
Now, this would be unacceptable to all different 

kinds of Christians who wouldn't agree that the Bible 
or Christian tradition could have been wrong on 
this. But there are a range of Christian views that say 
the Bible and Christian tradition aren't right about 
everything. One such view, that I share, sees the Bible 
as a kind of record of a divinely-inspired learning 
process, and learning processes, as we know very 
well at St. John's, involve mistakes and they involve 
disagreement. And progress is made, but often 
progress also involves still not seeing the full picture. 
The condemnations of homosexuality, then, would 
belong to one of those mistakes in the learning process. 

And, I would want to say that there are 
reasons, from within Christian theology and outside 
of it, for rejecting the view that sex needs to be always 
open to procreation or between a man and a woman . 
The New Testament, for example, shows essentially 
no interest in procreation. As well, I think there are 
passages in the New Testament, though they may 
not jump out at us today, that subvert patriarchal 
gender norms. Outside Christian tradition, over 
the last century the view that homosexuality is a 
psychological pathology has been totally discredited. 
I think there's also ample evidence that, for the 
majority of homosexuals, living in a partnership is 
the way in which they flourish. And if that's the case, 
and if what God wants ultimately for human beings is 
our flourishing- and not just flourishing in terms of 
our enjoying life as much as we can, but flourishing 
in terms of being able to live lives of self-giving 
love, I think there's ample evidence that, for many 
homosexuals, partnerships are the way to do that. 

As well, I think that on this view, the mix 
of sexualities that seem to belong to humanity
heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, etc.-are part 
of what God intended to belong to the diversity of 
creation. The diversity of creation is spoken of in all 
sorts of places in the Bible, like in Genesis and Job. I 
thinkin Job it's especially clear that human beings often 
like to think that creation just reflects our own tidy 
sense of what is right and wrong. It seems to be that's 

((so, if we have learned that homosexuality is simply part of the beautiful 
diversity of creation, then the Church needs to figure out how best to 

support homosexuals to live flourishing lives of self-giving, Christ-like love as 
homosexuals, not as faulty heterosexuals:' 
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both what Job's friends and Job himself are guilty of. 
And when God comes on the scene and gives his 

speech, God seems to say: "Your imagination of what 
creation involves has been too narrow:' And he points 
to all sorts of creatures in creation that are just bizarre 
and strange ... perhaps we might even say queer! So, 
if we have learned that homosexuality is simply part 
of the beautiful diversity of creation, then the Church 
needs to figure out how best to support homosexuals 
to live flourishing lives of self-giving, Christ-like 
love as homosexuals, not as faulty heterosexuals. 

That was all a long way of saying that I 
think there are arguments-and I've outlined a 
conservative case and a radical case-that support 
of homosexual relationships is not a departure 
from Christian tradition, but a development of 
it. Sorry, that was a really, really long answer! 

Mr. Kates: No, it was very thorough. 
Mr. Hafiidson: It's been one of the major 

questions of my life, so I had lots to say about it. 
Mr. Harder: If we can change gears, what is the 

greatest insight you have had in relation to religion? 
Mr. Hafiidson: I can share one of the most 

important insights I've had into religion-and also 
one of the hardest insights, I find, to live by. To speak 
specifically of Christianity, which is the religion I'm 
a part of, and also of Judaism, which Christianity 
depends upon: there is a constant practice of self
criticism. I think that religion, at its worst, can be one 
of the most destructive forces in the world, because 
it claims to have God on its side. When it claims to 
have God on its side in a way that implies that we 
don't need to learn anything from others, then that 
justifies closing oneself off from other human beings 
who think and act differently. And it can even justify 
violence and oppression. Having said that, I do think 
that both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament 
are absolutely alive to that destructive force within 
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religion and are critical of it. I spoke about the Book 
of Job a minute ago. I think that would be one key 
example I would go to. It seems to me that Job's friends 
think that they've got God on their side and think that 
they've got it all figured out, and that means that they 
can explain exactly to their friend why he's suffering 
and don't actually need to listen to him or don't need 
to wrestle with what he's saying. That's one example, 
but I think there are countless other examples. It's 
remarkable that, both in the Hebrew Bible and in the 
New Testament, the people who could be regarded 
as the heroes-which is to say, for the Jews, the 
patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob-the depiction 
of them in the Bible is not as perfect human beings. 
It's as human beings who are flawed, and it's as human 
beings who are often flawed in a way that they try and 
use religion to justify what they're up to. I think the 
same can be said, maybe even more so, in the New 
Testament. If you look at the disciples, the disciples 
constantly are not getting what Jesus is saying. They're 
totally missing the point, and, at the end of it all, they 
betray him. And this is even more the case with the 
religious and political authorities of Jesus's day, who 
claimed to have God on their side and claimed to 
be doing what is good. For a Christian who thinks 
that God was actually at work in the life of Jesus, that 
means the people who were most convinced they 
had God on their side were actually working against 
God. That kind of awareness of the destructiveness 
of religion has been important to me-that such a 
critique actually belongs to religion-and that means 
that believing in a God who loves me shouldn't shut 
me off from being critical of myself. It should actually 
support me to be even more critical of myself. 

Mr. Kates: That seems like a nice note 
to end on. Thank you for talking with us. 

Mr. Hafiidson: You're welcome! Thank you! 
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Theology in the University of St. Andrews and a Ph.D. in Systematic Theology in Cambridge University. 
He was ordained a Minister of Word and Sacrament of the Presbyterian Church (USA) and served 
Presbyterian churches in Texas and North Carolina until his appointment as a tutor in Annapolis in 2000. 

Mr. Riggins: Good afternoon, Mr. Sinnett, 
and thank you for agreeing to this interview. So you 
went from being a mathematician to a Minister to 
a tutor. Those seem like radically different fields, 
mathematics and theology, but throughout history 
there have been men like Newton and Pascal who 
were mathematicians but had a great interest 
in theology and considered their theological 
writings of equal or greater importance with their 
mathematical and scientific writings. Do you see a 
relationship between mathematics and theology? 

Mr. Sinnett: Theology is about everything. 
There shouldn't be anything that isn't grist for a 
theologian's mill, although that's not how it's seen in 
modern academic circles. I had thought, as I finished 
up in Cambridge, I might find some divinity school 
that valued someone who had written and studied 
in economic theory and mathematics, and who 
had written a theology dissertation on a political 
philosopher, Eric Voegelin .. . But no [laughs] that's 
not quite the way it is! I don't actually see a specific 
disciplinary relation except in so far as theology is 
concerned with anything and everything, the whole. 
There's a story about a retired Professor of Divinity in 
St. Andrews who was found dead one day in his little 
garden-house. Every day, he would go back there to 
work on his great master-work, his great theological 
treatise, the summary of all his years of study. He'd 
go out every day, and write all day, and then in the 
evening tear it all up and go back in the house. This 
went on for months until one evening they found 
him dead, with his head resting on the single page he 
hadn't lived long enough to tear up. It contained one 
sentence: "Theology is everything and everything 
is theology:' Which perhaps indicates something of 
his problem. How do you write about everything? 

Mr. Riggins: That's an interesting notion, 
that "Theology is everything:' Do your experiences 

as a Minister color the way you approach certain 
program books or howyou operate in the classroom? 

Mr. Sinnett: It does in the sense that what we 
do here is similar to what I think ministers are often 
trying to do in churches. The Reformed churches 
from their beginning have sought to encourage 
and prepare people to be active in the prayerful 
exploration of Scripture, to take responsibility for 
their own scrutiny of biblical texts. All too often, 
unfortunately, church-goers look to the minister to be 
the authority figure and tell them what it's all about. 
Well, for one thing, the minister doesn't know what 
it's all about-a lot of it is just extremely puzzling
and, for another, even if the minister thinks he or she 
really does know something, it's often much better 
to keep quiet and try to get a conversation going. 
So that's not so different than the work here, except 
that here this is all a matter of very explicit intention. 
That's how it's set up here from the beginning, and 
nobody comes here, or should come here, without 
knowing that that's what we're going to do. So, what 
I tried to do as a teacher in a church-Presbyterian 
Ministers, by the way, were traditionally referred to 
as Teaching Elders (as opposed to Ruling Elders)
is not essentially different from this. Preaching is a 
different matter, of course, as is administration of the 
sacraments and the various activities of pastoral care. 
And here, of course, we entertain no presuppositions 
as to anyone's trust in God, so that our conversations 
are much wider open and unpredictable, and in some 
cases, because of that, much more interesting. The 
"biblical illiteracy" of most of our entering students is 
a never-ending source of amazement to me, and also, 
sometimes, a source of great excitement: You might 
be surprised at the number of "really silly questions" 
that get asked that then turn out not to be silly at all. 

Mr. Riggins: I'd like to ask how you see the 
connection between philosophy and theology. 
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Do you think they're seeking the same goal 
by different means, or do you view them 
as something separate from one another? 

Mr. Sinnett: I take seriously Plato's distinction 
between cptA.ocroqna, the love of wisdom, and 
cptA.ooo~la, the love of opinion. He says that most 
people who walk around calling themselves 
philosophers are, in fact, lovers of opinion. I think 
he's probably right, but that's true of most people 
who call themselves theologians as well. The typical 
view of theology is that it's an effort to construct a 
system of propositional statements (what we might 
call theological "opinions") about a strange object 
called "God:' but that does not fit what I understand 
to be the Augustinian-Reformed tradition at all. 
Theology is "faith seeking understanding:' the 
rational, even dialectical, exploration of the lived
relationship of faith. Faith is a person's living 
communion with the God unsurpassably disclosed 
in the Person and Work ofJesus Christ, and theology 
is reflection on this relationship, undertaken within 
this relationship, and therefore constituting an 
event in the relationship. There's no place outside 
of faith from which to survey faith, and therefore 
no place from which a merely "subjective" human 
being can advance doctrinal "opinions" about a 
merely "objective" God. Quite a mouthful, but that's 
what you get for talking to a systematic theologian, 
which means I'm a church theologian. I try to take 
a consistent and coherent approach to the whole 
of the Church's proclamation, not one approach to 
Creation and another to Atonement and another to 
Eschatology, but one approach to it all. And it means 
that I take the life and ministry of the Church as the 
only testing-ground of theological work. "If you can't 
preach it;' says Karl Barth, "it's not theology:' And if 
people can't understand it-if they can't recognize 
themselves in it-it's also not theology. Any sensible 
person can read the Confessions of Augustine and 
see what he's doing. The whole thing is a prayer to 
God, an exploration of the relationship that was there 
before he was conscious of it, an exploration within 
the relationship since he's quite aware in retrospect of 
the ways in which God has drawn him, and pushed 
him, and poked him, until God's self-disclosure 
irrupts in his soul. But then also it's an event in 
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the relationship since there's no final result, there's 
always another question and a harder question. It all 
ends in paradox, the paradox of grace: "Give what 
you command, and command what you will!" The 
seeking will never end and yet Augustine is trilling 
with joy. No doctrine, no formulas, just a big ol' 
"Come on in, the water's fine:' inviting all of us to 
join in the search. Now that's theology! Augustine's 
putting on a clinic which of course the theodoxers and 
philodoxers just ignore. But it's not so different than 
Plato who wants to invite us into the loving pursuit 
of wisdom, which is erotic "participation" (µ£8t:~Lc;, 
µnaA.11\jltc;) of the soul in "divine reality" (8t:t6T11c;), 
the "becoming immortal" ( a8avml(w) "to the extent 
that that is possible to humans:' It is asserted by some 
that Plato coined the term "theology:' It's there in 
Republic, where he says that of the different types 
of theology, "the only one that's really true is the 
love of wisdom:' Some will tell you that Plato, here, 
is disposing of theology, but it is more consistent 
with the whole corpus that he is affirming it. 

Mr. Riggins: Would you say that a good 
definition of theology is that phrase you 
mentioned, "faith seeking an understanding"? 

Mr. Sinnett: Well, that's Augustine's formula 
that underlies much of Medieval theology, including 
the Monologion and Proslogion of Anselm. But, as 
I was saying, it's not so different from what Plato, 
or the Neoplatonists, are trying to do. The striving 
for divine wisdom is what they're all trying to stir 
up in people, and for all of them it's the exploration 
of a divine-human reality that they will never bring 
under their control. If there is one great thing I 
would like to see in the Program it would be the De 
Trinitate of Augustine, the great treatise of Western 
Medieval theology. It's entirely appropriate to 
describe it as amor sapientiae, the love of wisdom. 
It's just an amazing text that indicates the meditative 
nature of theology, the consciously non-doctrinal 
nature of theology, the nature of theology as "seeking 
God's face evermore:' But all of this is clear in the 
biblical texts that we read. Christianity, for many, 
is all about conclusive supernatural answers to our 
human questions; it's supposed to be about having 
the right doctrinal opinions in your head, so you 
can get "enabled" into Heaven. But just think of all 
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the things God says and does that puzzle everybody. 
Consider all the people in the Gospels who ask 
Jesus a question only to have Him shoot back with 
one of His own, almost as if He's saying, ''I'll answer 
your question if you'll answer mine:' And so often 
His interlocutors are unable, or worse unwilling, 
to address His questions. Just like us! You could say 
that He's very Socratic, or you could say He's taken 
the Socratic method and gone pro with it. Consider 
how often Paul talks about his perplexity. Consider 
how important Paul believes his perplexity to be: 
" ... we have this treasure in earthen vessels, to show 
that the transcendent power belongs to God and 
not to us" (2 Cor. 4:7), and he goes on to stress the 
visible, public paradox of divine power in the midst 
of human weakness: "We are afflicted in every 
way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven 
to despair; .. . " (v. 8). That's a good motto for this 
college. We are perplexed, but not driven to despair. 
We're not afraid to be perplexed, not afraid to ask a 
good question without having an answer, without 
having a final answer ... ever. It is not a matter of 
despair for us to be perplexed. It isn't for Paul either, 
because he knows Who's asking the questions. 

Mr. Riggins: I like that. And speaking of asking 
questions, in the undergraduate program we stick to 
the Western Tradition. Every once in a while, someone 
will ask why we do that. So, this year, when the freshmen 
met with the Instruction Committee, a student asked 
why we only read things from the West. After the 
Committee gave the honest answer, that we just don't 
have the time for everything, one of the tutors made 
an interesting observation. They said that regardless 
whether you're studying the East or the West or a 
different tradition, we're asking the same questions. 
They're human questions. Do you think that's true, 
that we're asking the same questions but maybe 
getting different answers? And what questions do 
you think the Program does the best job of exploring? 

Mr. Sinnett: This is actually a very difficult 
matter. The assertion that questions of the East 
and West are "the same questions:' that "they're 
human question:' is entirely appropriate to the 
purposes of the College. Also, I have no brief to 
dispute it, but underlying it, I think, is the belief 
in a universal humanity, and that is actually a 
very difficult matter. As a Christian-one who 
finds great meaning in the biblical accounts 
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of God's creation-I can assert the reality of one, 
universal humanity, but this would appear to correlate 
with the experience of the transcendence of God. In 
Christ, says Paul, "there is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male 
nor female ... " (Gal. 3:28). So I find no difficulty in 
this view. And there are presumably other bases for 
such an assertion, but I'm not sure what they are. I'm 
not even sure, on other bases, what kind of assertion 
this amounts to. If there is a "universal humanity" -a 
community of human beings spanning space and 
time who all ask the same "human questions" -how 
do we come to know that? Where does a human 
being stand to survey the whole community? Does 
this community remain unaffected by our inquiry 
into its nature, or is the phrase "universal humanity" 
part of an "inner symbolic form" around which 
such a community comes into existence? These 
questions are all puzzling enough, but then you 
ask about the questions asked in the Far East. But 
I'm woefully ignorant of the East; I know virtually 
nothing about it. I know a little about the ancient 
Near East, because it's the necessary background 
to the study of the Old Testament, but that's really 
as far East as I get. And of course, there, we find 
several rather advanced civilizations that have no 
notion of "universal humanity;' and which do not 
display anything like the sort of inquiry familiar to 
us from Old Testament texts or Hel~nic philosophy. 
The hieroglyph for "human being;' for example, is 
also the hieroglyph for "Egyptian:' and it is quite 
generally true that ancient Egyptians equated 
humanity with participation in their own culture. So 
in the Amarna Letters from the whatever dynasty-I 
don't remember-we have an Egyptian ambassador 
in the Mesopotamian basin reporting back to the 
Pharaoh Amenemhat IV (also known as Akhenaten), 
who clearly has no way of ref erring to Babylonians 
as human beings. So this is all very difficult. And 
then there's the problem with questions themselves. 
For example, a lot of the important questions 
that we have to address I don't think originate 
in us. I don't think we're the ones asking them. 

Mr. Riggins: What do you mean by that? 
Mr. Sinnett: Plato talks about the ascent 

out of the cave, and he describes it as "inquiry" 
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((~n1mc;). But he also describes it as "being dragged" 
( EAKucr-rfoc;). He describes it as a long, painful process. 
The emphasis lies on the violence of the thing, as if it 
is as much a fate inflicted as anything freely chosen. 
This fits with the kind of challenges Socrates presents 
to those around him. He's not trying to solve some 
interesting "intellectual" problem; he's trying to 
shake people up; he's asking questions he knows his 
interlocutors can't deal with. But it crucial to realize 
how often Plato also emphasizes that the questioning 
does not originate in Socrates. Frequently, Socrates is 
just passing-on the questions that have been posed to 
him. In his examination of Agathon in Symposium, 
for instance, he says he had been subjected to the 
same inquiry by Diotima, the priestess "honored by 
God:' So he's not the source of the questions. They're 
originating beyond him, or above him, or behind 
him. Perhaps they're part of his divine inspiration, 
like "the piece of wisdom that happened" to him 
before entering the banquet hall. Perhaps he's like 
Isaiah or Jeremiah, who pass on to Israel or Judah 
the challenge they have suffered from God. Maybe 
it's like the important questions that beset us, 
important because we're really not the ones asking, 
because we didn't want 'em in the first place and 
can't seem to just let them go. I find questions just 
plain mystifying. Am I the one asking the question, 
or am I one being questioned by the question? Or 
maybe I'm just the location in space-time where 
that particular question-event occurs. Maybe I'm 
just the poor sap responsible to pass on the question 
to other folks, since otherwise they might never get 
to hear it. So you ask me about East questions and 
West questions, and here I don't even know much 
about what are supposed to be "my" questions. But 
you also asked about what kind of questions the 
Program deals with best. I think we do well with 
ethical questions. It is quite typical of our students 
to display a real thirst for a better understanding of 
their own conduct and of the nature of disagreements 
about human conduct. And there is simply no end 
of opportunities for us to discuss what it means, and 
what it takes, to face ethical challenges responsibly, 
and even courageously. These are questions that 
run from one end of the program to the other. We 
never really stop thinking about how we should act. 
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It shows up in the music tutorial and even in the 
laboratory. 

Mr. Riggins: Could you say a little more 
about how it shows up in music and in the lab? 

Mr. Sinnett: Detailed study of, say, the St. 
Matthew's Passion reverberates throughout the 
program. It is full to overflowing of implications for 
what a good life is and how one should go about living 
it, and just as importantly it seems to provide another 
means of approach, another language, in which our 
students can grapple with ethical questions. This is 
especially clear to me, since I have never taught the 
music tutorial, when I find myself, as I frequently do, 
listening to a conversation which the students find 
very meaningful and exciting, but that I can't quite 
follow. They have a string to their bow that I don't 
have-there's a little musical analogy for you-they 
have means, I mean technical means, to talk about 
the emotional effects of music and the inspiration that 
music can lend to people in difficult circumstances. 

to hand, Newton can point us to things we would 
never have seen without his guidance. Laying aside the 
presupposition that our puny, little, human minds are 
adequate to the order of the world created by God, he 
finds astonishing and beautiful things we otherwise 
would have never even known about, much less felt 
the need to account for. But there are problems as 
well, ethical problems. What is now our place in the 
world? If we are somehow part of the world, how are 
we to use knowledge that presupposes we are not part 
of the world? What guidance remains from sensory 
experience, what guidance from our customary 
practices, when the scientists and mathematicians 
have explained away everything we thought we saw 
and heard and touched? These questions, and others 
like them, arise naturally as students move through 
the Laboratory program. We don't do so well with 
the transition to the mathematical exploration of 
the world because we don't spend enough time to 
acquire any facility with the necessary mathematics. 

((I have a lot of suspicions about people who attempt to replace life with their 
thinking. Life is infinitely richer than any thought we can have or system 

we can build:' 

The laboratory invites us to think about the 
relationship between various people's attempts to 
understand the natural world and the character oflife 
in the surrounding society. Aristotle approaches the 
world as if he's part ofit. It's a matter of him persuading 
us that the world is intelligible, that its order is in a 
sense commensurable with our thoughts and lives. To 
the extent that we understand the world around us, he 
regards us as completing the world. The world attains 
a sort of consummation in that what was intelligible 
has been "intelligibled:' Since the mind is part of 
the world, it means that the world has understood 
itself. Isaac Newton, on the other hand, doesn't 
experience the world like that at all. He's thinking 
about the world as if he's not part of it. He's trying to 
think about the world as if no-one's looking at it, or 
as it would be if no-one were looking at it. In some 
sense, this approach- especially the mathematical 
approach that Newton helped establish-represents 
a great advance. For example, whereas Aristotle 
is content to give his accounts of whatever comes 

And that's too bad because this is a very worrying 
problem in our modern world, ethically and 
otherwise. But we are in a position to ask some 
serious ethical and political questions about the 
place of the sciences in our modern societies. 

Mr. Riggins: Speaking of that, as a 
mathematician by trade, what's your view of the 
mathematics tutorial here? You say we don't learn 
enough mathematics. 

Mr. Sinnett: We don't learn enough modern 
analytical mathematics. But that's a problem mainly 
for the laboratory. The mathematics tutorials are great. 
It's hard for students to see what is really beautiful 
about Einstein's paper in the Spring of the Senior 
Tutorial, but on the whole the mathematics tutorials 
are just fine. It's just that we don't allow enough 
sustained experience with mathematical analysis for 
our students to do much more than pass their eyes 
over texts by people like Maxwell, Heisenberg and, as 
I already mentioned, Einstein. Nearly three-fourths 
of our time-well, two-thirds, something like that-

21 



Dialogue 

is spent in doing geometry of some type or another. 
It's all beautiful and well worth serious attention, 
but it precludes us giving serious attention to the 
mathematical character of mathematical physics. 
Having said that, I think it's a wonderful thing that 
students walk into our Freshman tutorials hating 
mathematics and then walk out of them at the end 
of the year loving it. As a mathematician, that's a 
wonderful experience, because I've been places 
where students routinely walked out still hating 
it, and that isn't much fun. You don't want people 
hating a subject that you love. And it's important 
for students to see for themselves that mathematics 
is something that anyone of common intelligence, 
with some diligent, orderly industry, can really 
appreciate, that it's just as much part of their minds as 
anyone else's, not something dreamed up by a bunch 
of bug-eyed monsters from the moons of Jupiter. 

Mr. Riggins: So, you would say that we make 
good use of what time we do have? 

Mr. Sinnett:! think we could do better, and 
should do better, in preparing students for some of 
the papers in the junior and senior laboratories that 
we do ostensibly expect them to read. As it is, I doubt 
that many of our students know anything more about 
those papers than what we tell them ourselves. And 
I'm afraid we simply renew and confirm the fears 
of most of them that the modern physical sciences 
really are beyond them, that they really are "moons 
of Jupiter" stuff But it's always difficult to make 
changes in a program that is full to the brim of such 
great stuff. The opportunities costs are huge here. 
The cost of any wonderful book you do read is the 
also very wonderful book you don't get to read. I 
suppose we could offer an eight-year degree and do 
a whole lot more- I know the tutors would love it
but then we probably wouldn't have any students. 

Mr. Riggins: Just a general question, do you 
have a favorite program book, not necessarily from 
the seminar program but from the whole program? 

Mr. Sinnett: I've always loved Augustine's 
Confessions; I've become so fascinated with Gulliver's 
Travels that I've spent the last several years reading 
everything by and about Swift I could get my hands 
on, and of course I love Dedekind's little treatise 
on irrational numbers. I like that we read these 
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texts as awhole, except the Confessions. But we take 
some time over it and have a chance to see what 
Augustine's about. As I was saying, it's really a 
model for the work of a theologian. It is the record 
of a man trying to trace the unrest in this soul to 
its source in God, a master theologian trying to 
formulate belief from within the experience of faith. 

Mr. Riggins: I think most people treat 
faith and belief as synonymous. Are they not? 

Mr. Sinnett: In the Reformed tradition they 
are regarded as closely related and yet quite distinct. 
Faith is the lived-experience of relationship with 
God constituted by God's grace. Faith is something 
you live; it's living your life in God and God living 
His life in you. "It is no longer I who live;' says 
Paul, "but Christ who lives in me" (Gal. 2:20). As 
then, as we were saying, faith seeks understanding, 
tries to unpack and formulate the implications 
of this, and the result is belief, or beliefs, all of 
which is a special sort of event in the life of faith. 

Mr. Riggins: When people think of belief, I 
think many people think about what Socrates calls, 
in Meno, right opinion. 

Mr. Sinnett: Right opinion is probably pretty 
good because none of our formulations of belief 
are ever finished; none of them ever stand beyond 
the necessity of revision. To use the terminology of 
William James, faith is "thick'' and belief is very, very 
"thin:' Beliefis properly regarded as being exegetically 
related to faith; the theologian draws out into explicit 
formulation certain aspects or patterns-Whitehead 
calls them "factors" - from the abundance of his or 
her faith, without any expectation of exhausting it. 
Like any interpretation of one of our Great Books, it 
can only be true by leading us farther into the book, 
by pointing beyond itself into the richness of the text 
to which it can never hope to be adequate. So, in the 
Meno, we explore the richness of virtue- the richness 
of the "swarm of virtues" - and come to have a sense 
of what the different forms of virtue have in common. 
The crucial point, in my view, is that we cannot say 
what this sense is; we never do get the statement of 
the "essence;' or whatever it is, that Socrates wants 
Meno to give him. We are prepared for this failure 
to satisfy what Socrates appears to demand of us, 
by the similar failure of the slave boy with squares. 

Di alogue 

This begins with Socrates's question what multiple 
of the side of a given square will produce a square 
of double area. The whole point, again, is that 
the question cannot be answered: We can see the 
diagonal, but we cannot speak it; it is unspeakable. 
Similarly, in Augustine's De Trinitate, he has been 
asked by novices of his monastery to explain "the 
doctrine of the Trinity:' After a survey of biblical 
data, Augustine presents, in Books 8 through 14, a 
sequence-he calls it a "trajectory" - of "trinities" 
that arise in the mind during his quest for God. 
Each one is better than the one before it. The best 
and highest "trinity" he can find, in Book 14, is that 
arising when the mind "remembers, understands, 
and seeks God:' Then, in Book 15, he destroys it; 
he painstakingly shows us why this one, the best 
one he's got, is no good, why it falls so far short of 
the goal. And that's the point! Instead of the "letter 
that killeth'' there is the "spirit that giveth life"; we 
don't look at the clever construction that shuts us 
off from God; we look through it and by means of 
it-by means of its inadequacy- into the very life 
of God. The God we remember is the transcendent 
Father who can never be incarnate, so that what we 
understand by the incarnation of God in the Son is 
that we will never understand. And then, proceeding 
from the Father and the Son, proceeding from the 
poverty of our understanding-from what Johannes 
Climacus calls "the Absolute paradox" -there arises 
the Spirit in which "we seek His face evermore:' And 
the search has no end. There is no "doctrine of the 
Trinity;' no propositional opinion remotely adequate 
to the Trinitas Ipsum, the Trinity Itself. Instead, 
with the renewal of the Imago Trinitatis, the Image 
of the Trinity, in our souls, it's our lives that change. 
Not only our piddly, little "ideas;' but the richness 
and joyousness of our lives. We become "pilgrims" 
to the end of our days, seeking Him in order "the 
more sweetly" to find Him, and finding Him in 
order "the more urgently" to seek Him. And there is 
here what Eric Voegelin calls an "equivalence" with 
the education of the philosopher-king in Republic, 
in which the philosopher's soul is ordered by the 
"vision'' of the transcendent Agathon. The result, 
again, is not a propositional opinion about an 
abstraction called "the good;' but a human soul now 

equipped with the spiritual maturity to rule wisely. 
Mr. Riggins: So, you mentioned an essay on 

irrational numbers being one of your favorites. 
Does this have anything to do with the reason why? 

Mr. Sinnett: Not really. In the sense that 
the ancients have a fully worked-out theory of 
incommensurable magnitudes- this is the theory 
of ratio in Euclid's Book 5- Dedekind's essay is 
something kind of equivalent to that. He's worked out 
a construction by which he can extend the algebraic 
operations already understood for the system of 
rational numbers to the irrational numbers. Folks 
are already operating like this practically, but he 
wants to be sure they're deluding themselves with 
their geometric intuitions. It was routine for people 
to treat Cauchy sequences [of real numbers] as if 
they were convergent- Cauchy sequences, don't 
worry about it- but he actually proves they are 
convergent by means of his "cuts:' What I really 
like about it is its strict, logical rigor. It's the only 
complete piece of formal mathematics we read. We 
get to see a formal system set out in very clear and 
rigorous terms. I think that's a wonderful experience. 

Mr. Riggins: And the last one you mentioned 
was Jonathan Swift? 

Mr. Sinnett: Oh, Swift is a [chuckles] .... I 
have a lot of suspicions about people who attempt to 
replace life with their thinking. Life is infinitely richer 
than any thought we can have or system we can build. 
So, I tend to gravitate towards the philosophers of 
life who want to enrich life and not replace it with 
their speculative constructions. So I like Hume, 
Swift, Kierkegaard, James, Whitehead, Wittgenstein, 
Voegelin . . . Kierkegaard describes Hegel's system as 
a great building, towering overhead, and including 
everything: the cosmos, God, politics, ethics, 
history, society, ... philately, vegetarianism, croquet 
matches, ... everything. And then it is noticed that 
the great philosopher himself doesn't actually live 
in the building. He lives in a little shed beside the 
building! Such ridiculous constructions are possible, 
Kierkegaard wants to say, only if you leave out human 
existence, especially your own existence. Same with 
Hume, who's supposed to be such a skeptic. But of 
course he's not. He has no doubts about our knowing 
things, just about the phildoxer sitting in his "closet" 
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trying to derive everything in his pointy, little head. 
Get back out into life, Hume says, where you learned all 
that stuff in the first place-your language, manners, 
morals, all your habits of mind-and you will find 
you know all sorts of stuff, all the stuff you knew 
long before you decided to put on your philodoxer 
hat and be a philodoxer. You know how to pass the 
time of day with folks on the street, how to hoist a few 
with your buddies down the pub, how to play a game 
of Backgammon, how to mow the lawn, how to fix 
yourself some supper, all the stuff even a philodoxer's 
got to know, except he forgets to mention it, ifhe wants 
to go on being a philodoxer. You know how to live your 
life, that is until you decide for some odd reason to sit 
down all by your lonesome and try to figure it all out. 
Except that you don't need to figure it out, since you 
already knew most of that stuff by the time you were 
five anyway, and you sure-as-Hell didn't learn it by 
reading no philodoxer. And Swift is another one of 
these guys. In the third book of Gulliver's Travels we 
are introduced to Lord Munodi, who shows us his 
beautiful, fruitful fields, and all his tenants working 
happily away in more or less the inherited ways of 
their ancestors. This is by way of contrast with the 
Academy of Projectors whose minds are bent only 
on novelties, such as the extraction of light from 
cucumbers. Lord Munodi is afraid he will have to 
pull down his beautiful establishments owing to his 
inability to give a rational account of them. Being 
the result of the slow accumulation of adjustments 
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to inherited practice over the course of generations, 
he has no way of saying what they are doing. For the 
Projectors, on the other hand, like the philodoxer 
in his "closet;' saying is always more important than 
doing; theory is always more important than life. 
So Swift is one of the great philosophers of life. He 
believes that your thinking can never replace your 
living, and your thinking is always to be judged by 
its enrichment of your everyday living. For Swift and 
Hume, the everyday, common-sense engagements 
of ordinary folks with the world are far more 
sophisticated than anything clearly understood or 
rationally "projected:' Look around this room. We 
can't deal with the complexity of this room. So we 
make selections; we exegete; we draw-out. Which is 
fine as long as we remember that our selections are 
absurdly inadequate to the whole. Moreover, since in 
the course of living we are seamlessly moving from 
one selection to another, largely without being aware 
of it, we can give no account of virtually anything we 
do. "We, none of us;' says von Hayek, "know what 
we are doing:' Rationalism can then be described as 
the effort to replace the abundance of reality with 
some privileged selection, what Feyerabend calls 
"the conquest of abundance:' This disparity between 
our lives as lived and the Projectors' "clear and 
distinct" theories is both irritating and dangerous. 

Mr. Riggins: That's wonderful. Thank you for 
doing this interview. 
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Reflections in Writing - Seminar 

Meaning Makers-Borges's "Death and the Compass" 

The sense of wonder often invoked when 
considering the cloudless heavens at night and seeing 
the twinkling of seemingly infinite stars above lends 
to mankind a proclivity toward determining our own 
place in the universe. These musings can be daunting 
and, after prolonged consideration, can sow the seeds 
of fear and doubt into the nature of our existence: 

"When I consider the short duration of my life, 
swallowed up in the eternity before and after, 
the small space which I fill, or even can see, 
engulfed in the infinite immensity of spaces 
whereof I know nothing, and which know 
nothing of me, I am terrified, and wonder that I 
am here rather than there, for there is no reason 
why here rather than there, or now rather 
than then. Who has set me here? By whose 
order and design have this place and time 
been destined for me?" - Blase Pascal, Pensees 

These considerations are at the center of Jorge 
Luis Borges's Ficciones, offering a kaleidoscopic view of 
the role fiction plays in our lives and how it can help us 
determine our place in the vast labyrinth of existence. 
Throughout these stories, whether by allusion, 
comments on popularity, or references to tropes 
common to them, detective stories leave an indelible 
mark on Ficciones. Despite the abundance of comments 
on detective fiction, Borges elected to include only one 
ratiocinative storyinFicciones: "Death and the Compass:' 

Fiction, and the development there of, 
reflects reality. A work of fiction, regardless of the 
specific content held within, holds up a mirror to the 
universe and allows the reader to take a closer look 
at what it contains. This mirror is merely one in the 
kaleidoscope that is the universe, showing one angle 
of what comprises the whole. Throughout Ficciones, 
Borges experiments with dismantling the common 
structure of fiction. In "Pierre Menard, Author of the 
Quixote" Borges questions how vital the author is to 
the meaning of the fiction. "The Secret Miracle" asks 
if a reader is necessary for a story to have meaning. 
"The Library of Babel" features books that do not 
have an author, they exist in and of themselves. 

Together these experiments highlight the 
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interdependency of fiction with all these elements. 
Fiction is a collaborative work across time. Don 
Quixote read by a native Spaniard in the 17th 
century is a different story than that read by a 
21st century college student. While the words do 
not change, their meaning is an amalgamation of 
both author and reader, each bringing a lifetime of 
experience to the creation of the story as it unfolds. 

Detective fiction reflects this dichotomy. 
The anatomy of a detective story is simple: a crime 
is perpetrated by a villain and the detective will use 
deduction to solve the mystery and apprehend the 
villain. As author and reader collaborate to tell a 
story, detective and villain work together to solve a 
mystery. The villain commits the crime, providing 
the groundwork for the detective to reason through, 
parallel to an author writing the story that the 
reader will subsequently read. Only together can 
the story be told completely and the mystery solved. 

"Death and the Compass" is a detective story 
featuring Erik Lonnrot, a detective, who "thought of 
himself as a reasoning machine, an August Dupin;' 
investigating the murder of a rabbi. The comparison of 
Lonnrot with August Dupin brings to the foreground 
Edgar Allen Poe, who created the modern detective 
fiction when he wrote three mysteries featuring 
C. Auguste Dupin. Dupin relies on ratiocination, 
combining intellect and reasoning and creative 
imagination, to reach logical solutions for puzzles 
and mysteries that otherwise confound conventional 
thinking. The deductive reasoning of the detectives 
in detective stories is placed just out of the reach of 
mortals. The reader, like the detective's companions, 
are often in awe of the mental acrobatics displayed 
during these investigations. There is something 
superhuman about his formulation oflogical solutions 
from seemingly innocuous observations and factoids. 

A well written detective story captures the 
imagination of the reader, drawing him into the story 
and making him ask questions, despite knowing the 
mystery will be solved. This desire to know hearkens 
again to Pascal's question of his place in the universe, 
his reason for being. Poe's detective fiction offers an 
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answer to Pascal's, and mankind's, fears and concerns. 
The elements of mystery present in Poe's Dupin stories 
are a fictional stand-in for the greater questions of 
why and where is our place in the universe. A mind 
like C. Auguste Dupin's can reason out a solution, but 
we mere mortals cannot. What we can do, however, 
is take solace in the knowledge that there is a reason 
and order behind the seeming infinite unknowns, 
even if we ourselves cannot deduce those reasons. 

Borges, it seems, does not agree. "Death and 
the Compass" displays this same sort of dismissal of 
random chance, but inverts the conclusion. When first 
investigating the scene of the murder Lonnrot insists: 
"In the hypothesis you suggest, here, on the spur of the 
moment, chance plays a disproportionate role. What 
we have here is a dead rabbi; I would prefer a purely 
rabbinical explanation, not the imaginary bungling of 
an imaginary burglar:' The man Lonnrot dismisses is 
Treviranus, the police commissioner, who would go on 
to be correct in each of his assessments of the crimes, all 
which Lonnrot dismisses. Lonnrot is obsessed with the 
power of reason and this will later be used against him. 

The villain in "Death and the Compass" is Red 
Scharlach, a name which again alludes to Poe's Dupin 
stories. The etymological similarity of the names Erik 
Lonnrot and Red Scharlach evokes the similarity of 
detective and villain in Poe's "The Purloined Letter;' 
Dupin and Minister D-. Dupin explains in "The 
Purloined Letter" why the Police Prefect is unable to 
locate the stolen letter in the home of Minister D,
despite their exhaustive searches: 

Do you not see he has taken for granted that all men 
proceed to conceal a letter,-not exactly in a gimlet -
hole bored in a chair-leg-but, at least, in some 
out-of-the-way hole or corner suggested by the 
same tenor of thought which would urge a man to 
secrete a letter in a gimlet-hole bored in a chair-leg? 

Dupin deduced where the letter was hidden 
by endeavoring to not think like Dupin, but instead to 
think like Minister D-. In a sense, Dupin and Minister 
D- became one and the same person, thus the one who 
hid the letter would be self-same one who knew where 
to find it. 

This method of thinking is inverted in "Death 
and the Compass:' Rather than Lonnrot thinking like 
Scharlach to solve the crimes, instead Scharlach, upon 
learning that Lonnrot is investigating the murder of the 

rabbi, relies on his knowledge of Lonnrot's obsession 
with patterns and reason to ensnare the detective and 
kill him. The duality between criminal and detective 
that Dupin relies on is utilized in the reverse to the 
benefit of the villain. 

Detective stories conclude with the solution to 
the mystery laid out by the detective before an audience 
at the end of the story. The detective explains their 
reasoning and logic before revealing the culprit. This 
is inverted by Borges with Scharlach, who proceeds to 
explain to Lonnrot how he ensnared him, pointing out 
Lonnrot's reliance on reason. Borges has blurred the 
line demarcating villain and detective just as he blurred 
the distinction between author and reader throughout 
Ficciones. Borges has dismissed the supernatural ability 
of the detective and killed him, rejecting a proposed 
higher order and reason behind the chaos of existence. 

Does that leave us again considering the infinite 
nothing and fearing once more for our place in the 
universe? Poe's interpretation of the detective story, the 
triumphofReason,isonlyonemirrorinthekaleidoscope 
and Borges's inversion is another. Borges's dismissal of 
a higher reason does not leave us without an answer. 
Ficciones, instead, offers another possible answer. 

A common theme throughout Ficciones is the 
desire to be justified and to know the importance of 
our lives. The search for books that "would vindicate 
for all time the actions of every person in the universe" 
in "The Library of Babel" and the conclusion of "The 
Circular Ruins" demonstrate the desire to know 
our life has meaning and our horror at realizing 
we are not unique. This returns to the dynamic of 
author and reader and the meaning behind fiction. 

It is not only the author who imbues meaning 
into a story but also the reader. The author may 
intend a meaning but that is not always the meaning 
a reader will conclude. Nor will different readers 
come away with the same meaning. If fiction reflects 
reality, perhaps the meaning of our lives is also 
reflected in fiction. If Poe offered a solution to the 
problem of place in the universe, knowing there is a 
higher Reason dictating why we are here and to not 
be afraid if we ourselves don't understand, perhaps 
his is the meaning offered by the author of a fictive 
tale. Borges could then be offering the other side of 
that coin in Ficciones and "Death and the Compass;' 
that of the meaning as interpreted by the reader. 
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If it is not a superhuman reason dictating why 
we are where we are in the universe, then perhaps 
it is a human reason. If readers are those who make 
the meaning of a story, even disputing the author's 
intended meaning, then humans can find and make the 
meaning in their own existence as well. And perhaps, 

for some, that will align with a superhuman reason, or 
a God, but for others it might be their own personal 
convictions that validate their place. No two lives bear 
replication, just as no two readings of a story are the 
same. The meaning always lies within us, the readers. 

The Perfect and the Good 

"How many errors, a thousand times more dangerous 
than the truth is useful, does one not have to get past 
to reach the truth?" 

- Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on the Arts and 
Sciences 

I 
- The perfect is the enemy of the good 
And Nathaniel Hawthorne seems to be the enemy of 
the perfect, his stories all but variations on this single 
theme. Perfection is not of this realm, he desperately 
cries out again and again-we are not God(s); there 
are some things we would be better off not to attempt 
or know. How could a limited, finite, fallible creature, 
such as ourselves, living amongst perpetual flux and 
decay ever conceive, let alone achieve, something that 
is absolute, whole and faultless? We are not omniscient, 
nor omnipotent, so why even try? Yet, nor do we 
seem to be mindless brutes driven solely by instinct, 
living in blind obedience to the predetermined is. 
While we may not be Creators, we are creative. We 
have ideas and imagination, visions and longings that 
point us beyond the mundane reality in which we 
have been thrown. Although the content of perfection 
may not be within our grasp, we know well the 
concept, forever causing us to despair of the disparity. 

This temptation to attempt earthly perfection, 
Hawthorne suggests, is also made increasingly more 
potent by the progressive achievements of natural 
science. As we continue to extend "man's ultimate 
control over Nature" (175) 1, the abyss between earthly 
good and divine ideal seemingly closes, driving us on 
in a mad pursuit to immanentize the supernal. While 
singularly we may be weak and finite, says the modern 

1. Hawthorne, Nathaniel, Young Goodman Brown and Other 
Tales. Oxford World's Classics (2008). 
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man of science, collectively we are strong and boundless. 
There seems to be no reason in principle why one day 
we could not, ourselves, become Creators. Hawthorne, 
though, appears to doubt this and finds it imperative to 
dissuade us from the attempt. As he sits at his writing 
desk surveying the horizon at the dawn of this brave 
new world, he franticly scrawls tale after tale urging 
us to stop for a moment and consider what it is we 
think we are doing-Earthly perfection may (or may 
not) be possible; but more importantly, is it desirable? 

II 
- Rebels without a cause 

As mentioned, all of Hawthorne's stories seem 
to be merely variations on a theme. But I would like 
to focus on two particular ones because they also, 
most explicitly, contain another element that seems 
to underlie much of his writing-the necessity of 
human fellowship. The Birthmark and The Artist of the 
Beautiful, I believe, make an interesting pairing for a 
number of reasons: both stories are about obsessive 
strivers after perfection; both pontificate about the 
correspondence between spirit and matter; while 
being about two supposedly disparate fields of human 
endeavor- art and science-the parallels Hawthorne 
draws between the two are striking; but most 
significantly, in both, love plays a integral role in the 
outcome of the protagonists' ambitions- Aylmer and 
Owen's labors are intimately linked with their failure 
at true human connection. Yet, while Aylmer achieves 
an "intertwining" and "uniting" between his love and 
work (175), Owen is never able to "gain sympathy" and 
be truly appreciated or understood (258). Tellingly, 
though, Owen succeeds, whereas Aylmer fails 

But before we get into the nature and meaning 
of their human relationships, I think it best to start by 
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exploring the relationship between the two enterprises 
"heroes" are engaged in. We usually think of art and 
science as being in opposition: art as the act of posesis, 
making; science as the pursuit of noesis, knowing- as 
exemplified by the distinction Aristotle makes in the 
Poetics between Homer and Empedocles (1447b.17). 
However, this line has been blurred by modern science's 
goal of mastering Nature to better satisfy human 
needs and wants. Scientific knowledge is no longer 
just for knowing's sake, but is now in subservience 
to our making-"Nature, to be commanded, must 
be obeyed:'2 Science has become proactive in the 
world in a way that was once the preserve of art: it 
alters and shapes our reality. However, in conjunction 
with this shapeshifting of science, art too has 
changed its character-and for the same reason. 

Although Aristotle's distinction between art 
and science is true in one sense-poets are not simply 
chroniclers of reality, but active participants in it-one 
cannot help but feel when reading the Poetics that he 
is still doing something very similar to what is being 
attempted in his scientific works. Art, for him, is also 
determined by what is: both the human condition and 
the nature of things, as such. His "laws" of tragedy are 
not arbitrary- created ex nihilo-but are derived from 
a reflection on Nature, using the same method through 
which his science seeks to grasp the laws of physics. 
And ultimately, they are both in relation to a wholeness 
or completeness to which we ought to conform if one 
wishes to be happy, healthy and most fully human. In 
order for this schema to work, though, the number one 
law of Nature (at least from the human perspective) 
must be the recognition that we are composite 
beings- half beast, half divine. This fact shapes all the 
rest, in the most fundamental of ways, by delimiting 
the possible and desirable of both art and science. 

In some of Hawthorne's stories, such 
as Rappaccini's Daughter, our compositedness 
is the problem; bu tin all of them, the constraints imposed 
by it are the enemy against which the characters rebel. 
In The Birthmark, Aylmer, "an eminent proficient in 
every branch of natural philosophy [science]" (1 75), 
has miraculously convinced a gorgeous woman, who 
"came so nearly perfect from the hand of Nature" ( 176), 
to be his wife. She is only "nearly" perfect because upon 
her cheek is a tiny hand-shaped mark, a "symbol of his 
2. Francis Bacon, Novum Organum III. 

wife's liability to sin, sorrow, decay, and death" (177)
of her earthliness, hence imperfection. In The Artist 
of the Beautiful, Owen, a derelict watchmaker, more 
interested in attaining "grace" than precision in time 
(250), struggles to bridge the gap between the spiritual 
and the material, in a seeming attempt to steal from the 
Realm of the Forms the Platonic idea of beauty. Unlike 
his fellow artists, who by birthing their conception into 
reality "crush its frail being in seizing it with a material 
grasp" (257), Owen desires to "beat all Nature" and 
create an absolutely immaculate material being (269). 

Aylmer and Owen are allied by their rejection 
of a world that refuses to conform to the ideal that 
they have created inside their heads. Reality does 
not suffice; Nature is but an impediment. While 
Owen's aspiration appears to be more wholesome 
than Aylmer's, both exhibit the same dangerous 
tendency Hawthorne so waries of that was produced 
by modern natural science. The evil of Aylmer's 
machinations is quite obvious, as the erasure of h is 
wife's "visible mark of earthly imperfection'' ends 
in her simultaneous erasure, i.e. death (176). Yet, 
despite the success of Owen's undertaking, it does 
not feel like we are meant to simply celebrate it. The 
A rtist of the Beautiful ends quite abruptly with Owen's 
estranged beloved's son, fathered by his childhood 
nemesis, crushing the beautiful butterfly which he 
had slaved his entire life to create- and him passively 
accepting it with an eerie inhuman indifference. 

III 
- In the eye of the beholder 

Aylmer's wife Georgiana cares for him 
"profoundly" (186), whereas Annie, the object of 
Owen's yearnings, has never "been enlightened by 
the deep intelligence of love" (259), and is scarcely 
even aware of his feelings beyond a faint "woman's 
intuitive perception" (262). While Aylmer had actually 
"experienced a spiritual affinity more attracttive than 
any chemical one" (175), Owen merely mentally 
exalts someone as "the visible shape [of] the spiritual 
power that he worshipped" (262). They both 
demand a perfection from their loves that this earth 
is incapable of providing, but while the one is given 
the opportunity for disenchantment, the other is 
never "convinced of his mistake through the medium 
of successful love" (262). By setting up these two 
opposing representations, Hawthorne shows us that 
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the problem does not lie in the success or failure of he 
consummation, but is inescapably fixed in the longing 
itself. 

The Birthmark looks at first glance to be a fairly 
straightforward allegory about the dangers of scientific 
hubris, of a man who thinks he possesses the "creative 
force" and has become a god {175). The fact, though, 
that the tale's "fairly impressive moral" is a result (175), 
not of Aylmer's science alone, but of the marriage of 
his "love of science" and "love of [a] woman'' {175), 
gives it a real human depth. The monstrousness of 
his megalomania is made all the more impactful and 
disturbing by his complete inability to appreciate or be 
satisfied by a near-goddess of a woman's near-absolute 
devotion, respect and love. Furthermore, it is his own 
intrigues that deepen the "crimson stain upon the 
snow" that so agonizes him ( 17 6). Amongst her normal, 
healthy complexion, the blemish only "imperfectly 
defined its shape amid the surrounding rosiness" ( 176). 
But as Aylmer makes her increasingly self-conscious 
about this slightest of defects, she begins to "shudder 
at his gaze:' changing "the roses of her cheeks into a 
death-like paleness, amid which the crimson hand was 
brought strongly out" {178). His obsessive scientific 
scrutiny only intensifies the problem, as the harsh 
atmosphere of Aylmer's laboratory, where he intends 
to fix her, causes an "intense glow of the birthmark 
upon the whiteness of her cheek'' ( 181). The more 
Georgiana is subjected to the objectification of science, 
the more her vitality drains away, until her ultimate 
death at the "successful" completion of the procedure. 

How an individual perceives the mark also 
"varied exceedingly according to the temperament 
of the beholders" {176). If one were a romantic, you 
might imagine it to be a fairy's hand print, "a token 
of the magic endowments that were to give her such 
sway over all hearts" (176). On the other hand, if one 
were a world renowned scientist who say, "appeared 
to believe that, by the plainest scientific logic, it was 
altogether within the limits of possibility to discover 
the [elixir vitae]" ( 183 ), you might consider it an 
unforgivable sign of the "fatal flaw of humanity" (177). 
One's attitude towards life determines how you would 
react to her entirely inconsequential natural blemish. 
The first reaction is the ''Aristotelian'' way of being in 
the world- Nature is what it is; let us make beautiful 
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poetry out of our tragedy! The latter is the "modern 
science" worldview that seeks to "correct what Nature 
left imperfect [even] in her fairest work'' (179). The 
one appears to be a path to happiness; the other, to 
madness. So why would anyone choose the latter? 

IV 
- The ties that bind 

Owen, The Artist of the Beautiful, is much more 
complex because he is presented as such a nai:Ve, gentle, 
sensitive creature. He does not possess the domineering 
hubris of Aylmer, who wishes to manipulate Nature 
for his own selfish pleasure. Owen just yearns to 
create an object of unsurpassable beauty-useless in 
and of itself, but awe-inspiring in its accomplishment. 
Yet, if one begins to look at the particulars of his life, 
his place in the community and relationship to his 
beloved, a more complicated image takes shape-all of 
which seems to fall from his single-minded obsession 
with earthly perfection. He appears to be entirely 
isolated from humanity, spending all his nights in the 
workshop, and all his days solitarily romping through 
the forest chasing butterflies and reveries. His family 
dumped him on a watchmaker as an apprentice, so as 
not to have to deal with him, and his only apparent 
"friend" is an acquaintance from childhood, Robert, 
who thinks him a fool. But most telling are his 
stilted and abortive attempts to connect with Annie. 

Annie is well-aware of Owen's desire to "put 
spirit into machinery" (258)- an idea she gets "out of 
[her] own head" (258), pieced together from things 
he revealed during their childhood that she has cared 
enough to remember. She is also the one who finally 
gives Owen a proper articulation of his aspiration, 
as he credits her with "the strange idea ... about the 
spiritualization of matter" (258). Like Aylmer, he 
believes that by combining his labor and his love, 
it would strengthen him to reach new heights, the 
scale of which the world has never seen. But Annie 
has no idea of any of this, for he has never shared any 
of it with her. Nor is she, in reality, what he thinks 
or needs her to be-"She, in the aspect which she 
wore to his inward vision, was as much a creature 
of his own as the [mechanical butterfly]" (262). 

Hawthorne presents us with two alternatives 
of what would happen to Owen if he was ever able 
to actually attain his thoroughly idealized beloved: 
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1) Discovering Annie to be an ordinary human being, 
he would be disabused of his fantasy and concentrate 
solely on his work, but having now learned how the 
world actually works (its limitations and boundaries); 
or 2) Owen could find her exactly what he fancied, 
and "would have been so rich in beauty that out of 
its mere redundancy" (262), he would imbue the 
beautiful in things so much more wonderful than 
a trifling little butterfly. This second possibility, of 
course, is impossible, denied by the very nature of 
things; no human could ever live up to his expectations 
and fulfill the needs he places upon her. However, 
both of these scenarios are irrelevant because Owen 
rejects her first, after she playfully feigns to touch his 
masterpiece. Instead, he retreats alone into a fantasy 
world, while Annie marries his childhood nemesis/ 
friend Robert-crushing his last vital link to humanity. 

v 
- Grant me the power to accept the things I cannot 
change 

So which came first for Owen- the desire for 
perfection, or his isolation? This seems to be the crux 
upon which the entire moral of the allegory hinges. 
For Aylmer, it is pretty clear: the desire for perfection 
arose after his marriage-he thought little or nothing of 
the matter before ( 177)-and thus leads to his demise. 
Owen's situation, though, is not as obvious. Annie 
reveals that his determination to create a "spiritualized 
mechanism" had existed since his youth (267), so it 
would seem that his desire for perfection predates his 
separation. Unfortunately, our lack of any other early 
biographical information prevents us from making a 

definitive judgment, but undoubtedly, the two must 
be self-reinforcing. The more one concentrates on 
attaining perfection, the less human contact we receive; 
the greater our estrangement grows, any possibility we 
will be understood by another diminishes, successively 
alienating us further and further from the world and 
our place in it. As with the depersonalized Deist 
watchmaker-god to which his forced-upon profession 
relates him, when the creation Owen toiled away his life 
on is smashed by Annie's son, he "placidly" observes its 
death, unmoved (272), too separated from the cares, 
joys and sorrows of his fellow man to be effected. 

Throughout all his sordid tales, Hawthorne 
eagerly shows all the myriad ways in which this 
longing for perfection, for an absolute knowledge or 
deed, could cause one's downfall. Yet, the issue seems 
to be more than just that this passion is bad, but 
rather, that human bonds are good, and necessary, and 
the only thing that can truly satisfy us in this post -
saturnian/post-lapsarian world. The fundamental 
problem with placing the perfect over the good would 
be, then, that we are asking something from another 
that by definition they cannot give us- our very 
composition forbids it. However, if we learn to better 
appreciate the goods that we are capable of possessing, 
in all their messy inadequacy, then at least, he suggests, 
we would have a chance at happiness. It appears 
that the true problem with the modern scientific 
worldview is that, in our frantic drive to fulfill every 
desire, it has caused us to forget the very reason we 
created it in the first place-to improve our lives. 

Partnership 

The object of love is found within the self and 
is sent with emanating radii outward. This eminence 
manifests itself in a multiplicity akin to light. It 
sometimes colors the object it reflects on and, in the 
case of a mirror, shines brightly back into the lover. 
'These lovers of beauty beyond the realm of sense must 
be made to declare themselves," Plotinus writes in the 
opening paragraph to section 5 of 'Beauty' (381). The 

1. All page numbers are given from Elmer O'Brien's translation 
The Essential Plotinus 
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reflection of love from another is a feeling only known 
to those who have experienced it. Words such as £pw~ 
and cp[A.o~ show us a multiplicity of love, but what of 
True Love of an object? Of course, the contemplation 
oflove itself for the sake of itself is our aim and goal; to 
become a closed Unity of love and its contemplation. 
Though attached to mortal bonds, we often find our 
love directed at another. 

It could be a thing, a band around one's ankle 
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that evokes a memory of Christmas lights and 
arches, a well-trained hound that lived devoted to 
her master's side no matter the circumstance. But 
one stands out in contrast with the multiplicity 
of love, something more unique and sacred. 

"What is this intoxication? This exultation, this 
longing to break away from the body and live sunken 
within yourselves? All true lovers experience it" (38). 

Plotinus speaks of turning within yourself and 
seeing this love and wishing nothing more than to strip 
away everything but that contemplation of Beauty. The 
intoxication has its scent on the lover's breath, like 
good grain alcohol; it laces every word spoken to the 
lover. What happens when we fall in love with another 
lover? What do the rays of our love do when this object 
of contemplation turns out to be a fellow lover and this 
other-if we are lucky-loves us back? Are their radii 
of love smashing into ours? Are they intermingling 
and creating something new to contemplate? 
Is this love like our bodies and bound to die? 

Love finds a way to pour forth quickly and 
violently. It carries us along a road of new thought 
-and mysteries are revealed to us in this new 
landscape of adoration. We learn what it means 
to simultaneously bask in another's affection and 
return it happily. This overpowering of one another's 
eminence collides and explodes into a fiery show 
of warmth. It is all encompassing. A moment with a 
beloved can be felt to pass like hours-or snap away 
in mere seconds. Lovers teem with new sensation 
and a new realm of familiarization is opened before 
them. They cling to the aura of the other wishing to 
sink into a singularity. It is chaotic but not unpleasant 
to be in this state. And as their love glows forth, they 
create an even brighter light. Like holding two candles 
to a silver platter, it shines even more luminous. 

This new corona is too bright to avoid its 
own contemplation outside of the astonishment that 
someone could love us. This thing, that I will call a 
partnership, forms outside of the two. The partnership 
coalesces in an individuality born of duality. It can 
and will only exist as a thing sustained by both lovers. 
This new object stands in a precarious and frightening 
position but along with it, a new Beauty is revealed. 
Because this partnership is one of conviction, it 
requires a constant stoking and tenderness. In these 
partnerships we learn much of what we can know of 
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love through the other. 
"Largeness of spirit, goodness of life, chasteness, the 
courage behind a majestic countenance, gravity, the 
self- respect that pervades a temperament that is 
calm and at peace and without passion:' (38) 

We see these and so much more in our 
beloved. This is what drives us to preserve the flame 
of partnership. The Good and Beautiful are there 
to be observed and now that we see a thing outside 
of ourselves, and outside of the other, we are given 
a new lens to observe Love itself by itself. Love that 
is now contained and observable. An image of the 
daimon that drove us to the contemplation of Beauty 
is now laid naked before us. But this is an image 
projected by a thing that is less than perfect. Because 
we now see the greatness of love and affection, we 
are privy to view the cracks in the silver platter. The 
blemishes of lust, fear, dependency, and ugliness 
shine bright under the partnership. We can work to 
buff them away, to repair the cracks as they form or 
to emboss and decorate the platter. But like the Base 
and Earthly objects, this contemplation can only last 
for as long as we can bear to look at a flawed thing. 

Can we not become accustomed to these 
flaws? As long as they are not so severe as to break the 
partnership by merit of their own viciousness, is this not 
something we can attempt to cherish? We can look past 
these defects, these ugly parts, and to the purity which 
formed this partnership. Unless radical change has 
occurred on a lover's part, the thing which was begotten 
by them ought to have maintained its original luster as 
long as we work to keep it clean and polished. Though 
in the cataract of its creation these blemishes were 
visible, we should heed Virgil's statement, ''Are lovers 
ever really fooled? "2 While lovers possibly-like coming 
out of a cave-are blinded in their initial commingling, 
their past scars and their hints of dissatisfaction are 
ready for them to see. They look past the scuffs and 
mars due to the pure ecstasy of lighting another up. 

Though some of the markings and wounds 
take time to surface. This is something that should 
be anticipated. Both lovers are earthly and no one 
comes through life unmarked. Lovers should look 
to Paul here "[love] is all-enduring. Love never 
fails" ( 1 Corinthians 13). Even as we discover 
more of our lovers, the good and the bad, we ought 
2. IV 332 of Virgil's Aeneid as translated by Stanley Lombardo 
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to keep in mid what first brought us to them. Was it 
true adoration and respect? Or was it love untrue
something weak and flimsy, ready to break at the first 
sign of peril. The partnership can and will hold us if 
lovers lean into one another for support. We must 
look into the eyes of the other and truly contemplate 
if the partnerships are built upon solid ground. 

Maybe we ought to heed Plotinus and 
contemplate the Beauty of the One instead of another. 
A partnership is tied to the Base. It is temporal and 
fleeting, it has no place in eternity. Once one is 
extinguished the partnership is lost. It cannot be 
found again. The lovers are thrown into the darkness 
and even if they cast out their light into the abyss, the 

beloved is gone. There is nothing to shine on in a void. 
They could only hope to have enough wax left to keep 
themselves from being plunged into darkness. To quote 
Byron, ''And the heart must pause to breathe/ And Love 
itself have rest."3 We now turn to look inward while we 
are in the darkness. This is the only way to keep from 
being lost completely. We hold our light in out of fear 
of being plunged into murky obscurity once more. tAs 
we warm ourselves richly in that internal pondering, we 
cannot help but let the light slip from us and we cannot 
contain all the Goodness that is the True Love of Self. 
If we are lucky this light will shine on another again. 

3. From the poem "So We'll Go No More a Roving" 
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Reflections in Writing - Mathematics 

Making it a Point to Define a . 

If a five-year-old asked me "What is a point?': 
I believe I would be able to tell him something of 
substance, but I do not know that I could give him a 
proper definition. Having read Euclid, I could easily 
regurgitate what he gives me as a definition, namely, 
"A Point is that which has no part" (Elements, Book 1 
Def. l). However, if this were a smart or curious five
year-old I were speaking to, he might well ask, "But 
how is it so?" or "What does that mean?" Questions he, 
as a free agent, has the right to ask, but which would 
surely dumbfound me like the sting of the torpedo fish. 
Such questions would strike me numb only because, 
as I find it, it is difficult defining what a definition 
should be overall. For some authors, as I understand, 
define things by their functions, others by the virtue 
of such thing, and again others by how the thing is 
characterized. Aristotle and Socrates offer certain 
criteria that a definition must satisfy. They believe that 
a definition should include and display the cause of 
a thing, as well as showcase a quality of universality 
in all situations, as we see them state respectively: 

For the defining statement not only needs to make 
clear what something is, as most definitions do, 
but also needs to include and display the cause. 
(Aristotle, On the Soul, Book 2 Chapter 2. 413a13) 

And 
Socrates: . . . You do not understand that I am 
seeking that which is the same in all these cases? 
(Plato, Meno, 75a) 

Observing Euclid's definition of a point, 
I realize it may well satisfy the criteria offered by 
Socrates, for a point shall always be that which has 
no part. However, I cannot say it satisfies Aristotle's 
criteria which calls for the cause to be displayed in the 
definition. This leads me to deliberate whether Euclid 
is creating or discovering his system of geometry. 
For it seems to me Euclid first gave his definitions, 
postulates, and common notions, and then provided 
propositions which act as proof of them. I thus say 
that the definitions, postulates, and common notions 
must they themselves be proved by the way they 
work in the propositions because they do not contain 
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their own cause within their proper definition. I 
find an issue with this though, because we cannot 
understand a truth without its cause, as Aristotle says: 

Now we do not understand a truth without its 
cause; also, of things to which the same predicate 
belongs, the one to which it belongs in the highest 
degree is that in virtue of which it belongs also to 
the others. (Metaphysics, Book a 23-25) 

Therefore, since no cause is cited, there is no 
reason to believe the definitions to be true, until we 
see that they work when used in the proofs. It then 
appears to me that Euclid's system is circular, in that 
the definitions provide something to the proofs and 
vice versa. So I am left wondering whether Euclid 
could have done it in a reverse order. However, ifI were 
to infer from observation, I would say that because 
the definitions provide us the properties of the tools 
used to construct the proofs, it is not possible for the 
proof to come first. We would not know how to use the 
things defined in the definitions without first reading 
the propositions, postulates, and common notions. 
So it would appear I am obligated to take Euclid's 
definitions for granted in order to further understand 
his system of geometry and now see it is not so circular. 

However, although I say I have been obligated 
to take such definitions for granted, and I believe I had, 
there seems to remain a part of me that is left feeling 
uncomfortable with such an outcome. This part of 
me may well be the skeptical five-year old I use to be. 
For my mother did say I was distrusting of the things 
adults used to inform me of and was always curious 
to uncover the things they did not tell me growing 
up. So for 'his' sake, I continued to search for a better 
definition of a point. I thought I may have found 
one given by Aristotle after reading Categories. For 
within Categories Aristotle says a point is the common 
boundary at which parts of a line join, as we see him 
say: 

A line, on the other hand, is a continuous quantity. 
For it is possible to find a common boundary at 
which its parts join together, this being a point. 
(Categories Sa.1) 
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Examining Aristotle's definition, alongside 
Euclid's definition of a point, we begin to better 
understand what a point is and its function. Aristotle 
provides us the context in which we can observe 
the function of a point and Euclid informs us it has 
no part. In Euclid, that context is given at a later 
point through the propositions. Euclid's definition 
uses words sparingly, I speculate, in order to avoid 
having to define more terms. Maybe Euclid does 
this because he is creating an entirely new world. 
Euclidean points do not seem to exist within any 
context which would be familiar to us, while Aristotle's 
definition freely references other key terms which 
he finds necessary in explaining what a point is. I 
speculate that Aristotle assumes his reader already 
has some experience with those outside terms. So, it 
appears both definitions lend us a hand in some way. 

However, Aristotle's definition of a point 
appears to have a missing part which does not meet 
the previously mentioned criteria. I find this extremely 
confusing too, for Aristotle himself provided the 
criteria needed for a complete definition which the 
definition just mentioned seems to lack, namely a 
cause. This observation makes me ponder what the 
philosophers mentioned consider to be a cause and 
whether I share the same notion. I can speculate an 
opinion on such a question, but I do not think that 
would take it any further than now. I would much 
prefer to get somewhere and so I think I can observe 
instead another passage of Aristotle, which I believe 

may offer some assistance to aid my understanding. 
As it is, the statements of definitions are like 
conclusions. For example, what is squaring? The 
equality of an equilateral rectangle to an oblong 
rectangle. But this sort of definition is a statement 
of conclusion, while one who says that squaring is 
the finding of a mean proportional states the cause 
of the thing. (Aristotle On the Soul, Book 2, Chapter 
2. 413a14-20) 

Here I understand Aristotle to be distinguishing 
two manners by which one could approach defining a 
thing. Namely, by the way a thing comes to be, and 
alternatively a thing as it is in its conclusive state
of-being. The latter appears to be what a Euclidean 
definition is. The former seems to be what Aristotle 
prefers. Yet I do not completely understand what cause 
is. In my current, limited understanding, cause is the way 
a thing comes to be. How I can test this, I do not know. 

Conclusively, I am still left wondering what 
causes a point to have no part. As well as how a point, 
not having a part, can act as the boundary at which 
parts of a line can meet and join. This question leads 
me back to cause. However, as previously stated, I 
still do not believe I fully understand what a cause 
is, or since this term is used in many ways, which is 
the proper usage. In some way I can further explain 
to the five-year-old me what a point is, but I am 
lost if he asks how it is so. We, myself and this five
year-old me, will just have to keep looking it seems. 
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Reflections in Writing - Language 

Antigone: A New York Interpretation 

Language is not one homogeneous mass. 
What we call the English language is a stream of 
various dialects thousands of years in the making. 
Each region, each socioeconomic class, and indeed 
each speaker has a distinct style of speech, marked by 
variations in grammar, vocabulary, and phonology. 
This partial translation of Antigone is an experiment 
to see whether I can capture the essence of everyday 
English as spoken in my Lower Manhattan high 
school. This dialect, spoken by Asian-and Jewish
American Millennials, is influenced heavily by African 
American Vernacular English as well as by the classic 
New York English of blue-collar whites. As with all 
"non-standard" dialects, however, the closeness of 
the dialect to "proper English'' is often very fluid. 

1 

5 

TEAGAN: Oh Izzy girl, my dear sister, 
Is there any kinda trouble God hasn't given us 
already-all 'cuz of our dad? 
All the bullshit we been through, there ain't nothin' 
painful, or shitty, or degrading, or straight fucked 
up that I ain't seen by now. 
And now what's this they talkin' 'bout in the city, 
somethin' 'bout the commander havin' just given an 
order? 
You hear anything 'bout that? Or didju not see our 

10 enemies moving against our friends? 

ISABELLE: I ain't hear nothing 'bout 'friends; 
Tiggy, nothin' good or bad, since 
we lost our two brothers, them dying by double 
hand on a single day. 

15 Since the Argive army left that same night, I don't 
really know anything else, 
whether I hit the jackpot or whether I'm fucked. 

TEAGAN: Well I do know, and I fetched you here 
outside of the gates so only you'd hear it. 

20 ISABELLE: What? You sound like you chewin' on 
your words. 
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My goal is familiarity, or to bring Sophocles to 
Brooklyn. Hence I have chosen, among other things, 
to take certain liberties, including with the names 
and the degree of formality. While this translation 
may sacrifice the elegance typically associated 
with princesses, I believe the intimacy and the raw 
emotion of this exchange, as well as the universality 
of its themes, justifies a foray into the vulgar. 

Ismene = "Isabelle, Izzy" 
Antigone = "Teagan, Tiggy" 
Eteocles = "Ethan'' 
Polynices = "Victor" 

Note that "shit" has mostly lost its scatological 
meanings and simply means "things:' 

"trouble;' "bullshit" = KUKWV, sufferings, evils 

The use of the topic-comment structure ( 4-
5) may be influenced by Cantonese grammar. 

"shitty" = 6uo, a:rric; awp, not without disaster 
"straight fucked up" = UTLµov, what's dishonorable 

It's quite possible Ismene is scoffing 
about them still having 'q>LA.OL' at all, 
since q>lA.wv is without a definite article. 

"Hit the jackpot" = ci'.nuxoucra, fortunate; 'good
hitting'. 
The versatility of "fuck" is really to be admired. 
Here, as cnwµ£vri, doomed 
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TEAGAN: So, for our two brothers, didn't Creon 
give one the proper respect with a funeral but 
disrespect the other? 
They say for Ethan he did the right thing, keepin' with the 
law and how things are s'pposed to be done, and 

25 buried him under the ground, given respect among the 
rest of the dead. 
But then for Victor's horribly dying body, 
they say we ain't allowed to bury or even cry over 
it; 
we just hafta let him lie there, unmourned, 

30 unburied, like a sweet treasure of flesh for the eager 
birds to feast. 
They been sayin' this and I'mma say it too, 
that the oh-so-fucking-amazing Creon's given this 
announcement to you and to me and he's comin' here to 
announce it clearly to people who don't know, and he's 
treatin' it like it was no big deal, but y'know what 
they're gonna do anybody who does shit-they gon' 

35 sentence him to die by public stonin' in the city. 
It's like this for you: either you gon' show me that 
you the real deal, or that you ain't worthy of our 
parents. 

ISABELLE: Oh poor sister, if this is what's 
happenirl, what's the point of me pullin' any kinda 

40 stunt? 

TEAGAN: Look, you gonna work with me and help 
me do this shit? 

ISABELLE: What kinda crazy shit-what the hell 
you thinkin'? 

TEAGAN: Whether you gonna help me carry the 
body for burial, your hand with mine! 

ISABELLE: You deadass gonna bury him even when 
it's illegal in the city? 

TEAGAN: He's my fucking brother and he's yours 
45 too, even if you wish he wasn't. I ain't gonna be 

caught ditchin' him in the dust! 

ISABELLE: Oh baby, you miserable thing, even 
though Creon's against it? 

I want to avoid translating £vnµoc;, 
etc., as "honor" because nobody uses 
"honor" anymore except jokingly. 

"oh-so-fucking-" to emphasize sarcasm. 

Today's egalitarian society wouldn't take 
cuycv~c; (well-born) very well. I was 
thinking Antigone/Teagan was essentially 
asking her sister, "What are you made of?" 

Note 40 in the Bryn Mawr Commentary: 
"(by) loosing or fastening (the 
knot?);' i.e., "acting in any way" 

"Crazy shit": "Danger" (KLVOuvcuµa) is 
not in a New Yorker's vocabulary. 

"deadass" = seriously, really 

"fucking" = youv, emphatic; giving 
Antigone's mounting frustration, this 
seems appropriate 

37 



Reflections in Writing 

TEAGAN: It ain't his place to keep me from what's 
mine! 

ISABELLE: Oh Jesus Christ, sis, remember how Dad 
50 died, hated and humiliated; 'cuz 

he caught himself in the act of sinning he stuck a 
knife in his own two eyes with a self-harming hand, 
then mom and wife-her double-name-
maimed her own life with twisted ropes; 

55 then, third, our own two brothers killin' each other in a 
single day, 
those poor goddamn idiots endin' their own lives at 
each other's hands .. 
Now look how we been left alone, think just how fucked 
up our deaths are gonna be, if in violation of the 
law we go against the word or strength of 

60 powerful thugs. 
You gotta understand-we're women by nature, we 
ain't s'pposed to compete with men. 
That's why we're dominated by those stronger than 
us, 
that's why we give 'em respect even though it 
hurts. 
So I pray to God and to those above to forgive me 

65 because I can't do jack shit, all I'm <loin' is obeyin' 
the men in power! To do anythin' extra makes no 
goddamn sense. 

TEAGAN: I wasn't gonna ask you to do it even if 
you still wanted to - nor was I ever gonna welcome 

70 you to do it with me! Be whatever the fuck you 
wanna be. I'm gonna bury him. To die <loin' this is 
gonna be the most beautiful thing in my life. I'll be 
loved, lyin' with my loved one, havin' dared to do 
God's work! I needa make the ones up there 
happy, not the ones down here, 

75 since I'm gonna be there forever. 
But if that sits alright with you, to diss what God 
respects, then do it. 

ISABELLE: I ain't dissin' nobody; it's just impossible 
for me to fight against the citizens! 

TEAGAN: Yeah, make your excuses; meanwhile 
I'mma go heap up the tomb for the 

80 siblin' I love the most! 
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"poor goddamn idiots": Ismene may 
have something of a frightened, tragic 
resentment at being left alone in the 
world. 

"power thugs" = -rupavvwv, tyrants, 
despots 

"for the sibling I love the most": This is 
what we call in New York "a sick burn:' 
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ISABELLE: Jesus ... I'm scared for you, baby girl. 

TEAGAN: Dontchu give a shit 'bout me. Set straight 
your own life first. 

ISABELLE: But at the very least don't broadcast 
what you're gonna do to anybody, 

85 Give 'im a low-key burial and I'll keep this buried 
too. 

TEAGAN: Fuck that, shout it out! I'mma hate you 
so much more if you keep quiet, if you don't announce this 
to everyone! 

ISABELLE: You hot as hell for shit that's ice-cold. 

TEAGAN: But I know I'm pleasin' the ones I gotta 
please. 

90 ISABELLE: Yeah, but only if you can! You're head 
over heels with shit that's impossible! 

TEAGAN: Well then, when I tire out, I'll stop. 

ISABELLE: What's impossible ain't worth gunnin' for 
in the first place! 

TEAGAN: If you gon' talk like this, you're gonna be 
my enemy, and when you lie with the dead one you 
still gonna be an enemy, as you should. 

95 But just let me and my dumb ass go and go through 
this crazy shit. 
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I ain't gonna suffer nothin' so bad as not dying a 
hero's death. 

ISABELLE: If you okay with that, then a'ight, go 
do it .... But know this-you're a big fuckin' idiot, 
but the people who love you, do love you. 

By far the best line. 

"gunnin' for"= 811puv, hunt, strive 

"dumb ass" = oucr~ouA.iav, bad advice, 
ill-counsel 

It's quite possible that Ismene means 
herself. 

39 



Reflections in Writing 

A Study in Psalm 139 

139 0 Lord, you have searched me and known me! 
2 You know when I sit down and when I rise up; 
you discern my thoughts from afar. 
3 You search out my path and my lying down 
and are acquainted with all my ways. 
4 Even before a word is on my tongue, 
behold, 0 Lord, you know it altogether. 
5 You hem me in, behind and before, 
and lay your hand upon me. 
6 Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; 
it is high; I cannot attain it. 

7 Where shall I go from your Spirit? 
Or where shall I flee from your presence? 
8 If I ascend to heaven, you are there! 
If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there! 
9 If I take the wings of the morning 
and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, 
10 even there your hand shall lead me, 
and your right hand shall hold me. 
11 If I say, "Surely the darkness shall cover me, 
and the light about me be night," 
12 even the darkness is not dark to you; 
the night is bright as the day, 
for darkness is as light with you. 

13 For you formed my inward parts; 
you knitted me together in my mother's womb. 
14 I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully 

Upon first reading Psalm 13 9, I find that there is 
an intense focus on the character of"me" -my actions, 
my thoughts, my ways. In the first stanza alone, there 
is only one line that does not contain the first person 
pronoun me/I, but even there (in verse 4) it is implied. 
However, the "me" does not exist in isolation, but is 
balanced with a proportional use of the second singular 
pronoun "you." Yet, it is not enough to call the use 
of these two pronouns balanced; they are intricately 
and intimately intertwined. Take the second verse as 
an example: "You lmow when I sit down and when I 
rise up." The actions of the one exist in the context of 
the Im ow ledge of the other. The Psalmist seems to be 
saying, "You, God, lmow when I move," or, "when I 
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made. 
Wonderful are your works; 
my soul knows it very well. 
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15 My frame was not hidden from you, 
when I was being made in secret, 
intricately woven in the depths of the earth. 
16 Your eyes saw my unformed substance; 
in your book were written, every one of them, the days 
that were farmed for me, 
when as yet there was none of them. 

17 How precious to me are your thoughts, 0 God! 
How vast is the sum of them! 
18 If I would count them, they are more than the sand. 
I awake, and I am still with you. 

19 Oh that you would slay the wicked, 0 God! 
0 men of blood, depart from me! 
20 They speak against you with malicious intent; 
your enemies take your name in vain. 
21 Do I not hate those who hate you, 0 Lord? 
And do I not loathe those who rise up against you? 
22 I hate them with complete hatred; 
I count them my enemies. 

23 Search me, 0 God, and know my heart! 
Try me and know my thoughts! 
24 And see if there be any grievous way in me, 
and lead me in the way everlasting! 

move, you lmow ! "There is no separating the two. There 
is no sitting or rising in isolation. Why? Because the 
two actors, God and Man, are connected by a discrete 
conditional that could be simplified to "When A, B." 

Yet, David, the psalmist, does not end 
with simplifying God and Man's relationship to a 
conditional. In the following verses, God is portrayed 
as more than a reactor to the whims of Man. Returning 
to verse 4, David writes: "Even before a word is on my 
tongue, behold, 0 Lord, you lmow it altogether." The 
"before" makes it clear that God also anticipates the 
whims of Man. With that, the conditional of verse 2 
takes a new dimension. Can it be that God's lmowledge 
of Man's sitting and rising is both a reaction to and an 
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anticipation of the act itself? This seems to be so, and 
a truth that the Psalm has been preparing the reader 
for since its opening. Looking back, we find that the 
Psalm begins with the exclamation, "O Lord, you 
have searched me and known me!" (139:1). Observe 
the tense of the verbs "have searched" and "[have] 
known." They are both in the present perfect tense, 
bringing the reader 's attention to past and completed 
actions that have present and ongoing significance. 
Compare that with the next line, "You know when I 
sit down and when I rise up" (139:2). The tense here 
is present subjunctive, suggesting, as was previously 
stated, a conditional lmowledge. So, already within 
those first two verses we are presented with a God 
whose knowledge is both conditional and complete. 

But, how can it be both? The confusion of this 
meets two resolutions. The first is found in verse 5, 
"You hem me in, behind and before." Here, the reader 
is presented with the paradox through metaphor. 
The "behind" connects God to the "present perfect 
knowledge" and the before to the "present subjunctive 
knowledge." The resulting image is a God who is 
temporally all-encompassing. The implication: God 
exists outside of time. This resolution, however, is 
perhaps not even properly a resolution, but an answer 
that incites the reader with more questions. What 
does it mean to exist outside of time? How is that 
possible? How can God be both outside of time and 
in it? This leads us to the next attempt at resolution. 

The second resolution found in verse 6 is 
perhaps less satisfying, but a perfect response to 
the first: "Such lmowledge is too wonderful for 
me; it is high; I cannot attain it." I believe that this 
statement comes across as particularly disappointing 
as a concluding remark to what is, in my opinion, a 
powerful build-up. Line after line has woven Man 
and God closer together, intimately so. Yet, with this 
statement, I feel as if a crack in the glass has made 
the whole illusion shatter. Man and God are separated. 
The weave has been unravelled. "I cannot attain it," 
might as well mean, "I cannot attain God." Every time 
I read verse 6, I feel as if I'm holding two pieces of 
a puzzle in my hand. I piece them together only to 
find that they fit in every single way except for one. I 
want the first stanza to portray God and Man having 
a perfectly balanced relationship. But, their intimacy 
is not caused by a balance in the "you" and "me"; 

it is entirely upheld by the "you," God, who is the 
subject of each action. Perhaps then, the separation 
described above shouldn't cultivate despair. Perhaps 
there is a liberation to be found in the humbling 
reality that David is a recipient of intimacy with 
God- that God lmows and pursues him regardless 
of his own lmowledge. Indeed, what follows is that 
the intimacy of the relationship described is not cut 
short by the separation of lmowledge between Man 
and God. What could be viewed as a heartbreaking 
reality in verse 6, is immediately contrasted with 
another truth. Starting at verse 7, David asks: 

Where shall I go from your Spirit? 
Or where shall I flee from your presence? 
lfl ascend to heaven, you are there! 
lfl make my bed in Sheol, you are there! 
If I take the wings of the morning 
and dwell in the uttennost parts of the sea, 
even there your hand shall lead me, 
and your right hand shall hold me. (139:7-10) 

With this new context, verse 6 resembles 
anything but a statement of separation. There is no cut 
in the weave of intimacy described in verses 1-5. That 
is to say, if God is out of reach for Man in one way, 
that does not make him inaccessible in every way. 
For David, lmowledge of God is "too wonderful" and 
"high," that he "cannot attain it." Yet, it is the Spirit 
of God that takes the fumbling hand and leads: "Your 
hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me" 
(139: 10). We've seen Man reach for knowledge before. 
Knowledge- the tempting fruit of good and evil
hanging from a tree. Its presence was there from the 
beginning. Then, arm extended and bite taken, the deed 
was done- lmowledge was had. "'Behold,' God says, 
'the man has become like one of us in !mowing good 
and evil"' (Genesis 3:22). This is how the story begins. 
But now, has the extended arm fallen to its side? Has 
the reaching been substituted with a longing to be held? 

Indeed, I believe this Psalm represents a 
transition on behalf of mankind into a submission 
to the reality of Man's true relation to God. This 
would account for the change in repetition of the 
core verse of this Psalm. Verse 1 states a reality: "O 
Lord, you have searched me and known me!" Verse 
2 presents us with a future reality: "You lmow when 
I sit down and when I rise up." However, the most 
drastic change occurs at the close of the Psalm, in 
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verse 23: "Search me, 0 God, and know my heart! 
Try me and know my thoughts!" This final repetition 
is no longer a mere statement, it is an imperative 
appeal, calling upon God to act according to his 
ways. The desire expressed in this climactic statement 
is no longer for Man to know, but for God to know. 

Yet, we know from earlier verses that God 
knows and will know regardless of ourselves, so 
why should this cry matter? Perhaps this returns to 
the intricate weave which we call the "relationship" 
between Man and God. The first part of the Psalm 
explores this relationship in light of shortcomings of 
Man. Man is incapable of attaining divine knowledge 
(139:1-6). Then, we observe in the second part that 
this shortcoming is no relational hindrance. Man is 
still intimately pursued by God's presence (139:7-12). 

With these truths established, what remains 
is a response. Will Man accept that knowledge is 

unattainable or will he reach in spite of himself? Eve 
reached. Adam reached. One might even say that Cain 
reached. Perhaps, all of mankind is reaching while 
God is waiting for the words: "Such knowledge is too 
wonderful for me; it is high; I cannot attain it" (139:6), 
to escape the lips of those who know him. Again, why 
should this matter to God? It seems to me that, so 
long as Man is reaching, the knowledge and pursuit 
of Man by God is a one-sided relationship. Man is 
incapable of attaining God's knowledge, so as long 
as he reaches, he is rejecting the reality of who God 
is. However, when David utters the words of defeat, 
he is then able to establish himself in a relationship 
with God based on what he is capable of: praising 
God without trying to become God. Joseph recognised 
this; when his brothers fell before him in fear, he said, 
"Do not fear, for am I in the place of God?"(Genesis 
50: 19). David's words appear to be no different. 

Editor's note: The translation used for this essay is the English Standard Version 

42 

iawpla would like to thank the rest of the literary publication groups on campus for their hard 
work in St. John's College, Annapolis: 

Energeia 
Epoch 
Gadfly 
Rat-tat 
Swarm 


