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[The recovery of philosophy] can happen only if greme is prepared to
abandon two claims; first, that any single approsxiphilosophy is the
only legitimate one, and secondly, that those paogsyhilosophical

inquiry in any fashion other than one’s own g facto not engaged in
philosophy at all. The first of these claims comserespect for philosophy
and the second respect for persons.

—John E. Smith
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INTRODUCTION

VINCENT M. COLAPIETRO

For John E. Smith (1921-2009), professional phisoin the Anglo-
American world, especially in the second half ¢f ttventieth century and
opening decade of the twenty-first, had becomeoallsterile and insular
(too sterile principally because it had become itular). In this, as in
other respects, he was deeply Jamesian: “In aduije philosophy, it is
really fatal to lose connexion with the open airhofman nature, and to
think in terms of shop-tradition only.” The proésnalization of
philosophy however tends toward the loss of jus tonnection, since
“the rules of the professorial game” more or lesure that professors of
philosophy “think and write from each other and éach other and at each
other exclusively.” The outcome of adhering totsugles is predictable:
“With this exclusion of the open air all true pegstive gets lost, extremes
and oddities count as much as sanities, and comthansame attention.”
As turned out to be true of Smith along with Jamgs]implicity of
statement [not to mention eloquence] is deemed rsynous with
hollowness and shallowness.The quality of their prose counted against
an appreciation of the substance and depth of theirght. In particular,
the grace and verve with which they wrote rendetteein suspicious,
allegedly sacrificing logic for rhetorfc. In truth, the clarity and force of
linguistic expression were, in these two instandeslicative of the
substance and depth of philosophical thought.

Even worse than sterility and insularity, professiiophilosophy had in
Smith’s judgment become an inhumane discipline liictv scoring points
at the expense of others was the surest path éercadvancement.The
pursuit of wisdom had degenerated into the ridicoderivals, also the
wholesale exclusion of alternative approaches. dlbeer refutation of
one’s rivals — rather than charitable understandimgasured criticism,
and the careful articulation of a synoptic visionomattered most. While
Smith was appreciative of the genuine contributimisnalytic philosophers
to the ongoing exploration of thorny questions,wes as a philosopher
chagrined and (at times) even enraged by the dismisand reductive
attitudes of those militantly committed to what dagst be identified as
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the disciplinaryideology of the analytic establishmeht.His opposition
was principally to this ideology, not the rich tittamh of philosophical
reflection exemplified in the most prestigious wersities in the United
States and Great Britain, including his own Deparitrat Yale’. Indeed,
he was deeply appreciative of the values of pregjstlarity, rigor, and
the critical marshalling of relevant evident foryasubstantive position
(even if he did not suppose any one philosophicatliion had a
monopoly on such disciplinary ideals). What howeyeeved him above
all was the haughty disparagement by many anatystdat he sometimes
called the grand tradition of Western philosopmcliding metaphysics)
and the systematic neglect of the actual historphafosophical thought,
from the pre-Socratics to the present. He waseddan indefatigable
defender of both metaphysics and the history dbpbphy. Too much of
his career was taken up in battles fought simplyio a place for an
approach to philosophy at odds with the domirgthbsof what he felt
was an intolerant majority. Smith was, howevemagdaxical in being
both himself vigorous in his defense of his apphoand genuinely
conciliatory. This is nowhere more evident than his Presidential
Address in 1981 to the Eastern Division of the Aigger Philosophical
Association. He was a counterpuncher: he wasnmabined to throw an
initial punch but if swung at he would vigorouslwieg back. In
“Philosophy in America Today” (1981), Richard Romgcalls “Quine’s
quip that people go into philosophy for one of tweasons: some are
interested in the history of philosophy, and somelhilosophy.® Less
well-known but even more deep-cutting is Smithjsoste: “We are all
interested in the history of philosophy, but sorheogo farther back than
the last issue or two dflind or The Journal of Philosophi/ In the years
since Quine’s dominance, the historyafalytic philosophy itself has in
effect deconstructed the dualism between philos@pityits history. The
children of those who have taken the linguisticntirave themselves
unquestionably taken a historical turn. While @snquip sounds quaint
today, Smith’s riposte rings with relevance.

Smith taugHtand wrote about such thinkers as Kant, Hegel zsidte,
Freud, Edwards, Peirce, James, RoyBewey, Tillich and Whitehead as
well as such topics as experience, interpretattommunity, rationality,
time, religiort’, art, science, education, ethics, and of coursiesuphy
itself* We begin to get a sense of who he was by appiregiahat he so
eloquently defended. For example, he defended dietemporary
relevance of classical pragmatism and German glealt a time when
both movements had far more detractors than adescafctually, the
situation was worse than this: those who felt Ettitsimply to ignore
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these movements without apology or justification datnumbered the
detractors and advocates put together.

While the range of Smith’'s commitments is wide ythee more than a
hodgepodge. One way to see the unity of his vigdo recall the “total
reality” meriting philosophical acknowledgme'it. “The total reality we
find,” he suggested, “must be represented as m#relniverse-interpreting
the universe® This implies a robust acknowledgment of the révie
turn (we are not only interpreters but self-intetprs* ineluctably driven
to offer interpretations of our own processes andictices of
interpretation). But, in Smith’s case, the philplizal attempt to come to
terms with the “total reality” always implies a odste refusal to remain
confined within a reflexive stance. “Every critical or ‘meta’ standpoint
[i.e., the reflexive turn in all of its diverse ges] has to face,” Smith
insists, “the question of its own status vis-at¥is objects, languages, or
types of thought which constitute its subject nratte domain of
inquiry.”*® Our reflexive stance toward our investigationtiod subject
matter at hand (whatever the distinct field of pbdphical inquiry) cannot
be allowed to postpone indefinitely an actual imguinto the salient
details of the specific subject. If we are philoisizally serious, we must
move from (say) meta-ethics to ethics, from prafiany questions of
method to the principal questions of substaricé/e cannot adequately or
responsibly interpret ourselves as interpretersthef universe without
making substantive claims about the circumambieatityy in which our
ventures take place (in brief, without making claiabout reality or the
universe itself). In addition, we are requiredproffer claims about the
reality of humans (that is, ourselves). To be suhe responsible
execution of this philosophical task demands thstirgttions be drawn,
evidence marshaled, fallacies exposed, and muet lelg the inevitably
technical character of philosophical discoursedsags animating purpose
a synoptic vision (or so Smith would argd&)James was strongly disposed
to assert: Technicalwriting on philosophicalsubjects ... is certainly a
crime against the human racE!”But he just as strongly realized that the
philosophical treatment of any topic cannot helg Assume, to some
degree, technical fordl. The inherent tension between an appropriately
technical treatment of a philosophical subject andumanly intelligible
discourse imposes severe challenges, though Witgjan Austin, Quine,
Chisholm, Dummett, and Nagel no less than Jamestagana, Smith,
Bernstein, Rorty, and Nevillshow how such challenges can be met.
Highly sophisticated thought is articulated in finerafted prose.

The thinkers, traditions, and texts to which Jobraded his life were,
more than anything else, resources for facilitatimg task of humans-in-
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the-universe-interpreting the universe (thus, t@mn endeavors to make
sense out of their lives and their world). Adveatuof ideas take the form
of ventures in interpretation. In turn, such veesuare, at once, a series of
invitations to return with heightened awareness é@epened humility to
the disclosures of experiencend an enactment (or realization) of
community. In brief, interpretation (at least amceived and practiced by
Smith) is bound up with experience and commun#y.its best, it returns
us to experience with more acute eyes and earg s@rsitive noses and
fingers. The experienced carpenter’s nose aneffgngan often tell much
about a piece of newly sawed wood by its smellfaetl Whatever we as
philosophers mean IBxperienceit has to do justice to such expertise and
sensitivity. At its best, interpretation also tsirns to others or, more
accurately, helps us discern the complex ways iiclwlve are always
already entangled with other interpreters, als@seis to respond to the
exigency to consult others. The appeal to expeeiés here a communal
task, just as the realization of community is itelviy a transformative
experience.

Much of Smith’s professional career was devoted series of rescue
efforts, above all, attempts to rescue movemerngmirds, topics, and
indeed branches of philosophy from neglect or ultic The philosophical
motive underwriting these rescue efforts was anauaring sense of their
contemporaryrelevance. He was anything but an antiquariamigh he
had a lively interest in the actual past in iteducible otherness from the
historical present. Moreover, he had a sharp slistdor intellectual
anachronism, the tendency to interpret the padusixely in categories
drawn from the present. The past precisely asmast be given its due.
But the present -eur present — is far from simply a prolongation of the
past, a fated continuation of established patteriifie present is shot
through with novelty and possibility as much as etéwn and
continuity?® It is an opportunity to think anew, to re-envisithe total
reality in a markedly novel manner. Paradoxicadygritical engagement
with our actual history alone equips us to exechi® delicate task. The
voice of philosophy will become increasingly indoéi if such a
reconstruction is not undertakén. The substance of philosophy will
become increasing dry, thin, and impertinent to #wual lives of
thoughtful people outside the professional discesirsof trained
philosophers if such a reconstruction does not typon the recovery of
experiencé’

Consider the historical resources for carrying this philosophical
task, more exactly, the resources most criticainfi®mith’s perspective.
But consider them as resources needing to be msouader to be used.
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The American pragmatists were more — and bettbar tuzzy precursors
of, first, the logical positivists and, later, ligtic analysts. The form of
empiricism espoused by them was not a prolongatbihe classical
British view any more than it was an anticipatidrtte logical empiricist
position. It was something distinctively novel gmatentially liberating*
Josiah Royce was something more than an histarigébsity, more than
someone misguidedly heading East when the bullkhefpopulation was
migrating West (that is, championing philosophimalism when more
tough-minded philosophical positions were ascenttirgultural dominance).
The history of philosophy was more than a cataloguerrors, a risible
collection of incompetent inquirers who committexlintless examples of
textbook fallacies. Hegel more — and better — thamillful obscurantist
whose impenetrable prose provides professionabgtyihers with a ready
excuse to ignore without a guilty conscience thistdnical figure
(arguably, one of the greatest philosophical mindshuman history).
Metaphysics was part of the destiny of our thouglot, a disease to be
cured or a tendency to be expunged or a presumpiidoe ridiculed®
Religious commitment might be better than a vesti§ea thoroughly
discredited past. Interpretation is not necessarispecies of fabrication
wherein our efforts bring forth nothing more thae tapricious product of
the hermeneutic imagination. Experience is morantta tissue of
subjectivity, more than the privileged domain opravate consciousness.
Philosophy itself “is not — or, at least, should be — a ferocious debate
between irritable professors?” It should be a rigorous yet humane
exploration of questions confronting the human aiim its unbounded
capacity for philosophical query.

Accordingly, Smith judged that John Dewey'’s cali iee reconstruction
of philosophy was as relevant in the second hatheftwentieth century
as it was in the second decade of that centuryt Sraith no less than
Dewey, the reconstruction of philosophy demands theovery of
experience. In turn, the recovery of experiencenateds a creative
appropriation of neglected philosophical traditiamsl figures.

“Experience,” Smith argued, “needs to be rescuedomty from the
charge of subjectivity, but also from the restxietforce of approaching it
only through expression, that is, through languagé/e must come to
appreciate that our experience is itself a medifidiszlosure and, then, to
draw out the implications of this understandifig In any event, human
experience is far more than a random assemblagersory impressions
(or “sense data”), especially when such impress{onglata) are taken to
be passively received by our minds. It is nothiegs than an encounter
with reality, in truth, an ongoing dialogue betweesymbol-using animal
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and circumambient reality. Experience is not iehdy subjective or
subcutaneou®. But it is of course far from a transparent orpfianous
medium. The disclosures of our experience are amby partial and
perspectival but also frequently distorted and eobfuscating. But part
of the problem is our failure to exercise suffitcieare and critical control
over our interpretation of these disclosures. Aaight stick partly
submerged in water appearing bent to us is an apiliasion and an
objective fact in the sense that, given the progerof the situation, a
straight stick ought to appear bent. The distgrteffects of specific
contexts need to be acknowledged in our interpogtsit In order for me
to perceive what | perceive, | need to appeal ® whtness of others.
Consider the meaning of “seeing” in such a questisn‘Am | seeing
things or did a cardinal appear on the bough of titeee in the middle of
winter?” The self of one moment appeals to thad &dter time (I rub my
eyes and look again, trying to determine whethaml the victim of a
hallucination), but in addition each one of us maustroborate our
perceptions by a critical engagement with othecqigers. The community
of inquirers (so celebrated by Peirce) and thattefpreters (so exalted by
Royce) is always (at least) a community of obsexveme in which
perceivers try to square the deliverances of tbein senses with the
deliverances of others. At the most rudimentamellef our intellectual
lives, then, corroboration is critical. Such awidoes not efface unique
individuals; rather it exhibits them in their trebaracter — social actors
animated by partly overlapping purposes, some adealpurposes being so
central and pervasive in the lives of those acasrso define (or identify)
them?

“Experience drives,” Smith insists, “toward expiess which is why
the finding of adequate language is a genuinedativetask.” In driving
toward expression, experience in effect drives tdwaterpretation and
mediation. | encounter a person with whom | amcordial terms but
upon meeting that individual | am greeted in anmyghibut a cordial
manner. Such an encounter is an instance of epmyiin Smith’s
sensé’ But it is also an occasion for — indeed, an impeto —
interpretation. What explains the response ofitidsvidual to me on this
occasion? How am | to make sense of this? What missing? We are
driven to interpretation by our encounters witngs and events, selves
and their actions, endeavors, and artifacts.

Interpretation is inescapably communal, never pumalitary. To
assume the role of interpreter demands participatiovhat Josiah Royce
called a community of interpreters and Peirce t@rmunity of inquirers.
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Our individuality is forged in and through our peigiation in a variety of
communities.

But there is something misleading about this ordfpresentation
(moving from experience to interpretation and, thém community).
Human experience is the encounter of a social adgtbra circumambient
reality inclusive of other such actors. Experierc&hat it is because of
the communal attachments, engagements, and emagte in and
through which human beings acquire a singular itderand their
recognizable humanity. In beginning with expereggnaroperly understood,
we begin with community or, at least, with what swcalled the
conjoint activities of human agents in the variaBlations of their
evolving lives. But the pressures, promptings, aetplexities of
experience itself demand or at least invite udrisesto make sense out of
what we are doing or simply what is happening. tThanterpretation is a
process generated by the force of experience.

John E. Smith was (as Robert Neville is disposgubiat out) first and
foremost an essayist. He was not given to writiygtematic treatises
such as Dewey'€xperience and Naturer Whitehead’sProcess and
Reality or even Neville’'s own books. In a sense perhagssufficiently
appreciated by even his greatest admirers, howhkegesas a philosophical
essayist in the etymological sense: his essays atsepts. They were
experiments in which he was striving and, in songasare, struggling to
make deeper and wider sense out of the world, bubrdd inclusive of
interpreters and inquirers, a world manifestinglften diverse ways and
contexts. The spirit of trying things out is distble at every turn in his
writings. There is thus something utterly appragiabout picking up
three of the main themes in John E. Smith’'s phjpbécal project —
experience, interpretation, and community — andlogiy them in the
form and spirit of this incomparable American phdpher. The spirit of
American philosophy is of course evident only ie gpirit of American
philosophers(the accent must ultimately, if not also initiallfall on
persond), singular inquirers engaged in their distinctsrriggles to make
maximal sense out of their more or less communécabperience of
nothing less than the enveloping universe. Théritrors to this volume
have not only learned much from John E. Smith Hab &ave been
encouraged by him to join in the work of thinkingieav what this
historical moment demands. As important as piecdm@ealyses are, they
are ultimately valuable only insofar as they cdnité to traditional task of
crafting a synoptic vision of human life, articidtin such a manner as to
guide our actions. Each one of the essays in thlsme, however
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apparently modest in scope, is a contribution eoafticulation of nothing
less than such a vision.

“The decline of philosophy as an influential voicethe intellectual
exchange within our culture has been,” Smith suiggeshe result of
several questionable conceptions that have dondnatech of modern
philosophy since the seventeenth century.” Thewexy of philosophy
involves both a critique of these conceptions anoke constructively, the
detailed elaboration of alternative visions of humexperience, our
hermeneutic ventures, and the most basic forms wf @admmunal
attachments. So,

if, as philosophers, we saw ourselves not as pi@utrs of a specialty
with a technical language, but as reflective thiekeeeking to describe,
interpret and illuminate lived experience by makingre precise the vague
expressions of ordinary communication, we would ensuccessfully

fulfill our function and still retain [or regain] &oice in the intellectual

dialogue of the cultur&

Itis in such a spirit that these essays are pteddn those who remain
desirous to make sense out of their experiencn@fworld into which
they have been thrown.
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TALKING ABOUT RELIGION IN PUBLIC

JOHN K. ROTH

When we find ourselves in the presence of languatfesy than our own,
differences of religion and culture, different bistal periods, we need an
interpreter or someone who understands severalidayesg, religions, or
historical periods.

This essay’s epigraph was not only written by théogsopher John E.
Smith (1921-2009), it describes hitde understood different languages,
religions, historical periods, and motevidence to support that claim is
abundant in “Experience, God, and Classical Amerieailosophy,” the
article from which his statement comfesThe need for mediating
interpreters such as Smith has probably never lggeater, because
differences in our country and world—including teaxf religion, culture,
and historical perspective—are acute, troublingl afien violent. In the
early twenty-first century, the relationships amotig world’'s major
monotheistic traditions—Judaism, Christianity, asldm—provide telling
examples. From the terror attacks in New York ®vashington, D.C.,
on September 11, 2001, to the mass shootings im&yoin July 2011,
with tensions in the Middle East added in, evemdeuscore the growing
importance of healing ways to talk about religinrpiblic.?

My study of classical American philosophy and J&mith’'s thought
began in earnest about fifty years afjo.the late summer of 1962, |
traveled to New Haven, Connecticut, fromSauthern California much
less crowded and much more tranquil than today&cently graduated
from Pomona College, | was a stranger to New Emplhen | began
graduate study at Yale Universitythat destination took me to the
Department of Philosophy at the Yale Graduate SchHomat not
immediately.First, | spent the 1962-63 academic year at Ydb#gnity
School.

Shortly before my arrival, H. Richard Niebuhr (189962) had died.
So my professor for Christian ethics was Jamesdasat (b. 1925), who
later left Yale for the University of Chicago andmiry University.
Meanwhile, just arrived from Chicago to teach chunistory was Jaroslav
Pelikan (1923-2006), whose introductory course mase a multilingual,
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not to say multicultural, annotated bibliographgriithe overview it was
purported to beJulian Hartt (1911-2010) taught his Barthian-based
systematic theologyPaul Holmer (1916-2004) offered his fideistic rewadi

of Sgren Kierkegaard, and George Lindbeck (b. 192Bgrgized by
Vatican Il, was blending his Lutheran heritage witrd work on Thomas
Aquinas. Interreligious discourse was not mucheindence. Some
attention was paid to Judaism, but Islam and mAgian religions were
scarcely in view.

| mention these points because they echo some adfetlin John
Smith’s “Experience, God, and Classical Americaild@bphy.” At Yale
Divinity School in the early 1960s, talking aboedigion in public was
largely a matter of a Eurocentric, neo-orthodoxigtan confessionalism
in which, to use Smith’s words, “all reality is b@ understood in terms of
the Christ-centered biblical faith without the imelation of any
philosophical concepts."Some students and faculty—Sydney Ahlstrom
(1919-1984), for example, and Randolph Miller (120W2)—were
paying attention to more American traditions inlpsophy and religious
thought, but exposure to those ways of thinking natseasily obtainable
for a first-year Divinity School student.

Yale Divinity School stands on a hill above and,tla time, some
distance from the rest of Yale Universitis address is Prospect Street.
Down that street in the early 1960s, the prospéectt¥ale’s graduate
department of philosophy were by no means entidéfgrent. Arguably
more Continental than British, more historicallysbd than contemporary,
more traditional than analytical, the curriculumerd was highly
Eurocentric, too. Graduate students focused on metaphysics and
epistemology.They concentrated on great thinkers—Plato and d@tfest
Leibniz and Hegel—and on classical tex8&rangely, | do not recall
seminars on Hume or MarXhere was very little in social philosophy or
political theory and not much was offered in ethiegher.Stronger suits
could be found in logic and in the history and pbdphy of science.
“Trendy” would not have been an adjective to démervale philosophy
back then.Seminars on phenomenology, Heidegger, and Wittganst
were about as chic as Yale could get during thimsest Looking back at
the mid-1960s, Yale provided solid philosophicalirimg but in the light
or darkness of what had happened in the world dutire preceding
twenty-five years and what would follow in the ddea since that time,
the educational experience that took place in ‘gafgaduate philosophy
program was somewhat out of touch with history #rel particularity of
contemporary life, even if it was very much in thuevith reality
conceived metaphysically.
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At least in my experience during the 1960s, howeweo teacher-
scholars in Yale's philosophy department were etioap to the picture |
have described—but only partly €dne was John Wild (1902-1972), who
directed my doctoral dissertation on William Jarsesioral philosophy.
New to Yale in 1963, he had come there from Norstem University at
the urging, | believe, of John SmitWild’'s philosophical odyssey had
taken him from Harvard and Spinoza to Northwest@nd Husserl and
then to Yale and Wiliam JamesSpecifically, Wild’s reading in the
tradition of existential phenomenology had led hindames’s two-volume
Principles of Psychologyln Wild’s 1964-65 graduate seminar, we
students read James’s two volumes carefully fromexcto cover, noting
all the while his sensitivity for what phenomenakig like to call “lived
experience.”Only toward the end of the seminar did we even labk
James’sPragmatism and it was interpreted—correctly, | believe—as an
outlook that flowed naturally from James’s versafrempiricism and his
understanding of the stream of consciousness.

Wild’s book, The Radical Empiricism of William Jam@®69), remains
a primary source for showing James'’s affinitieshwif not anticipations
of, phenomenological perspectives and findiMydd, it should be added,
was not only an advocate of phenomenology as herstwbd it.His
advocacy included convincing an American audieheg phenomenology
was not just another school of thought importednfr&urope.In his
wildest imagination, it was instead as American-ttig to say, as
empirical—as William James himselfooking back on Wild’'s project,
one can rightly say that the phenomenological feofdhe 1960s has not
been sustained, but thanks in part to Wild's inetgtion, interest in
James is considerably stronger now than it was. thersonally, | shall
always be immensely grateful to John Wild for intimcing me to a thinker
who quite literally changed my life and thought.

Earlier, | mentioned that there was a second Yabdéepsor who also
affected me in special waykfirst met John Smith in 1963, the year that
Oxford University Press published one of the genfs American
philosophical scholarship, his book callethe Spirit of American
Philosophy During the entire 1963-64 academic year, | studie8mith’s
graduate seminalt was not, however, about Charles Peirce (18334191
or William James (1842-1910), Josiah Royce (1858)%r John Dewey
(1859-1952)Instead we worked on Immanuel Kant.

That Kant seminar was memorabMeeting after seminar meeting,
John Smith would arrive, take out his pocket wdtahtime-keeping, and
then in a voice accented by his native BrooklyrthveomeGerman tossed
in, he would explicate Kant'€ritique of Pure Reasoand Critique of
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Practical ReasonHe did so with a pointed sense of humor—signs of it
can be found in “Experience, God, and Classical Acaa Philosophy’—
that complemented his insightful brilliancslot surprisingly, Smith’s
reading of Kant stressed “experience” and the dmmd that make it
possible He made unforgettable the Kantian formul&ithout sensibility

no object would be given to us, without understagdio object would be
thought. Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions with concepts
are blind.*

After studying with John Smith for a year, it waardh to imagine that
there had ever been or ever could be a philosopioee formidable than
Kant. But Smith was no pure and simple KantiBetter than | could have
understood then, he read Kant with the classicakergan thinkers in
mind. The relation worked the other way as w@lhe result was a truly
distinctive interpretation of them alit the time, however, th&eist of
German thought was far more apparent to Yale gtadstudents than
John Smith’s spirit of American philosoph)e students had “knowledge
about” the fact that Smith had written about Roydames, and other
classical American thinkers, but he did not give “ksowledge by
acquaintance”™—except though reading—because at Welee was no
regular graduate course in classical American pbjpby during the years
| spent thereHow | wish it had been otherwise, but the strearhs o
professional philosophical consciousness were Inatifig that way at the
time.

In some ways, undergraduate philosophy studen¥&alkt during this
period fared better than those in the Graduate @cbaring one of my
years at Yale, for example, | was privileged toabeaching assistant in a
John Smith course on the philosophy of religidlieady in this 1965-66
course, Smith was working on views about experieara religious truth
that would find full expression in his 1970 Warfldlectures at Princeton
Theological Seminary and subsequently in his 19%&pThe Analogy of
Experience about which there will be more to say latkr.addition to
Etienne Gilson’'sGod and Philosophyand Paul Tillich’'s Theology of
Culture, the reading list for Smith’s philosophy of retigi course included
Alfred North Whitehead'sReligion in the Makingand John Dewey’'#\
Common FaithThere was also a book newly edited by Smith himself
While it contained nothing by Peirce, James, or deoyone could hear
echoes of them, especially of Royce, in Smith’s @entributions.Smith
chose, for example, to end his philosophy of religanthology with a
paragraph from his 1961 bodReason and Gqdvhich characteristically
said:
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Religion becomes a stagnant, lifeless affair ifddubt and questing are
removed from itln the encounter with philosophy the meaning ahfais
a continual incorporation and overcoming of doshtevealedPhilosophy,
in turn, becomes a sterile formalism when it taksslf to be no more than
a way of attacking problems, a method for condgctm inquiry. The
encounter with religion forces an acknowledgmerthefcertainties which
all philosophies harbor in themselves, even ifrtipeoponents claim that
they have no fixed conclusions and are merely harabkkers after truth.
No philosopher has been able to avoid assumptindsna one has ever
succeeded in doubting everything consistentlshe encounter of
philosophy with religion shows, in short, that gébin cannot be all finding
and that philosophy cannot be all seeKing.

At Yale in the mid-1960s, the teaching of philosppimd religious studies
for undergraduates seemed to permit a discussidexts and topics that
were somehow less “correct” but perhaps more dasparth than those
taken to be normative in the “professional” circlek graduate study.
Decades later, too little has changed on that s@md philosophy and
theology are not the better for it.

Undergraduate teaching is not quite the same kisdah public, but it
comes close to that approath.the undergraduate classroom and in the
public forum, if ideas are not clear, if problenis aot real in a sense that
others can feel and see, if questions are not abmpériences whose
importance rivets attention—then the audience kielyi to be lost.Not
much will be communicated; even less will be ledrdames, Royce, and
Dewey did much of their philosophy in publielad there been more
opportunity for Peirce, he would have done so, dames spoke to public
audiences as well as to university classes andnsesnbo did Royce and
Dewey.Of course, they needed quiet time to think andeafihey needed
the criticism that only a community of inquiringgye could provideBut
the spirit of their work involved them in publicsdourseln that arena,
having something intelligible and relevant to sayaswimportant.
Otherwise, audiences would be unlikely to appeetr,alone to return.
Having something to say that was not only intdiligiand relevant but
even gripping and moving was important, t@herwise, audiences would
be unlikely to listen and discuss, even if theysehto appear and return.

During the mid-1960s, Yale did have a special mublservance of
the fiftieth anniversary of Charles Peirce’s dedfhose lectures drew
good-sized audienceBeople came, listened, returned, discusRéchard
Bernstein (b. 1932) edited the proceedings, ang were publishedBut |
do not recall that there was a course on Peircdollow up. Even
Bernstein’s graduate teaching—before Yale foolisbdyv fit to dismiss
him—focused as much on Wittgenstein as on any Ataarthemes and
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thinkers.During this period there was a seminar on Whiteh&adght by
the logician Frederick Fitch (1908-1987), it waosg in the exploration
of Whitehead’s philosophical system but did relaltyvlittle to situate
Whitehead historicallyPaul Weiss (1901-2002) was doing his work, too,
but as always, it was very mubis work, and hence any insights that the
classical American thinkers may have contributed gobsumed in
Weiss’s own systen®itill, if the classical American tradition did nget
talked about much in public at Yale in the 1960syas not for a lack of
talented interpreters nor even for the lack of @lips—student and
otherwise—that would have been interest€te winds of professional
philosophy, however, were blowing in other direstidFortunately, those
currents would change, and even then there wenegénof them in the air
so that students such as | could find their wag the classical American
tradition. When they did so at Yale, John Smith was alwaydy¢a lead
and eager to helprhat was always the case throughout his long and
distinguished career.

In the 1960s, as Smith’'s “Experience, God, and sidat American
Philosophy” indicates, “God talk” came under attdmk positivistic and
analytic philosophyln ways sometimes related, sometimes different, it
was also under attack by thinkers who advanced wizet then called
“radical” or “death of God” theologySince my interests overlapped the
fields of philosophy and religious studies, | realely in the “attack
literature” of the timesOf all the books | encountered in that study, one
far and away affected me more than the otHé&ssauthor was somewhat
surprised to be associated with writers such adiaiil Hamilton (b.
1924), Thomas Altizer (b. 1927), Paul van Buren2d:9998), and others
who found cause for Christian celebration in thetkchean liberation
that they thought God's “death” promisddtom the Jewish perspective of
Richard Rubenstein (b. 1924), however, that outlaals shallowlf the
idea of a God of history was dead, as Rubenstginearin his classic-to-
be, After Auschwitz: Radical Theology and Contempordudaism that
outcome was no cause for celebration, coming dil itn the wake of the
Holocaust, Nazi Germany’s genocidal onslaught agaire Jews.

Rubenstein’s philosophical resources came more fidegel and
Nietzsche, Sigmund Freud and Max Weber, than freirc® and James or
Royce and DeweyNevertheless, his thinking had a pragmatic outlook,
and it involved struggles with evil that made pbksiconnections to
themes in James and Royce that had attractedMhat did beliefs mean
in practiceWhat were the practical consequences of holdingnetdow,
if at all, could one make sense of a place callesscAwitz, and how
should the signs of its time be interpret@di®se pragmatic concerns were
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among Rubenstein’s governing questiorisus, he helped to start me on a
journey that would have unexpected turrEhose turns were not
“linguistic” or “pragmatic,” as some once-fashiotephilosophical rhetoric
might say.They were more historical and existential than.that

Earlier, my reading of James had taken me to Rayckothers in the
classical American traditiorBome time later, | found that my reading of
Richard Rubenstein took me elsewhere, ©oe of the new encounters
was with Elie Wiesel, a survivor of Auschwitz andet1986 Nobel
laureate for peaceBefore the Holocaust devastated his family’s life,
Wiesel had a teacher named Moishe who meant a deehto himNearly
all of their talk was about religion, and on oneasion Wiesel asked his
teacher, “Why do you prayMoishe replied, “I pray to the God within me
for the strength to ask Him the real questiohBfiven by his Holocaust
experience, Wiesel's persistent seeking and findimgw that he learned
his teacher’s lesson well.

My sustained reading of Wiesel began in July 1@ikdut the time that
my second child was borMy wife, Lyn, and | nhamed her Sardh.more
ways than one, my entry into Sarah’s world coindigéth my entry into
Elie Wiesel's.For in the latter | would meet another Sarah, ohe Ved
Wiesel to say, “Whoever listens to Sarah and déestmange, whoever
enters Sarah’s world and doesn’t invent new god$ @ew religions,
deserves death and destructifn.”

What made Wiesel write such words about “Sarah’sridbvois
described in a novel calléthe Accidentone of the more than forty books
that Wiesel has publishethdividually and collectively all of them have
moved mée. The Accidentan show whyPartly autobiographical, it details
episodes in the life of a Holocaust survivor nankgigzer.In some of
them, Sarah is presenflthough she is the namesake of the Jewish
people’s mother, Sarah knows that too much has eragap between that
people’s biblical genesis and their post-Holocasstvival. In The
Accident Sarah’s world is that of a Paris prostituAs. Eliezer relives his
encounter with her, however, he and Sarah are thkek to an earlier
time and placeThus, it becomes clear that the foundation of Sanabrld
is a question“Did you ever sleep with a twelve-year-old womaf{?”

That question was asked and answered with a veogeanspecial
barracks that could be found in some Nazi concgairacamps.The
despair of Sarah’'s world intensifies that of Eligzeeven more when
Sarah discloses that her purity as a victim is ierecompromised.
Sometimes, Sarah recalls, she felt pleasure iretbasracks and probably
survived because of it.
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A collision resulted from my encounters with Elieidsdel and his
writings. How, for example, could my joy as Sarah’'s fathémith the
devastation of the Holocaust and, in particulag tlespair of “Sarah’s
world” as Wiesel portrayed it in that early novél/hat did such collisions
with the Holocaust mean for philosophy and theoofyr my own
teaching and writing in those area&/hat changes would be required in
my study and research, in my own living day to dayeluding my
Christian identity—to probe such depth&Pat | experienced still reminds
me of some of the features that James associatldcanversionin the
prolonged attention he gave to that subjecTle Varieties of Religious
ExperienceAt one point, for instance, James wrote:

Neither an outside observer nor the Subject whe&rgaks the process can
explain fully how particular experiences are alblehange one’s center of
energy so decisively, or why they so often havkide their hour to do so.
We have a thought, or we perform an act, repeatédityon a certain day
the real meaning of the thought peals through ughfe first time, or the
act has suddenly turned into a moral impossibilkyf.we know is that
there are dead feelings, dead ideas, and coldfidedied there are hot and
live ones; and when one grows hot and alive withéneverything has to
re-crystallize about it!

Just before making that statement in his Giffordtuees, James remarked
that the language he was using to talk about maligi public might not be
rigorously exactNot to worry, James added, his language would kacte
enough, if you recognize from your own experierteefacts which | seek
to designate by it | could do so.The Holocaust and the questions it
keeps raising had become hot and live ones for Thiags had to be
reoriented—or disoriented—by ithe proliferation of genocide and other
mass atrocity crimes after the Holocaust has iifiedshat conviction for
me.

Something else that James said in\tageties of Religious Experience
helped me to understand that this conversion—itedrout to be partly
philosophical, partly religious, and partly exigsiah—was something to
be welcomedin what may be the most helpful words that Jamexstenin
that book, he said, “No two of us have identic#ficlilties, nor should we
be expected to work out identical solutioBsch, from his peculiar angle
of observation, takes in a certain sphere of fact gouble, which each
must deal with in a unique mannét.”

As Rubenstein, Wiesel, and others led me deeper sntdy of the
Holocaust and other genocides, | became convirttadthe particularity
of actual experience, not the experience in gerarahe counter-factual
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imaginings of which philosophers are so fond, ahd tentrality of
historical detail, not the generalities of philobs or theologies of
history, deserved to loom larger and largén empiricism akin to but
perhaps at times even more radical than that okedaand the classical
American philosophers was needell. needed to address not just
categories such as perception and conception; ildwot be enough to
settle for phenomenological descriptions that presii understanding
would follow if only we learned to look properlfhere were instead in
the concrete specificity of lived experience eleteeso disrupting of the
conventional, so disharmonious with common asswmpti about
understanding and interpretation, that one hadtdront and ponder them
very carefully to avoid foolish philosophy and talreligion.

To illustrate what | mean, a major symposium iniAp891 honored
one of the University of Vermont's retiring facultyembers.It paid
tribute to an extraordinary professor of politiszience His research—
including especially a monumental book call€de Destruction of the
European Jews-arguably made Raul Hilberg (1926-2007) the world’s
preeminent Holocaust scholar at that tithemong the many distinguished
persons who honored Hilberg was the brilliant ancelenting filmmaker,
Claude Lanzmann (b. 1925), whose e@hboahbecame a cinematic
counterpart to Hilberg’s scholarship on the Holatadilberg played an
important part in Lanzmann’s filmin a segment on the Warsaw ghetto,
for example, he discussed the dilemmas faced bymA&@zerniakdéw
(1880-1942), the man who headed the Jewish Councthat place.
Czerniak6w documented those dilemmas in the diarkdpt until he took
his own life on July 23, 1942, the day after therGans began to liquidate
the Warsaw ghetto by deporting its Jewish popufatio Treblinka.
Hilberg knew the details of Czerniakéw's life besauhe helped to
translate and edit the Czerniakéw diary, which sd the “Final
Solution.”

In another segment of Lanzmani$koah Hilberg studied a different
kind of document:Fahrplananordnung 587This railroad timetable
scheduled death traffic. Conservative estimates indicate that
Fahrplananordnung 587which outlined a few days in late September
1942, engineered some ten thousand Jews to Traldigks chambers.

Raul Hilberg spent his life detailing how such tjsrhappeneddence,
in his first appearance in the Lanzmann film, heested that

In all my work, | have never begun by asking thg tpilestions, because |
was always afraid that | would come up with smalsweers; and | have
preferred to address these things which are mimwtiadetails in order that
I might then be able to put together in a gestaitcaure which, if not an
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explanation, is at least a description, a more @dbcription, of what
transpired

Hilberg's opening statement Bhoahwarns about “big questions,” the
kind philosophers and theologians frequently loveask!® He did not
deny that the Holocaust raises them—first and fogrWhy?” Contrary
to much human expectation, however, the fact tltptestion can be asked
does not mean that it can be answered well, iflaparticularly when the
guestions are “big.'So Hilberg concentrated on details instedtiose
minutiae, however, were much more than minutiBleeir particularity
continues to speak volumes and forms a terribly dascriptionSo full of
life distorted and wasted, its accumulated detakes the “big” questions
less easy and simple to raise, let alone answérlbthe more important,
too.

Put into perspective by work like Hilberg’s, theigbquestions”
become what Elie Wiesel's teacher, Moishe, callesl ‘teal questions.”
Such questions command a respect that they deSéraerespect enjoins
suspicion about “answers” that are small—inadeqtatehe facts they
encompass.That same respect also focuses awareness that ighe b
guestions raised by history’s particularity nonéthe need to be kept
alive. For the political scientist's detail and the higofs minutiae, far
from silencing the big questions, ought to intepsifonder about them.
Otherwise, we repress feeling too much and dengedvgs insights that
can only be deepened by asking the “real questions.

Note thatinsight and answer at least as used here, are not identical
terms.For the fact that a question does not lead to awen as the word
“answer” is conventionally understood, does not mit the question is
not real and rightTo the contrary, especially when they are grourided
and provoked by work like Hilberg's, questions afeen as real and right
as they are “big” just because they do not haveveational answers but
instead produce awareness and understanding thatatee in no other
way than through inquiry and reflection, meditatiand musing about
them.

The French thinker Maurice Blanchot (1907-2003)stlesl with such
points in a Holocaust-related book callétle Writing of the Disaster
Sometimes, he said,

There is a question and yet no doubt; there isesttpn, but no desire for
an answer; there is a question, and nothing thatbeasaid, but just this
nothing, to say.”To that dark saying, he added that “the question
concerning the disaster is part of the disa#tés:not an interrogation, but
a prayer, an entreaty, a call for helfhe disaster appeals to the disaster



