CATALYST SUGGESTION SHEET #39
“WAYS OF KNOWING”

A TEACHER’S EXPERIMENT

There is a story about two young men, Francis and William, who were students in England in 1804. Their
teacher set them an exercise to do on behalf of their class. They were to go to the field near the bay. The
field was covered in daffodils. They were to study the scene and present a report the following week.

Next week Francis began with his report:

In the said field I discovered approximately 9,000 flowers - the number being calculated on the basis of 6 flowers
per square yard over about 1500 square yards. The flowers were of the genus 'Narcissus' and the family
‘Amaryllis' - commonly known as 'Pseudo Narcissus' or ‘daffodil’. The stems were about 10-15 inches in length
with a single-flowered spathe. The yellow flowers were drooping, with stamens shorter than the cups etc. etc.

And so Francis reported what he had seen by the bay. When he had finished, William read his report:

I wandered lonely as a cloud that floats on high o'er vales and hills, when all at once | saw a crowd, a host, of
golden daffodils; beside the lake, beneath the trees, flattering and dancing in the breeze. Continuous as the stars
that shine and twinkle on the milky way, they stretched in never-ending line along the margin of a bay: ten
thousand saw | at a glance, tossing their heads in sprightly dance etc. etc.

The teacher turned to the class and asked: Who has spoken the truth?
THE ENLIGHTENMENT - A TWO EDGED SWORD
Immanuel Kant summed up the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century:

Enlightenment is man’s release from his self-incurred tutelage. Tutelage is man’s inability to make use of
his understanding without direction from another. Self-incurred is this tutelage when its cause lies not in
lack of reason but in lack of resolution and courage to use it without direction from another. Sapere aude!
“Have courage to use your own reason!” — that is the motto of the enlightenment.

The Enlightenment of the eighteenth century awakened us to the power of the rational and we have all
benefited mightily. For example, the advances of science and technology, the development of cultural
understanding, social tolerance and democratic organisations, are directly related to the concerted and fo-
cused application of human rationality to a variety of problems and challenges. And the fundamental
challenge will always remain: “Sapere aude!”

It would be foolish to underestimate or undervalue the significance of the Enlightenment in the develop-
ment of the human family in general and the Western world in particular. It would also be naive to think
that its influence and significance have always been positive. For example, part of the legacy of the En-
lightenment has been rationalism, an over-prizing — even an absolutizing — of the rational with a conse-
guent diminution — even loss — of other ways of knowing, such as that exhibited by the poet.

Being rational is not the difficulty. The difficulty lies in the over-prizing and most especially the abso-
lutizing of the rational, and the consequent denial — implicit or explicit — of the value and validity of other
ways of knowing. Rationalism demands empirical or philosophical proof for any and every truth claim.
But can you give empirical or philosophical “proof” that such a demand is always necessary, sufficient or
even reasonable? In fact, rationalism is built on an extraordinary leap of faith, which then goes on to
dismiss acts of faith. In the end, there is nothing quite so irrational as rationalism.



TRANS-RATIONAL WAYS OF KNOWING

The story is told of a sea captain who was given a copy of Gulliver’s Travels. He threw it away in dis-
gust, saying, “This is not true!” George Steiner, uses as an epigraph to his extraordinary book, Real Pres
ences, “Les preuves fatiguent la verite” (“Proofs weary the truth.”). In his last letter before he died, W B
Yeats wrote: “I must embody (truth) in the completion of my life. The abstract is not life and everywhere
draws out its contradictions. You can refute Hegel but not the Saint or the Song of Sixpence.” Albert
Camus suggests this higher order of knowing: “I have never seen anyone die for the ontological argu-
ment” (The Myth of Sisyphus).

The American essayist and novelist, Walker Percy, observed once that it will take saints to restore the
power of religious language. It will take extraordinary men and women, men and women who know
things no rationalism can ever reveal, to restore us to ourselves. One sign that this restoration has oc-
curred, will be the recovery of the power of religious language. The saint speaks as much by silence as
by words. The words of the saints are invested with knowledge of the Mystery. Saints know much more
than they know they know and they communicate much more than they know they communicate. Their
very bodily presence is a way of knowing and speaking.

Herein lies the power of religious practice. When we join our brothers and sisters in prayer and worship
with open hearts and a desire to be transformed, we are learning and growing in knowledge in ways that
cannot be measured or even articulated. We genuflect, we make the sign of the cross, we kneel, we sit,
we respond, we listen, we greet each other with a sign of peace, we shuffle down the aisle, hold out our
hands for the Bread of Life and say, “Amen!” ........ Imperceptibly, in communion with the Church, we
are growing in our knowledge of what matters most. We become more alert to “The Other Intelligence
trying the doorknob” (Thomas Johnson).

To be fully human, we must think and know on a plane that includes more than the materially observable
or the philosophically provable. This is especially true for those of us who believe in the resurrection and
the sacramentality of existence. “Religious thought and practice metaphorize, make narrative images of,
the rendezvous of the human psyche with absolute otherness, with the strangeness of evil or the deeper
strangeness of grace. Salutations are to be deciphered: Jacob’s wrestling match and contest of nomina-
tions through the night, in the presence after presentness which is met on the road to Emmaus” (George
Steiner, Real Presences). Jesus taught through parables (see Mark 3:22 and Matthew 13:3ff). Only by
Jesus making “narrative images of the rendezvous” could he possibly begin to suggest the mystery of the
Kingdom. Perhaps one of the necessary components of any renewal process for us all is the recovery of
the ability to appreciate metaphors and stories as bearers of truth, truth that matters in the end.

SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. Reflecting on the reports of Francis and William, who do you think has “spoken the truth”? Why?
2. Do you tend to think more like Francis or William? Reflect. What are the implications?

3. What does “Sapere aude!” mean to you in concrete terms?

4. Do you think the Enlightenment heritage is a “two-edged sword”? Give examples.

5. Find out the names of some key Enlightenment thinkers and consider what they wrote/taught.

6. Reflect on “the extraordinary leap of faith” of rationalism? How is rationalism irrational?

7. Give an example of trans-rational knowing in daily living.

8. Reflect on W B Yeats comment.

9. Reflect on how you might communicate with a rationalistic person about your faith.

10. Why do you think Jesus taught in parables?
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