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“THE WAY OF WONDER?”

IT IS NATURAL AND NECESSARY TO WONDER

Near the beginning of his Metaphysics (Book I, Chapter 2), Aristotle reminds us of the basis of all human
knowing: “It is owing to their wonder that human beings both now begin and at first began to
philosophize.” Aristotle emphasizes that wonder implies a certain “not knowing” and it leads us, first and
foremost, towards the kind of knowledge that exists for its own sake, not for any utilitarian purpose.
Wonder recognises and draws us towards the inexhaustible intelligibility of it all. We call that
inexhaustible intelligibility mystery. This radical way of knowing — the way of wonder — is also a radical
way of being in the world.

In the face of spectacular advances in scientific knowledge and stunning inventions in the world of
technology, we are in danger of forgetting the way of wonder. The more we are absorbed by knowledge
oriented towards the useful, the more we are likely to forget or even dismiss knowledge that exists for its
own sake. In our forgetfulness we may begin to measure everything by its usefulness. “Does it work?”
and “Can it be done?” become far more important than “Does it have value in itself?” and “May it be
done?” Paradoxically, the way of wonder, far from diminishing our appreciation for the true contribution
of useful things, actually enhances that appreciation. In the absence of wonder, the Absolute becomes
relative and the relative becomes absolute. Wonder preserves a sense of right order and perspective.
Wonder knows and accepts that life is, in the end, a mystery to be lived not a problem to be solved. There
is no solution for life, just the living, intelligently, honestly, compassionately.

Wonder holds us to the recognition that a tree is first and foremost a tree, not a certain number of cubic
metres of timber. A tree has a value in and of itself and that value precedes any usefulness the tree might
offer to us. There is an ancient Chinese story that tells of a woodcarver called Khing. He makes a simple
bell stand. Its beauty is striking. People want to know how he did it. The end of the story has Khing
explain that, after he had fasted and gathered himself spiritually for the task,

Then I went to the forest

To see the trees in their own natural state.

When the right tree appeared before my eyes,

The bell stand also appeared in it, clearly, beyond doubt.
All T had to do was to put forth my hand

And begin.

If I had not met this particular tree

There would have been

No bell stand at all.

What happened?

My own collected thought

Encountered the hidden potential in the wood;

From this live encounter came the work

Which you ascribe to the spirits.

(Thomas Merton, The Way of Chuang Tzu, New Directions, 110-11.)

MOVING BEYOND THE MERELY USEFUL
Wonder generates conversation which, in turn, leads us into wonder. Eli Wiesel puts it nicely:

In the word question, there is a beautiful word — quest. I love that word. We are all partners in a quest. The
essential questions have no answers. You are my question, and I am yours — and then there is dialogue. The
moment we have answers, there is no dialogue. Questions unite people. Answers divide them. (Elie Wiesel,
Tanner Lecture on Human Values at Snow College, 22 May 2006.)



Utilitarian knowing and thinking is legitimate. It produces useful outcomes. The woodcarver Khing, in
the ancient Chinese story, actually combines the utilitarian way with the way of wonder. Serious
difficulties arise, however, when we start believing that the utilitarian way is the only way. The way of
the science lab can be an insuperable obstacle in the more important affairs of living. The implicit agenda
in all utilitarian knowledge is control. The implicit agenda in the way of wonder is the summons of the
Mystery manifested as Truth, Goodness, Beauty and Communion of Being. The quest we share as human
beings, the quest that will unite us, begins and ends in our encounter with that Mystery. That Mystery is
present in and revealed through every person and every event, every thing and every moment — in and
through me, you, the earth, our waterways, the air, literally every part of existence. All we need is the
eyes to see and the ears to hear. The sure sign that we do have such eyes and ears is the experience of
wonder in the midst of the ordinary experiences of being alive. Wonder is the sign that we are awake.

In the way of wonder and in the questioning and conversation that is born of that wonder, we manifest our
deepest identity as human beings. Wonder takes us out of ourselves towards communion with the
Ultimate Other in and through the immediate other. Captured by wonder, I cease — at least momentarily —
to be captive of my ego. I necessarily become self-forgetful, and in that self-forgetfulness am free for
communion. The narcissist, the selfish and the self-absorbed do not know wonder. Wonder is the enemy
of ego-centricity in all its forms. Alternatively, wonder is the midwife of communion in all its forms.

A modern story suggests that children have much to teach us about wonder. Abraham Maslow, a
significant twentieth century figure in the quest to understand human behaviour, recalls the life-
transforming effect of observing his own child

.. when my baby was born that was the thunderclap that settled things. I looked at this tiny mysterious thing
and felt so stupid. I was stunned by the mystery and the sense of not really being in control. I felt small and
weak and feeble before all this. I'd say that anyone who had a baby couldn't be a behaviorist. (Mary
Harrington Hall, "A Conversation with the President of the American Psychological Association: The
Psychology of Universality - Abraham Maslow", Psychology Today, 2, 2 (July 1968), pp.54f. & 56.)

It is no accident that Jesus urged us to be like little children. (See Matthew 18:1-4; Mark 9:33-36; Luke
9:46-47.) And maybe the psalmist was on the same track when he wrote:

It was you who created my inmost self, and put me together in my mother’s womb. For all these mysteries |
thank you: for the wonder of myself, for the wonder of your works.” (Psalm 139:13-14).

SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. Recall an experience of wonder. What happened?

2. What might it mean to say that wonder is a “radical way of knowing”?

3. Compare and contrast the way of wonder with the way of utilitarian knowing.

4. Do you agree that we are “in danger of forgetting the way of wonder”? Reflect on this.

5. Reflect on the ancient Chines story in the light of your own experience?

6. Think of examples of what happens when we regard nature (eg trees) in merely utilitarian ways?
7. “The implicit agenda in all utilitarian knowledge is control.” Reflect.

8. “The implicit agenda in the way of wonder is the summons of the Mystery.” Reflect.

9. Reflect on the personal experience described by Abraham Maslow.

10. Reflect on the verses from Psalm 139. What are some practical implications for you?
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