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Theres something in this more than natural, if philosophy could find it out.
--Shakespeare
Homo Sapiens, they call us, the thinking people; if it is so, it is because first we are homo quaerens, the ones who must question everything.  We started early, noticing and wondering about the apparent discrepancy between the earth, where everything seemed subject to the ravages of time, and the heavens, which seemed perfect and unchanging except in predictable cycles.
  We have been unable for long to resist the impulse to find a unity behind the diverse appearances that surround us. Accepting such surface polarities as Time vs. Eternity, Change vs. Permanence, as ultimate, has until the advent of Post-Modernity seemed like a defeat that made us less than human.  But the search for a unity based on human experience alone has often led to various dead ends.  One of the first was reached by the Pre-Socratics, who, in a day before the building of many bridges, apparently had to ford a lot of streams.

Men once thought that it would be nice

 
To step in the same river twice.

But then Heraclitus,

As if just to spite us,

Said, "No!  Once will have to suffice."

"The water is flowing away;

The new that arrives does not stay.

Therefore, my conclusion:

All else is illusion.

There is Change; that is all we can say."

Parmenides answered, "Not so!

The stream doth eternally flow.

What is permanent's real;

So, whatever you feel,

There's no motion and no place to go."

He went on, "Heraclitus, you dunce!

Why attempt such ridiculous stunts?

With no motion or change,

You can't even arrange

To step in the first river once!"

Is the world all in flux, or immutable?

The answers both looked irrefutable.

But while they were debating,

Some children went wading

Once--twice--and it seemed somewhat suitable.

How do we find an explanation that can relate the changing and the unchanging, the flux and the permanent structure without which there could be nothing to flow  and nowhere to flow to?  Unless something remains unchanging, how could we ever measure--or even be aware of--change? How do we find an explanation that does not have to deny the reality of an inescapable aspect of our experience of the world as the price of the unity of thought?  Plato's brilliance lies in the fact that he came closer to doing so than anyone had come so far.

Human experience, he said, is like a man chained to a chair in a cave  in such a fashion that he can only see the back wall of the cave.  Behind him is sunlight shining on the real things of which the world consists.  But he cannot see  the sun or the things themselves--only the flickering shadows cast by them on the back wall.  Because the Things are really there in the world of Ideas, there is a certain reality, up to a point certain dependable patterns, in what he sees; hence our apparent experience of permanence.  But because he only sees the shadows, partly distorted, sometimes fading, only partly reliable, the world as he experiences it is necessarily one subject to decay, uncertainty, and error.    When reality is filtered through the senses and experienced as physical, we enter the Cave.  One does not have to be a Platonist to realize the truth of this:  between the mind and the external object necessarily lie skin, nerves, and electrical impulses.  And as long as we experience the world thus, there is no escape.  We must ever be Epistemological Spelunkers.
At least we  have now managed to view permanence and change as part of the same universe, and as related to each other.  But there is a certain sadness and desperation about it.  We can never see reality directly.  And while with Plato we might hope that through rational thought or intuition we can eventually perceive the sunlight and the real objects of our knowledge, or while with Aristotle we might hope that the minute observation and classification of the flickering shadows can eventually give us accurate knowledge of the reality behind them, we remain chained in the Cave for all our efforts.  The gap between noumena and phenomena has opened already, waiting for Kant to give  technical expression to it a few millennia later.  But Plato has already seen it mythically.  Once this gap has been opened, how can we ever be sure we have gotten it closed again?  That becomes the unavoidable question.  The epistemological Pandora is out of the box, and it will take more than Philosophy now to get her back in.

The fleeting shadows flow across the wall;

     That's all we know.  We think they may arise

     Outside our minds and bring before our eyes

Some glimpse of Truth--but by the time they fall

To us, a faint and hieroglyphic scrawl

     Is all that's left.  We try to analyze,

     Deduce from patterns what the shapes disguise--

They're hard to catch and harder to recall.

We think reflections of Reality

     Are cast by sunlight shining--how we crave

     To turn and look--but still we strive in vain.

No merely mortal man will ever see

     Whether the Door behind us in the Cave

     Is there, so firmly Fate has bound our chain.

The Middle Ages, Renaissance, and Reformation are in many ways a parenthesis in our story.  Faith in a divine revelation introduces simplifying factors into the equation that flood the Cave with a new and piercing Light.  Fides quaerens intellectum may find new entries and exits not visible to intellectum alone.  But we will not be in a position fully to appreciate them until we have tried our utmost to find our way out without them.  For our purposes, then, the chronological progression is not the most logical one.  

It has been well said that in philosophy, there is Plato and there is Aristotle; all else is footnotes.  Epistemological Spelunkers, in other words, have basically just two options if indeed they cannot break their chains.  One is to close their eyes and think: to reach back with their minds toward the Door, hoping that Reason, Intuition, or Emotion can somehow discern the reality behind the appearances.  (In this sense, Rationalism and Romanticism, opposites in style though they be, are united as descendants of Plato.)  The other is to open their eyes, squint them, and look really hard at the back wall: accepting the phenomena as the only key to reality we have, to hope by careful observation and classification of the images to arrive at accurate knowledge of the reality they represent.  (Thus Empiricism and Positivism reveal their descent from Aristotle.)  For a long time, people on both sides thought that if they just did their jobs well enough, we could eventually arrive at solid universal truths about reality, if not at reality itself.

Faith seemed to have made it all too easy, so it was perhaps inevitable that we would try to see if it could be done by natural reason alone.  Debates have raged as to how early, how radically, and how wisely this attempt was made.  But definitely by the time the Renaissance was over, it had become psychologically possible again to try exploring the Cave--at least provisionally--without Faith as a factor at all.  Indeed, it was high time to see if Doubt could be made to function as a philosophical virtue.

There once was a man named DesCartes

Who asked, "Where should Philosophy start?"

He said, "If I can doubt it,

I'll just do without it!

Now, that ought to make me look smart."

So he doubted the Clear and the Plain

To see what would finally remain.

It was thus he found out

There was no way to doubt

The doubt in the doubter's own brain.

"I exist!"  then with joy he concluded.

"On this point I cannot be deluded.

Even though it sounds dumb, 

If I think--ergo, sum!"

To this day he has not been refuted.

If you ask what this tale is about,

It's that doubting must always run out:

For you never can doubt 

That you're doubting the doubt

That you doubt when you're doubting your doubt.

DesCartes concluded that he could not doubt his own existence, for in order for the question to be raised, there had to be someone to ask it.  One could not doubt one's own existence without being there to do the doubting.  He thus managed to prove that the Cave at least contained a man in a chair--which had never really been in question.  But the point was, he could be sure of it.  From that foundation he then managed to infer the existence of the rest of the Cave and the World outside it, including the Divine.  But while the argument seemed valid as far as it went, it had two unintended consequences: It made doubt a virtue in itself, and it rested the whole foundation of knowledge on the mind of the individual human being.  With such a finite, contingent, and indeed fitful center of consciousness now attempting to hold up the whole foundation of universal knowledge, it was not long before cracks began to appear.

Eighteenth-Century rationalism tried to compensate by emphasizing the "common sense" of mankind, the consensus of "reasonable" men everywhere; but this tended to reduce truth to a few very general platitudes.  Meanwhile, Immanuel Kant was driving ever larger wedges between Reality and the mind of the individual:

"Our knowledge," one sage used to rant,

"Is regrettably always aslant;

The true Ding an Sich
Is so sly and so slick,

That when you try to see it, you Kan't."

If the history of epistemological spelunking has established one truth on a firm foundation, it is surely the immutable law of unintended consequences.  Efforts to establish human knowledge on a firm foundation kept backfiring, pushing us deeper in the long run into a crevasse of skepticism. Do we start with Kant's universal but empty categories or Locke's tabula rasa?  Either way, what gets built up in the mind is only an image of reality, not reality itself.  And while on simple questions of observation there is a certain continuity between my image and yours, once we get to the big questions we find agreement all but impossible to achieve.  And I can't even access your image directly; our attempts at communication give me at best only an image of your image.  So because my access to reality itself is largely dependent on the experiences of others, I am soon caught in a seemingly infinite regress of images of images.  The gap between my own experience of reality and the world as it actually is tends to get theoretically wider the longer I think about it.  If I keep knocking about in this Cave long enough, I will eventually conclude that Reality is an unreachable and hence unnecessary concept.  The Image itself--which means each individual's private version of the Image--becomes the ultimate reality.  When this happens, we will have reached the late Twentieth Century and Post-Modernism, where the Cave has become a sealed chamber for solipsists and De[con]struction reigns supreme.

As early as the British Empiricists, it had already become clear that, as the hope of knowledge of anything other than images receded, values would be among the first things to go.  Hume surveyed whole libraries, consigning everything that was not experimental fact or mathematical reasoning to the flames.  Once this had been done, it was only a matter of time until even the Common Sense of Mankind would follow the books of school divinity into the fire; the one was no more or less an image of an image than the other.   Hence, Post-Modernism is not so much a reaction against Modernity as its inevitable outcome. 

If a tree in the forest falls down

When no one with ears is around,

Though it crashes like thunder,

Philosophers wonder

Whether there's really a sound.

Or else, when you exit a room,

Is it rational then to assume

That the Table and Chair

That you left are still there

Until your sensations resume?

Bishop Berkeley set briskly about

Proving beyond any doubt

That the Table and Chair

Were really still there:

God still saw them when you had gone out.

Dr. Johnson kicked stones and said, "Thus

I refute this ridiculous fuss!

They may think I'm dense,

But I=ve got Common Sense."

He was surely an ornery cuss.

Do you think we have learned any more 

Than our ancestors knew back before?

Now the Chair and the Table

Are only a fable;

The Room has a lock on the door.

Deconstruction has buried the key

In the depths of the Post-Modern sea.

So we all stand around,

Or we sit on the ground,

And we call it the freedom to BE.

Epistemological spelunking, in other words, leads inexhorably to either unchecked rationalism or  unchastenend empiricism until both break down into unabashed nihilism and its exegetical offspring, ideological criticism.   In the modern world, empiricism has been the overwhelming choice.  The radical empiricism of the Endarkenment entails treating the Good as an abstraction, rejecting Truth for fact, and reducing the Beautiful to a subjective response.  Thus it undercuts the Docere of Literature, leaving us only with a truncated Diligere.  This epistemology applied to Art can only lead to Aestheticism, which inevitably degenerates into Structuralism, Post-Structuralism, and Deconstruction.  Once the actual Values of the Sages have thus been destroyed, they can be replaced with Marxism, Feminism, Freudianism, or whatever Ism we wish to impose on Texts left defenseless by the death of Truth.  To get beyond this impasse, we must abandon the skeptical philosophy that produced it as question-begging nonsense.

That skeptic, David Hume,

Gained philosophic fame

Committing to the fume

Of metaphoric flame

Whole libraries of pages

By metaphysic sages.

Unless it could be measured

By his empiric wit,

It never could be treasured,

And so, away with it!

Mere sophistry, illusion,

Divinity (!), confusion.

Augustine and Aquinas,

Isaiah, Moses, Paul:

Nothing but a minus;

Better burn them all--

The penalty for treason

Against enlightened AReason.

Erasmus, Calvin, Luther,

Dante, Milton, Spenser:

What could be uncouther,

More worthy of a censor?

Life seen through the prism

Of rank Empiricism.

To keep them as purveyors 

Of just imagination

Is but to be betrayers 

Of all their conversation:

Dead, white, oppressive pigs

For mere aesthetic prigs.

Good critics can=t arise

From bad philosophy.

It should be no surprise

That we have come to be

Despisers of the True--

Of Goodness, Beauty too.

If only what the senses

Can see or smell or feel

Is able to convince us

That it is really real,

How'd the sensation grow

That tells us this is so?

We'd really like to know.
And, of course, if  what the senses give us is only an image of reality, soon even the empirical world slips through our fingers.  In Post-Modernism, the Door to the Cave has collapsed, and we don=t even have the hope of light coming through the entrance any more.  The only light we see now is the miasma of our own subjectivity.

And yet . . . and yet.  There has got to be a better way.  If we really couldn=t know any more than we have come to say we can know, how could we ever know even that?  We have the spectre now of books written to communicate the idea that communication is impossible, professors who mean to say that meaning is non-existent.  For all our brilliance, we seem to have gotten off track.  To find our way back to sanity, perhaps we should begin by returning to the Cave before the cave-in.

Plato rightly saw that the mind through the senses cannot know reality directly; the senses create in the mind an image, one necessarily somewhat distorted.  Once the distortion is admitted, how do we keep it from swallowing us up?  Following Plato's lead, we tried through the human intellect alone to find universal knowledge in spite of the limits of the Cave, but found that this quest eventually buried us.  But what if there were another way out?   

Plato could not have conceived of another Mind that could see reality directly, but was personal like ours and could communicate with us.   But what if there were such a Mind?  What if it had made the external world of Reality and then made us in its own image, so that our minds could be expected to correspond with the external world, being instruments designed to deal with it by the same One who designed it?  And what if that Mind--that Person--had once walked right into the Cave itself?  What then? 

Then the Medieval and Renaissance Parenthesis would not be a parenthesis.  Fides quaerens intellectum and Credo ut intelligam would represent, not a sidetrack along which benighted Theists tried for a while to rationalize their misguided claims to knowledge, but the only hope we have of a way out of the Darkness.  The question then becomes, AHow could we tell if Someone from Outside has joined us in the Cave?@  Would he do things that no other Cave-Dweller could do?  Maybe speak with authority, not as the scribes?  Would the flickering shadows finally make sense only from His perspective?  Hmmm. . . .

We are not saying that theistic faith in itself is an adequate foundation for knowledge--for real contact with reality.  It would have to be a theistic faith that included Incarnation at its heart, and what was incarnated would have to be the Logos.  That Logos would have to stand up to all the historical squinting we can do as it joined the array of flickering images.  And by becoming one of those shadows, it would have to transform the whole meaning of the back wall forever.  Only if all that had happened would modern or post-modern people be able rationally to claim they know anything (even, in a wonderfully ironic reductio, the falsity of theism).  But if it had happened--well, that would explain much. 

The fleeting shadows flow across the wall;

That’s all we know.  We think they may arise

Outside our minds, and bring before our eyes

Some glimpse of Truth--but by the time they fall

To us, a faint and hieroglyphic scrawl

Is all that's left.  We try to analyze,

Deduce from patterns what the shapes disguise--

They're hard to catch and harder to recall.

We think reflections of Reality

Are cast by Sunlight shining--how we crave

To turn and look--but still we strive in vain.

No merely mortal man will ever see

Whether the Door behind us in the Cave

Is there, so firmly Fate has bound our chain.

So many years we strove against the chain

That gradually some gave up, and hope was dead.

"There is no Door; there is no Cave," they said,

"No explanation, nothing to explain.

It's just a game you play inside your brain:

All the poetry you've ever read 

Makes chemical reactions in your head;

That's all that Pleasure is, and also Pain."

What of the Beautiful, the True, the Good?

"They're all illusions; they are all the same,

Sounds upon the wind, an empty name, 

And that is all that can be understood."

But then the rule that says that nothing's true

Must be applied to their denial too!

So hope could not completely be denied.

Yet still the shadows flicker on the wall,

And we're not certain what they mean at all

In spite of every theory we have tried.

If only one of us could get outside

Into the Light that fills that vaster hall

And not go blind, but come back and recall

For us the land where the True Shapes abide!

If only--but the ancient Grecian knew

No way that it could be.  It seemed absurd

To hope or to despair.  So still the True

Was but in shadows seen, in echoes heard--

Until the birth of a barbaric Jew

Who was in the Beginning; was the Word.

When Epistemological Spelunkers discover that the sunlight coming in through the Door of the Cave is really the Sonlight, the chains fall off and they discover that indeed the Truth sets them free: free to trust the shadows in this life as they see through a glass darkly, and freed from their chains in the end to feel the Sonlight full upon their faces.  Therefore, the light of the Gospel is, in philosophy as well as theology, quite literally the Light at the end of the Tunnel.  

In Thy Light we see light.

ENDNOTES
     �C. S. Lewis, The Discarded Image   (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Pr., 1970), p. 4.





     �2.Honesty compels the author to admit that, yes, all the verses in this essay, groaners though they may be, are his own.





     �"Faith seeking understanding."





     �4.Candidates for the role of Culprit have included Thomas Aquinas (Francis A. Schaeffer, Escape from Reason [Downers Grove, Il.: InterVarsity Press, 1968]); William of Occam (Richard M. Weaver, Ideas Have Consequences [Chicago: Univ. Of Chicago Press, 1948]); or DesCartes, LaPlace, Hume, and Kant (Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical Philosophy [N.Y.: Harper & Row, 1964]).  Such a diverse cast of villains might suggest that assigning personal responsibility is difficult; that the thing happened and that many had a hand in it seems plain.    





     �5.For excellent treatments of post-modernism, see David S. Dockery, ed., The Challenge of Post-Modernism: An Evangelical Engagement (Wheaton: Bridgepoint, 1995) and Gene Edward Veith, Post-Modern Times: A Christian Guide to Contemporary Thought and Culture (Wheaton: Crossway, 1994).





     �6.From Horace's dictum that the purpose of literature is docere et diligere, to teach and delight.





     �7.For an outstanding recent critique of ideological criticism, see Daniel E. Ritchie, Reconstructing Literature in an Ideological Age: A Biblical Poetics and Literary Studies from Milton to Burke (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996).





     �8.For an alternative, see Donald T. Williams, Inklings of Reality: Essays toward a Christian Philosophy of Letters (Toccoa, Ga.: Toccoa Falls College Press, 1996).





     �"I believe so that I may understand."








