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The Importance of the “Misfit” Fact

Greetings, and congratulations to the Phi Beta Kappa class of 2010 at Luther College.  I am honored to be included in your number, and I am delighted by the opportunity to speak to you this afternoon.  You are my ideal audience, the one I think of when I write:  a group of liberal arts graduates, broadly educated and able to make connections across ways of thinking.
As Martin Mohr’s kind introduction made plain, I am very much a product of Luther College.  And I realized the extent to which this is true in my first year at Roanoke College, when the college president assigned me to a special task force to develop a new statement of the school’s learning goals, in preparation for a thorough revision of its general education curriculum.  
As it turned out, my main contribution was a preface to the learning goals that describes the philosophy and benefits of a liberal arts education.  I’d like to read it to you because, in a very real sense, today I’m bringing back to Luther the understanding of education that I developed here, and that I share with you as fellow Luther graduates.  For those of you who read mission statements, you may even hear echoes of the current and past Luther College statements.
Freedom with Purpose

Education in the liberal arts is education for liberation. The term “liberal arts” derives from the Latin artes liberales and means, literally, the subjects of study appropriate to free persons.  And the verb “to educate” means, in its Latin root, “to lead.”  A liberal arts education, then, is one that leads out from small worlds into larger ones.  (The idea and image here derive from the current Luther mission statement:  “As a liberal arts college, Luther is committed to a way of learning that moves us beyond immediate interests and present knowledge into a larger world….”) 
[Such an education] leads us out from small, safe worlds into larger, more interesting ones by training in us a dissatisfaction with partial knowledge, with sloganeering, and with fixed ideologies.  It instills in us instead an appreciation for the true complexity of things and a lifelong commitment to learning.  A mind so trained respects facts, employs apt methods, and engages in creative problem solving.  It examines alternatives; it does not fear tension or paradox.  It welcomes the stubborn “misfit” fact that cracks open a too-small view and releases us into a wider play of thought.  And it encounters this liberating openness in the vision of artists; in the venturesome thought of philosophers, theologians, and mathematicians; in the observation and experimentation of scientists; in the insights of social scientists; and in the experience of living in community.     

A liberal arts education at a small, residential college frees us from isolation within ourselves into a community of learners and sharers, a community of discovery and collaboration in which we can grow as individuals in constructive engagement with others.

A liberal arts education frees us from a reliance upon received opinion into an achieved personal authority by training the skills of critical thought, sound research, and informed and reasoned debate....
A liberal arts education frees us from entrapment within the conventions of our present place and time into a wider perspective that comprehends our own legacies, the breadth of human history, and the variety of human cultures.  (This is part of what we mean when we speak of entering a larger world.  Your education, in fact, can be described as space and time travel, and travel into other minds.  In your studies you have spent time, for instance, in Classical Greece and in the minds of people such as Martin Luther, Isaac Newton, and William Shakespeare.  But back to the document—)
A liberal arts education frees us from superficiality and distraction into the satisfactions of knowledge in depth, in which depth of learning leads to useful understanding—and to pleasure, wonder, and awe.  (I need to pause here, too, and comment on the fact that we live now within a culture of distraction, in which it is a counter-cultural act to concentrate on one thing for more than ten minutes.  So let me emphasize again “the satisfactions of knowledge in depth, in which depth of learning leads to useful understanding—and to pleasure, wonder, and awe.”) 
At the same time, a liberal education frees us from mere specialization into a wider dialogue, in which depth of knowledge is shared and debated to clarify distinctions, to discover patterns, and to integrate human knowledge into an ever larger and more adequate view.  (You, as Phi Beta Kappa scholars, know well the ways in which depth and breadth of learning are complementary and enabling.)
A liberal arts education engages ethics and questions of ultimate meaning.  It does not offer pat moral answers.  Instead, it provides the basis of all moral behavior—it helps us to imagine the reality of other lives.  In matters of ethical living, it does not limit itself to the human, social world, but includes thoughtful consideration of our place within the natural world.  At Roanoke College (and at Luther) these inquiries are informed, in part, by a tradition of Lutheran education that encourages a dialogue between faith and learning.

Education in the liberal arts frees us from purposelessness into productive careers and lives of service, in which our work to discover what is good, true, and beautiful leads on to work for good in the world.

The effects of a liberal arts education—an education for liberation—are a love of learning, an openness within the vastness of what we do not know, and a desire to use what we do know in ethical living, engaged citizenship, and service for the general good.  The broad aim of such an education, therefore, is to produce resourceful, informed, and responsible citizens.

Against Ideology
Now I’d like to pick out a couple of ideas from the “Freedom with Purpose” statement and take them further, because I think they hold special relevance for the present moment.  I’d like to emphasize the importance of “an openness within the vastness of what we do not know” and the claim that a liberal arts education “leads us out from small, safe worlds into larger, more interesting ones by training in us a dissatisfaction with partial knowledge, with sloganeering, and with fixed ideologies.”  
Our moment, of course, is plagued by fixed ideologies and by an unyielding partisanship that closes off the possibility of constructive debate and compromise, and that has led to incivility—even ugliness—in our politics, causing governmental and cultural gridlock—what the Greeks called stasis.  

The present moment in which the Luther class of 2010 is graduating reminds me in many ways of the time when I was a Luther student.  Now we’re divided into red and blue, but in the early ‘70s we were too often divided into black and white, young or old, hawks or doves.  And in each case, I believe, we have suffered loud ideologues, an excess of pretended certainty, and so-called debate unworthy of the name.  Both then and now, we have argument by slogan and sound-bite.  And we have forgotten that true debate can be about more than winning; it can be collaborative truth-seeking. 

So, recently I’ve afflicted my friends with periodic tirades against “ideology.”  My dictionary defines ideology as “(1) The body of ideas reflecting the social needs and aspirations of an individual, group, class, or culture. (2) A set of doctrines or beliefs that form the basis of a political, economic, or other system.”  
It is, of course, desirable to act out of a coherent set of principles.  And each of us has and behaves according to an ideological perspective, even when we’re not conscious of it.  It is, in fact, in the nature of ideologies to be invisible to us, to be the thing that “goes without saying,” because it represents what is normal to us, what we take for granted.  So it’s a good thing for us to become aware of our ideological instincts and to try to bring some coherence to our principles and actions.  
But what I’d like to speak against is dogma, a fixed and closed ideology that has become a totalizing theory, a universal explanation that leads to “top-down” thinking—the kind of thoughtless thinking whereby one simply applies a ready-made template to any question or circumstance in order to arrive at the “correct” answer.  
I understand the seductions of ideology.  It seems to provide certainty, a bulwark against messiness, baffling complexities, and anxiety.  And it lets us join a team, put on a jersey, and fight the good fight for our side.  But to live this way is a small, sad thing.  As we see on both the right and the left, the ideologue is arrogant with certainties, has no reason to listen to dissenting views except to dismiss them, and sees compromise—the heart of the democratic process—as betrayal.  

And this is what we have too much of just now.  So I want to offer, as antidote, some ways of thinking and behaving that have in common a “bottom-up” approach, an approach that starts with facts and with the gritty particulars of life as we experience it in all its variety and surprise.  

Against ideology I would pose (1) empirical science, (2) the art experience, and (3) thinking through stories.  And I believe that these ways of knowing share in common the virtues of curiosity and openness.  And each results in a reaction to the world that I would describe as reverence.  “Reverence,” a word from the realm of religion, may seem surprising here, but what I’m thinking of is the opposite of what the Greeks called hubris, the kind of overweening human pride that angered the gods with its impiety.
So, I’m recommending the value of these “bottom-up” ways of knowing as antidote to our current plague of top-down ideological thinking—and the arrogance of pretended certainty that comes with it.  I’m recommending, in fact, nothing less than an “ethic of uncertainty.”  (A friend of mine tells me the phrase is too negative, that I should speak instead of the positive virtue of “openness.”  But I want to confront certainty head-on by recommending its opposite.)
Empirical science is perhaps our clearest example of thinking that respects facts and works up from observation into knowledge.  Every scientific theory, no matter how well established and widely accepted, is always open to revision based on new observation.  
When Galileo pointed his telescope at the sky and found that some of the “fixed stars” moved in irregular ways and that one of them had its own subordinate “stars” that rotated around it, the Earth moved.  The elegant model of the Ptolemaic Universe, with its Earth-centered nest of crystalline spheres, was shattered.  And Galileo’s earth-shaking observations earned him a trip to prison.  It was, according to the church of his day, a set of very inconvenient facts. 
But now, as astronomer’s have pointed ever more powerful telescopes into space, we have a new and equally awe-inspiring view of the universe—and one that’s being revised with regularity by new discoveries.  
In many ways, science and art are natural allies—complementary ways of knowing.  Both insist upon close observation and the significance of local particulars.  When I speak of “the art experience” I’m thinking of art as a meeting place where we encounter each other in ways that mark our lives.  
Standing before an artwork, we encounter the artist and see through his or her eyes, think through his or her imagination.  We “travel” into another place or time or mind.   Often we experience, at first, the “strangeness” of another point of view, a dislocation.  Then, frequently, we are relocated and experience delight, discovery, and insight.  Almost always our world is enlarged, our capacity for empathy is exercised, and we feel less alone
One kind of art experience, of course, is reading.  And since my own field is literature, I’d like to recommend the experience of “thinking through stories.”  Really good stories told well—whether nonfiction or fiction—carry us beneath the abstractions of fixed ideologies and down to individual cases.  They immerse us in particular lives in particular times and places under specific circumstances.  And they do so not just as illustrations of a point or “moral”—that’s propaganda, not literature—but to carry us through the nuanced exploration of a theme.  Literature, finally, is less in the business of answering questions than in helping us to formulate questions in useful ways and to probe them from a particular point of view.  
In this way literature too is allied with science.  Both insist that any conclusions we draw—whether a powerful theory or a story’s climactic revelation—must remain open, subject to the ongoing tests of new data, of new stories.   

The ‘Misfit’ Fact

Which brings me to my title:  “The Importance of the ‘Misfit’ Fact.”  You may have noticed the sentence in the “Freedom With Purpose” document that claimed:  a liberal arts education trains us to welcome “the stubborn ‘misfit’ fact that cracks open a too-small view and releases us into a wider play of thought.”  The terminology of the sentence has a source; it comes from a poem by A. R. Ammons entitled “The Misfit.”  
This is a wonderful poem to look at with a roomful of Phi Beta Kappa scholars because its vocabulary draws from many fields.  It speaks of molecule and nucleus, and uses the philosophical and scientific language of synthesis, all made more concrete by homely images of bricks and mortar.

The poem begins:  
The unassimilable fact leads us on:

round the edges


where broken shapes make poor masonry

the synthesis

fails (and succeeds) into limitation


or extending itself too far

becomes a different synthesis . . . .
It is the misfit, unassimilable fact out at the ragged edge of things that we must value, Ammons insists.  That’s the one, inconvenient as it is, that leads us out of a small inadequate understanding into a larger view.  By the misfit fact 

. . . we are led on 

 

to peripheries, to the raw blocks of material,

where mortar and trowel can convert


diversity into enlarging unity:
According to the poem, it is

not the million oriented facts

but the one or two facts,


out of place,

recalcitrant, the one observed fact

that tears us into questioning:
And then, in its last stanza, the poem takes a surprising turn in its language:  

what has not

joined dies into order to redeem, with

loss of singleness extends the form,


or, unassimilable, leads us on. 

Ammons, at the end of his poem, sounds a religious note when he says that the misfit fact “dies into order to redeem.”
The singular fact can only extend the form by “dying” into conformity, but in the process it enlarges the structure that must accommodate it.  And the religious allusion is itself a surprise and an oddity that leads us on to contemplate further meanings of the poem.  
The allusion is to Psalm 118 with the famous verses (22-23) referenced by Jesus in the gospels of Matthew and Mark:  The Psalm says:  “The stone which the builders refused is become the head stone of the corner.  This is the Lord’s doing; it is marvelous in our eyes.”  
And so the poem ends, not with an emphasis on conformity—not with “loss of singleness” to extend the form—but with the unassimilable, misfitting piece that serves as cornerstone for a new structure.  
The poem warns against closing thought down within the illusion of a final comprehensiveness.  As St. Augustine said, human longing in this world is endless as it seeks restlessly for an object adequate to its desire.
This attitude of openness and seeking reminds me of the former Luther mission statement that read, in part: “Luther College is dedicated to faith and to learning.  This commitment places the response to God’s truth in dialogue with the human quest for truth:  faith expands and gives direction to this quest and is challenged by it.”   

I’m especially fond of that last phrase, “and is challenged by it.”  I have always been grateful that I was raised in a religious tradition founded by a scholar and an educator, a tradition that honors the dignity of human intellect.  And the vision of a dialogue between faith and learning emphasizes to us that neither faith nor learning is ever finished, that each is an ongoing process.

That faith must be faith and not doctrinal certainty may frustrate some.  And that the human quest for truth is never finished may look to some like futility.  But I feel differently.  

I feel liberated, free in a vast and fascinating creation.  I think of the Navajo sand paintings that depict the natural order and the great powers at play in the world.  I’m impressed by the wisdom of the medicine men who make them always with a gap in the border.  The orders they depict are open orders, and I’m told that the Navajo word for “sand painting” means "place where the gods come and go."  And when the painting has been finished and used in its ritual, it must be swept away, not clung to like an idol.  

I’d like to finish, now, with another poem by A. R. Ammons.  The poem is “Corson’s Inlet,” set on a beach in New Jersey,” and it expresses the liberation that comes with intellectual humility. 

The poet is walking along the shore, humbled by the complexity of life there, relieved by the way it has freed him from his too-small mental constructions.  After describing darting minnows, flocking birds, the flux of weather and tides, he declares:

but Overall is beyond me:  is the sum of these events

I cannot draw, the ledger I cannot keep, the accounting

beyond the account . . . . 

Amid nature’s fecundity and complexity, he can only conclude:  
I have reached no conclusions, have erected no boundaries,

shutting out and shutting in, separating inside

from outside:  I have

drawn no lines:

as

manifold events of sand

change the dune’s shape that will not be the same shape

tomorrow . . . .

He reacts to this limit upon his knowledge not with frustration, but with relief.  It is a source of comfort to him.   “[T]here is serenity,” the poet says,

no arranged terror:  no forcing of image, plan,

or thought:

no propaganda, no humbling of reality to precept . . .
I see narrow orders, limited tightness, but will

not run to that easy victory:

still around the looser, wider forces work:

I will try

      to fasten into order enlarging grasps of disorder, widening

scope, but enjoying the freedom that

Scope eludes my grasp, that there is no finality of vision,

that I have perceived nothing completely,

 
that tomorrow a new walk is a new walk.
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