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!e little child awakens to self-consciousness through being addressed 
by the love of his mother. Since the child in this process replies and re-
sponds to a directive that cannot in any way have come from within its 
own self—it would never occur to the child that it itself had produced 
the mother’s smile—the entire paradise of reality that unfolds around 
the “I” stands there as an incomprehensible miracle: it is not thanks to 
the gracious favor of the “I” that space and the world exist, but thanks to 
the gracious favor of the “!ou.” And if the “I” is permitted to walk upon 
the ground of reality and to cross the distances to reach the other, this 
is due to an original favor bestowed on him, something for which, a 
priori, the “I” will never find the sufficient reason in himself.
—H  U    B

!inking is not an autonomous activity, but is at its core a “being 
moved by an other.” Because the mother’s smile is a gesture of love that 
“welcomes” the other, her child, it does not impose itself as an opaque 
and indeed violent demand, but as an enabling invitation. !us, the 
personal gesture that the mother addresses to the child is what gives 
rise to his capacity to respond in kind.
—D. C. S,-.
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PreFace

H ave you witnessed the moment when a young mother :rst 
sees her newborn child? Mother is holding her infant to her-

self, gazing into their face in rapture, smiling a joyous, self-giving, 
surprise-:lled, welcome. Have you witnessed Baby’s :rst smile in 
response? Or seen Baby’s rapture beholding Mother in early months? 
Have you been blessed to be Mother? If these haven’t been :rsthand 
experiences for you, others’ photographs of these precious moments 
are in endless supply.

9ough you don’t remember it, at the outset of your own life 
the baby was you. Assuming ordinary circumstances, as a new-
born, you were the recipient of your mother’s welcoming smile—
as were we all. 9ere are exceptions, we’ll note, but they serve to 
underscore this far more common experience.

More than physical and emotional factors are in play in the 
primal encounter of mother and child at birth. Philosophical ones 
are as well, although this philosophical service isn’t one that has 
commonly been appreciated. In this little book, I want to make 
the case that you and I are formed philosophically in the raptur-
ous welcome our mothers. Now as adults we no longer see our 
mother’s face through baby eyes, but philosophical formation is 
sustained as we see ourselves being seen in the delighted regard of 
certain close friends.
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I do not at all mean to exclude fathers or other family mem-
bers, who carry out this philosophical ministration as well. I only 
mean to highlight the distinctive service of mothers in babies’ ear-
liest months, and friends throughout life. Fathers, grandparents, 
and other family members also serve as operative faces in our 
lives, our best of friends in this philosophical service; they even :ll 
in for Mother, especially in a case of her unnatural absence a=er 
our birth. We all need to heed the message of this book. It is in the 
welcoming smile of mothers and friends that we receive the im-
plicit life-shaping philosophical orientation fundamental to our 
entire lives.

Philosophy concerns the most fundamental matters we hu-
man persons can’t help but live out responses to: who we are as per-
sons, what life is about, 
what reality is, how we 
are involved with it in 
understanding and 
acting, and our under-
girding wonder and 
belonging in the world. 
One need not have tak-
en a philosophy course 
to be philosophical; 
one needs only to have 
been born a human 
person. We are philosophical at the very core of who we are. We live 
out a philosophy, o=en without realizing it. Philosophy, I believe, 
is our birthright. 9is is not to say that re>ecting philosophically 
is particularly easy. It can be di?cult because these fundamental 
matters lie so near to who we are. When we try to express them, 
the words we suggest must be indwelt for a while so as to grasp and 
employ them. But philosophy is fraught with wonder; it is joyous to 
probe even in half-understanding. Philosophy, it is my unwavering 
conviction, is meant for everyday living. Mothers and friends form 
and sustain us in our fundamental philosophical orientation. Our 
implicit philosophy in turn permeates and shapes all that we do.

It is in the welcoming 
smile of mothers and 

friends that we receive 
the implicit life-

shaping philosophical 
orientation fundamental 

to our entire lives.
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In these pages I will trace the philosophical outlook that 
emerges in the gaze of the loving mother and others. I hope to show 
why this natal philosophy holds pride of place, and why it matters as 
a philosophical paradigm critical in our modern age, restorative and 
valuable to us in everyday life, thought, and work. I want to encour-
age us all to reinstate the superior philosophy naturally formed in 
our early childhood.

Imagine for a moment, in stark contrast to the deeply natural 
and common delight of mother and child with each other, a hor-
ri:c alternative: a child who suspects and rejects their mother’s 
welcome, refuses to see themselves being seen. Heartbreakingly, 
this happens, perhaps most commonly as part of the tangled pe-
riod of adolescence. It is neither original nor natural.

A philosophical version of this characterizes the modern age 
in which we live. 9e defective philosophy de:ning our time re-
sembles the horri:c alternative I mentioned. In e@ect, it rejects our 
primal philosophical shaping in the welcoming face of the mother.

By the modern age, or modernity, I have in mind our in-
herited way of thinking in the West dating from the 1400s to 
the present, and in important ways only growing more strident. 
Although it isn’t our natal outlook, we seem to inhale it and live 
it in later years. Our modernist era, philosophically unnatural, 
is woebegone and toxic. 9e claims of this book present a timely 
challenge to our modern age, and they o@er much needed philo-
sophical healing.

Without the face of a mother, a baby cannot survive. Simi-
larly, in rejecting the formative, life-shaping philosophy forged in 
the gaze of mothers and friends, we become philosophically de-
formed. 9e philosophical formation we receive from Mother and 
friends, if we return to embrace it, o@ers much needed philosophi-
cal healing to restore us, our philosophy, and our world to whole-
ness. If we are to live in harmony and shalom, e@ective caregivers 
for the world in our lives and professions, in our era, we must re-
turn philosophically to the more natural, primal version—the one 
forged in the mother’s smile.
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I hope that this tiny treatise is big with philosophical payo@: 
not only is returning to embrace our natal philosophical forma-
tion personally and culturally restorative, dispelling the grip of 
modernity’s thrall; not only does returning to this philosophical 
paradigm enhance and enrich our involvement with the world; 
not only does it restore a superior philosophy; but seeing how we 
are formed philosophically in the attentive regard of mothers and 
friends o@ers an on-ramp for the everyday philosophical life.

Why care to live a philosophical life—something out of vogue 
thanks to modernity’s anti-philosophical penchant? 9e response 
is simple: because you already are. You are a human person: to 
be human is to be philosophical. We shape a philosophy of life 
that makes sense of our lives, :lling it with meaning and purpose, 
orienting and guiding our aspirations, deepening our wonder and 
love, growing our wisdom and prudence. If you believe in God, 
that belief is profoundly of a piece with these matters—for believ-
ers, God is the most real, most desired, most loveable, beautiful, 
good, and true Person.

How does one become intentional in living a philosophical 
life? Again, the response is simple, though it unfolds over a lifetime. 
Start to attend to the philosophical matters already permeating 
and playing out in all the dimensions of your life. No one can take 
a single step without a philosophy of the real and our involvement 
with it; but it is another matter to pay attention and give thought 
to how it shapes our ventures. Also, notice glimmers of wonder at 
existence that appear and endlessly beguile us. Where in your life 
are you already drawn in wonder to the real, in beauty, goodness, 
and truth? Where are you groping toward it as toward a beckoning 
star? Where there is wonder, philosophizing is under way.

Cultivate and feed your philosophical attentiveness. 9inking 
about philosophy is already philosophizing! Live your life thought-
fully attuned to fundamental matters of our humanness, reality, 
and our involvement with it in knowing and action. 9is will also 
involve contemplation, re>ection, reading and conversation. As 
part of my own philosophical journey I have tried to write books 
that express an everyday philosophical approach. 9ese o@er a 
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way-in to an intentional philosophical life. I trust that this book 
feeds your philosophizing. Speci:cally as per this book, recognize 
that you enact responsible philosophizing as you convey delighted 
welcome and noticing regard as mothers and friends.

9is book commissions us in philosophical service, as moth-
ers, fathers, family, and friends, to gaze with delighted, attentive 
regard upon others, beginning with our tiniest children. May 
they see our delighted faces beholding and welcoming them. Our 
friends need this from us, as do our neighbors, our city, and the 
others, personal and otherwise, of our world. If we all live philo-
sophically into this noticing regard for the other, the world will be 
a better place.

May this book’s re>ection deepen your gravitas as a mother 
or a friend. May it deepen your gratitude for your mother and your 
friends. May it remind you to see yourself being seen with pro-
found regard and delight. May it deepen your sense of the dignity 
and reality of who you are in the world. May it heighten your com-
mitment to o@er delighted noticing regard to others.
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Dr. Philosopher Mom

N ow into my eighth decade, this little book also is a bit of a 
memoir. From my vantage point I re>ect on the arc of my 

life as a philosopher and a mother. I foreground a theme that has 
been growing throughout my philosophical life and work.

Dr. Philosopher Mom
For decades now I have thought of myself as “Dr. Philosopher 
Mom.” Especially when my children were tiny, I fought a palpable 
disconnect between my philosophical work and my parenting. 
I was trying to do both well, and continually feeling that each 
kept me from doing the other as I should. I remember coming 
home from teaching a class one evening, scooping up my crying 
baby, and thinking: she has no appreciation of what I am doing at 
school, and my colleagues and students have no appreciation of 
what I am doing at home! It seemed at that time that philosophy 
and parenting, like oil and water, didn’t mix. At times I felt that my 
brain was turning to mush as I cared for my three tiny children. It 
is now in retrospect, from my vantage point as “Dr. Philosopher 
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Grandmamà,” that I a?rm that I was (and am) carrying out forma-
tive philosophical ministration.

Very soon I came to realize that parenting is the most philo-
sophical profession you can have. Parents, for example, word their 
baby’s world to them—and therein o@er them the world. 9e 
wording is an eye-opening and a valuing. One of my toddlers 
called every >ying machine she saw an airplane—until the day I 
said to her, “A helicopter goes wop, wop, wop.” From that day on 
she nailed the distinction and noticed the helicopters (which were 
numerous there in South Louisiana). Author Walker Percy, in his 
essay, “Naming and Being,” writes that naming opens our eyes to 
what is there, and celebrates it, too. Parent and child are “co-cele-
brants of what is.”1 9is is philosophically profound.

9e story of 
my time as a young 
mother and young 
philosopher is one of 
searching for a way 
to take philosophy, so 
to speak, out of the 
ivory tower and to 
the kitchen table—as 
I personally needed to 
and wanted to as I at-
tended to my growing 
children. 9ose years 

grew my conviction that philosophy is for us all in the everyday. 
Whatever I am reading and trying to understand, I shouldn’t con-
sider myself to have :nished my philosophical study until I can 
express my :ndings valuably for the people “in the streets.” I came 
to see that philosophy concerns the everyday, rather than cerebral, 
abstract esoterica. Philosophy is concrete and felt, the ground be-
neath and within everything we are and do. It and we deserve that 
it be so rendered.

I was singularly inspired and aided in this mission by the 
philosophical proposals of premier scientist-turned-philosopher 

Over time the 
distressed disconnect 

between parenting 
and philosophical 

work transmuted into 
a delightful blend. 
I realized I had the 

best of both worlds.
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Michael Polanyi.2 I found his work in time to produce a PhD dis-
sertation on it, which I completed when I was pregnant with Child 
Number Two.3 Polanyi’s account about how we actually come to 
know—his discovery-based epistemology—proved to make good 
sense of how knowing works in any venture and discipline: sci-
ence, work, and worship, but also everything in the kitchen and 
household, and my children’s encounters with the world.

Over time the distressed disconnect between parenting and 
philosophical work transmuted into a delightful blend. I realized 
I had the best of both worlds. I settled into a rhythm that still feels 
like what I was made for: the practice of doing philosophy at home, 
while caring for my household. My :rst philosophy book, Long-
ing to Know: !e Philosophy of Knowledge for Ordinary People, was 
birthed at home, with by-then high schoolers coming and going 
in and beyond the household.4 Longing to Know over>ows with 
examples drawn from my home life, featuring not just my old Ford 
Taurus (I argue in the book that knowing God is like knowing your 
auto mechanic), but featuring my children. 9ey were the ones, in 
just one memorable example, who pointed down to the leafy >oor 
of the woods and said, “Look!”—which led me to the hair-raising 
aha! moment of spying the copperhead. I had the privilege of teach-
ing all three of them to read and write and get going on numbers. 
I taught them to drive. I was paying close attention to their know-
ings: the classroom and music and overseas experiences they were 
garnering as their lives unfolded. And I came to feel that my delight 
in them was my paramount obligation to them.

Now as Dr. Philosopher Grandmamà I am blessed by the 
beaming faces of my grandchildren and try to greet them always 
with mine. 9ey are important friends seeing me in my dotage. 
All that I say in this book about mothers and friends is the grand-
parent’s strategic privilege and obligation as well. Young parents, 
though central and critical to the philosophical formation of their 
tiny children, generally have less leisure for extended re>ection! 
9e grandmamà post may be more suited to philosophizing.
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My Philosophical Quest
Now let me tell you how my experience as a mother intersected 
with unfolding philosophical thought. As I see it now, my philoso-
phizing began with the occurrence of heartfelt puzzlements at age 
thirteen: How do I know that God exists? Actually, how do I know 
that anything exists outside my mind? How could I be sure that 
reality was there beyond my ideas of it? Eventually I learned that 
my questions were philosophical. 9en once I found out that phi-
losophy is something you can study formally, I felt bound to take 
up the quest. Over the years, in response to these urgent youthful 
philosophical concerns about knowing and reality, I have devel-
oped my own proposals. I have laid these out in a series of books. In 
Longing to Know I :rst applied Polanyi’s proposals concerning how 
we go about knowing in every arena of life. Choosing one main 
application, I showed how this makes sense of knowing God, too.

As part of explaining how we know, Polanyi frequently re-
marked that in the moment of insight we make contact with real-
ity beyond our head, as evidenced by our “unspeci:able sense of 
indeterminate future manifestations.”5 Since it was hope of contact 
with reality that I myself especially sought, his tantalizing promise 
was like an oasis in the desert. No other philosophers I was study-
ing even mentioned this glaringly critical matter (also the legacy 
of modernist philosophy). I devoted my dissertation to this claim 
and have continued to savor and re>ect on its implications.

I came to see that this phenomenon, this inarticulate sense of 
a range of future possibilities, says something key about knowing, 
and also about reality itself. In Longing to Know I expressed it this 
way: it’s not as if reality answers your questions so much as that it 
explodes them. 9e moment of insight is less like information gar-
nered and more like a person walking in and changing everything. 
More like a personA .A .A .A . And knowing is more like an interper-
soned encounter. Knowing, I said in that book, is like a wedding: 
you promise to love, honor, and obey, and then in grace reality 
self-discloses. In a footnote I coined the term “covenant epistemol-
ogy,” and promised to explore this further in another book.6
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9at next book was Loving to Know: Introducing Covenant 
Epistemology.7 In modernity we inherit an implicit view of know-
ing as collecting information, with its damaging baggage of 
dichotomies, such as reason and faith, fact and value, objective 
and subjective, and so on. In healing challenge to this “defective 
default,” I propose that the paradigm for knowing is the interper-
soned, covenantally structured, encounter and relationship. We 
do not know in order to love; we love in order to know. Reality, 
I argued, is personlike, and so best practices in knowing take the 
form of inviting it, as one would another person. In knowing, we 
invite the real.

Covenant epistemology intertwines three strands: Polanyi’s 
account of knowing; the notion of covenant as pledged relation-
ship, applied to human knowing; and the idea that reality is 
personlike, with knowing best construed to be interpersoned, 
transformative encounter. Best practices of knowing, then, enact 
a person-honoring etiquette to invite the real.

To build my case I re>ect on conversations with a handful of 
thinkers to make the case that knowing is mutually transforma-
tive interpersoned encounter and that the real itself is personlike: 
John Macmurray, Martin Buber, and James Loder, among others. 
It was in developing this argument that I :rst came to re>ect on 
the mother’s smile as philosophically formative. I extend it imme-
diately to the noticing regard of friends, as per my own :rsthand 
experience of this. I also develop an account of self-discovery in 
the noticing regard of the other. 9at was !011. My !01) A Little 
Manual for Knowing, a how-to for knowing ventures, expresses 
many of these insights in an abridged form.8

Also in !01) I discovered that my proposals profoundly 
resonated with the work of philosopher D.AC. Schindler and oth-
ers working in the contemporary classical Christian philosophi-
cal tradition. 9is opened up a world of depths and possibilities 
to indwell and to share ever since. In the :rst essay of his that I 
read, “Surprised by Truth,” Schindler expounds the insights of 
philosophical theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar.9 Amazingly, 
these include re>ection on the mother’s smile. Balthasar has 
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written memorably: “9e little child awakens to self-consciousness 
through being addressed by the love of his mother.”10 According to 
Schindler, this is no aside: the mother’s smile serves as the founda-
tion of Balthasar’s philosophy of knowledge.11

My !0!3 book, Doorway to Artistry: Attuning Your Philoso-
phy to Enhance Your Creativity, displays the fruit of this ongoing 
re>ection.12 I confess a bit shamefacedly: it was only as I wrote this 
book that I :nally recognized that I wasn’t “a baby skeptic,” as I had 
referred to myself for decades. My odd questions came around age 
thirteen! Now I call it, “adolescent-onset skepticism”! 9is realiza-
tion allowed me to see how di@erently I came to the world and the 
world came to me when I was a tiny child.

In Doorway to Artistry, then, I argue for a “metaphysics of 
childhood”: there is a way of encountering the real that is natural 
to the tiny child, barring adverse circumstances. I argue that we 
can and should return to this metaphysics of childhood to restore 
our love of the real so critical to artistry—to everything. I argue 
that this rescues us from modernism’s caricature of knowing and 
disavowal of the real. You can see that this book, !e Mother’s 
Smile, furthers these re>ections.

A Child of Modernity
So there is an important philosophical backdrop in play through-
out my story. I myself was a child of modernity. 9e very questions 
I raised at age thirteen were spawned within modernity’s de:nitive 
presumptions. It turns out that my thirteen-year-old mental pic-
ture of things is the modernism-de:ning vision of René Descartes 
(d. 1450), known as the Father of Modern Philosophy. Searching 
for a way to anchor certain knowledge, Descartes o@ered a power-
ful picture of the knower’s relation to the world. 9e knower him-
self provides an Archimedean point of certainty. 9e self he exalts 
to this absolute anchor is a solitary disembodied mind, set o@ from 
the uncertainty of a physical, external world (with the knower’s 
body consigned to the mindless external world). 9is disembod-
ied solitary mind gets referred to as the cogito, because Descartes 
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famously aphorized: “I think therefore I am.”13 Cogito, ergo sum. 
9e cogito contains certain (i.e., can’t be false) ideas. Beginning 
from these, it only takes following an exact, linear, logical method 
to reach all truth.

But the cogito, the knower’s disembodied, isolated mind, is 
cut o@ essentially from the rest of reality. Others beyond myself—
including objects, including my own body—are preemptively sus-
pect: we can’t be sure that they are even there. Ironic: the price for 
certainty is the dismissal of reality. Surely this is a devil’s bargain.

Key to the modern outlook is the overarching commitment 
to mastery and control directed toward the end of utility. Des-
cartes’ view of the real beyond me as mindless material (the single 
counterpart to disembodied mind) abets this agenda. It devalues 
it to entitle modernity’s manipulative priorities. It rede:nes know-
ing as that manipulation: knowledge is knowledge insofar as it is 
useful. Modernity reduces knowledge to information: collectible, 
transferrable, commodi:able bits. It reduces things themselves to 
elemental components.

Descartes furnished a vision that inspires modernity. It o@ers 
a picture of “me in here and the world out there.” As it turns out, 
just as I was experiencing it, my own mental or sense information 
forms a wall between the two, cutting me o@ from the external 
world. In the twentieth century, speaking of this powerful mod-
ernist vision, philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein famously pro-
nounced: “A picture held us captive.”14 It still does.

It was this Cartesian picture that I found in my head. I had 
heard it in no class and no sermon. But it seemed obvious to me. 
Somehow it was in the air I was breathing.

I came to see that everyone in the modern West is marked by 
this era’s implicit outlook on knowing and the real. I needed—we 
all need—a positive, superior alternative vision for us to be able 
to escape and dispel modernity’s skewed philosophical vision. 9e 
natural philosophy of our early childhood, forged in the mother’s 
welcoming smile and sustained in the noticing regard of certain 
friends, supplies this desperately needed, positive, superior philo-
sophical alternative. And it is not at all a new vision; it is our :rst, 
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natal, vision. To embrace it involves not an innovation but a return. 
In this book I draw an analogy between modernity’s skepticism 
and a kind of adolescent rejection of Mother’s welcome and of the 
world her faithful gaze a@ords us in mutual encounter.

So it turned out that my philosophical experience as a mother 
teamed up with my formal philosophical inquiry and development 
to bring the philosophical healing that I sensed I desperately need-
ed, and that many others need as well. 9e mother’s smile—our 
primal face-to-face welcome to the world—is the very philosophi-
cal vision necessary to disarm and dispel the skewed spirit of our 
time, and to restore us philosophically to ourselves and to reality. 
And we don’t need to adopt a new alternative so much as return 
to what was originally ours. To aid us in doing so is the purpose of 
this little book.


