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Foreword

H ans Urs von Balthasar is known to have accorded a surprising 
signi:cance to an event that he claims has largely gone un-

noticed by philosophers, both because of its relative ordinariness, 
and because it is an experience that none of us can actually recall in 
any explicit detail: our awakening to ourselves in consciousness in 
the rays of our mother’s welcoming smile. If and when philosophers 
address the problem of consciousness as such, they typically consider 
Consciousness As Such, taking for granted a fully-formed mind in 
operation. No doubt in part as a result, they struggle with the ques-
tion of how this given thing, namely, consciousness, :ts together with 
this other thing, the “outside world.” 9is relation thus appears to be 
something that needs to be achieved or even constructed, and this 
appearance of course brings with it all sorts of doubts and anxieties. 
With his re=ections on the event of “the mother’s smile,” Balthasar 
does not just give an alternative response to these philosophical 
questions, making his modest contribution to a discussion that has 
seemed to go on forever without bearing much fruit, certainly not 
“fruit that lasts”; instead, he dramatically shi>s perspective by virtue 
of his entry into the original moment of what we can call the “birth” 
of consciousness. 9e child receives his self-consciousness; he is in-
vited into reality, so to speak, through his mother’s—and his father’s, 
and siblings’, and aunts’, uncles’, cousins’, friends’, even strangers’—
love. 9e presence of the other thus coincides for the child with an 
a?rmation of his own being as intrinsically good, true, and beauti-



Fo r e w o r d

x

ful, and the being of the world as a gi>. Just as Dante is led through 
the eschatological mysteries of his mentor, Virgil, and then Beatrice, 
and ultimately Mary, so too is the child guided by a mentor into 
the mysteries of the world. What he learns of the world comes with 
something like a personal guarantee; being, thus, has an ineluctable 
quality of generous self-givenness, a tone and color of love, from the 
very beginning.

Esther Meek is one of the rare philosophers who has given 
this natal event sustained attention. By virtue of her unique situa-
tion, she enjoys two advantages over the Swiss theologian: on the 
one hand, she is in fact a mother. Not only is she able to draw 
on the deep resources of an experience that we all generally have 
“stored” deep down within the foundations of our self-identity and 
sense of being, but she also has at her disposal the intimate experi-
ence from the other side, as it were. As she recounts here in various 
ways, she has the memories of giving birth, and indeed all of the 
drama of life leading up to and following from this moment of 
(literal) epiphany. She has witnessed her children’s entry into this 
world as their mother. Meek makes clear, here, that what Balthasar 
refers to as the paradigmatic event of the “mother’s smile”—the 
faithful and patient presence that one day elicits a direct expres-
sion of personality in response—is actually much more than a 
single event; it is an ongoing drama, unfolding not only over the 
course of childhood, but over the course of a whole lifetime, in-
volving an almost in:nite dramatis personae and a constant change 
of settings. Meek looks at this momentous phenomenon from a 
great variety of angles, each of them illuminating some new “facet” 
(readers will see the special importance she gives to this word) of 
one and the same reality.

On the other hand, Meek has also personally lived through 
the skeptical crisis that characterizes so much of modern phi-
losophy—something that does not appear to have been the case 
with Balthasar. Indeed, she spends a signi:cant amount of time 
in this book relating that experience, in order to help make clear 
the central importance of the natal drama. In other books (Little 
Manual of Knowing, Longing to Know, and so forth), she tells the 
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tale of her “adventures in epistemology,” highlighting the ideas she 
encountered later in life, which helped her overcome one obstacle 
or another that had arisen in late adolescence. In this book, by 
contrast, she looks backwards, before that skeptical crisis. She digs 
deeper, so to speak, not just to draw the outlines of a thought-
process, but to relive an originary experience, an experience that 
she is able now, in the re=ective mode of a mature, philosophiz-
ing adult, to unfold and explore, with a capacity to appreciate its 
signi:cance intellectually, and to allow the wisdom of life “in the 
world” to shed its own light.

9ough the pages that follow are :lled with many anecdotes 
from her life, it would be wrong to see this as nothing but a per-
sonal memoir, as delightful as that would also be. Meek presents 
herself in this book as an example of one who has personally lived 
through the distinctive challenges of modernity and postmoder-
nity, and who has found a way out, so to speak, that is open to all 
of us in principle. 9e anecdotal style reveals that the problems of 
philosophy are not merely “academic,” as people like to say these 
days, but :nd expression in the most fundamental dimensions of 
the relationships that constitute our existence: with ourselves, with 
our family, with other people more generally, with the things of 
the world (the garden receives special attention in this book), and 
above all our relationship with God.

9is observation leads to a :nal point: it is important not to 
read this book too quickly, or only once. 9e lightness of the style 
might lead one to overlook how much is going on, philosophi-
cally, “below the surface,” so to speak. Because Meek has a remark-
able knack for making ideas accessible without much intellectual 
strain—how di@erent this is from so much philosophical writing 
of the last couple of centuries!—it is easy to miss the philosophi-
cal depth of the thoughts expressed in this little book. Meek seeks 
to show that the child’s experience bears, latent within it, a whole 
philosophy—that is, a whole metaphysics, epistemology, anthro-
pology, and interpretation of the world and God—and, in turn, her 
philosophical re=ection o@ers itself in a form “even a child could 
understand.” If the approach is uncommon among the scholars of 
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philosophy today, it is something that the greatest thinkers have 
always been able to appreciate.

It is thus hard to imagine anyone being able to read this book 
without real reward: those, on the one hand, who have already stud-
ied philosophy in some depth will discover a new dimension of ex-
perience that they have probably not explored much before, and can 
look forward to seeing things that could very well bring about a shi> 
in their perspective. 9ose, on the other hand, that are new to this 
way of thinking may come to see that they have been philosophers 
all along without having realized it, because the train of thought that 
Meek unfolds here in such a cheerful and friendly way will bring 
them irresistibly into this great mystery at the beginning of all of our 
lives. She shows us that the most basic philosophical act—a great 
Yes to being as such—is not a grand achievement reserved only for 
the heroes of the mind, but has always already been ours. We simply 
have to retrieve this original experience.

In a word, Esther Meek’s Mother’s Smile is a joyous celebration 
of the gi> of being, reminding us that this gi> is a social event that 
takes place in the quintessential human experience of the child’s 
being welcomed into the world by an ambassador of Love Itself.

D. C. Schindler
Professor of Metaphysics and Anthropology, 
Ponti:cal John Paul II Institute for Studies on Marriage 
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