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A Better Reading Through Communities of Informed Judgment 

Michael Harbour 

 “The world is dark, and light is precious. Come closer, dear reader. You must 
trust me. I am telling you a story.”1 J. L. Austin delivered a series of lectures at 
Harvard University in 1955 about performative speech.2 He contends that in the 
right circumstances, with an honorable and authorized speaker and with a 
believing audience, that words can be deeds. Kate DiCamillo wrote a story 
called The Tale of Despereaux where this epigraph claims something similar. If 
one trusts the storyteller, this dark world will be illuminated. The act of telling 
and reading stories creates a habitable world. There is much at stake in the 
reading enterprise.   
 

Is there a better way to read a text?   

 This essay is daring to speak of an era after postmodernism in which 
everyone agrees that authorial intent and certitude are elusive, if not impossible 
to ascertain. Suppose, for example, there is a simple text that asserts: “Great 
Britain is an island.” Most are inclined to believe that text.  Typically, the first 
thought is not about the author. Usually one may think about a map, or a flight 
taken, or a past geography lesson. Is it certain that Great Britain is an island? 
How does one know? If one thinks he or she knows that the statement is true, 
how can one justify that knowledge? Maybe someone puts trust Google Earth. 
Maybe somebody trusts a teacher who trusted his or her teacher. Is Great 
Britain an island? Or is Great Britain two or more islands? Perhaps a person 
sailed or flew around some islands that were believed to be called, at some 
point in history, Great Britain. There is a better way to read the text, “Great 
Britain is an island.” There is an approximation of reliable knowledge. How can 
one arrive at that better reading? 
 This is hermeneutics. When one thinks of texts, it does not limit the 
consideration to a particular language or form. Is it too great of an assumption 
to say that everyone is trying to make sense of our world? All are seeing and 
feeling and listening to the environment in an attempt to understand and 
navigate. No one can escape the interpretive enterprise. For example there is 
this interesting Chinese folktale in which a group of blind men are given the 
task of describing an elephant. Then a drawing is produced based on their 

1 Kate DiCamillo, The Tale of Despereaux (Cambridge, Mass: Candlewick, 2003), 7.
2 J. L. Austin, How To Do Things With Words (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard, 1962), 4.
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description.3 Is it impossible for the blind men to read the text (elephant) 
adequately? Is the point of the tale that all are blind men trying to read? There 
are a couple of interesting angles in this tale. The first is that the readers or 
listeners are expected to understand themselves outside of the tale, to know that 
the drawing of the elephant is only a caricature of an actual elephant. How 
would they know that? Is it because they see? The tale does not work unless a 
person has sufficient experience and expertise with elephants. There is a better 
reading of elephants. It could be that those who are blind need more time with 
the subject and a realization that their report is only partial or preliminary. It 
could be that the community of elephant interpreters needs an infusion of new 
pachyderm analysts.  
 Albert Einstein is an interesting thinker. He was reading texts of a sort 
in search of the Old One.  He was in search of a coherent theory of the  
universe. He was working with an internal narrative that said that the universe 
made sense. When the data did not make sense, he did not give up his 
fundamental belief. He responded to that data with a commitment to think 
further. If he had been a blind man and had been asked to experience an 
elephant for the first time, he may have provided a preliminary report, but he 
would not have stopped thinking about the elephant. He would not have read 
that text and said, “Eureka! I have discovered the paradigmatic pachyderm!” 
Perhaps, and this tips the hand with regard to the proposal of this paper, he 
would have determined to gather a community of informed judgment to further 
consider the evidence, to provide a better reading of the text (the experience of 
elephant). It may be useful here to say that there may be multiple better 
readings of a text. There are multiple communities of informed judgment that 
are formed in particular cultural and linguistic contexts that could have different 
and better readings of a text. 
 Some foundationalist voices are fearful that the influences of 
postmodern literary criticism have inaugurated a threat.4 If a text has no 
superior reading, if there are multiple superior readings, or if a text means 
whatever the reader is motivated to believe it means, then our narratives lose 
their power. As having once lived as a foundationalist,  one can be sympathetic 
to the angst over the loss of absolute certainty. However, the loss of absolute 
certainty is not the same thing as the loss of knowledge or conviction. Stanley 
Fish believes in a better reading of Milton.5 He is a Miltonist. He claims to 

3 Louise Kuo and Yuan-Hsi Kuo, Chinese Folk Tales (Millbrae, CA: Celestial Arts, 1976), 83-85. This 
parable is found in Chinese literature during the Han dynasty (202 B.C. - 220 A.D.). 
4 The foundationalist's thesis in short is that all knowledge and justified belief rest ultimately on a foundation 
of non-inferential knowledge or justified belief. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Feb. 21, 2000. 
http//Plato.stanford.edu. 
5 H. Aram, editor Veeser, Stanley Fish Reader (Malden, Mass: Blackwell Publishers, 1999), 5. Fish published 
Surprised By Sin in 1967 contributing to the analysis of Milton poetic performance of Paradise Lost. In this 
work the idea of reader-response critical literary analysis was launched.
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have a better reading of the text. Is it because he is just smarter than anyone else 
who reads Milton or believes that he is smarter? What is the “foundation” of his 
better reading? The answer is that Fish chose to draw upon “insights from 
physics, cognitive psychology, and moral and linguistic philosophy to study the 
implications of the old theological observation that the nature of divine Truth 
can always be known only in partial and mediated ways by a contingent 
creation.”6 Fish was not reading or responding in isolation. He is reading within 
a community of informed judgment. He is not suggesting a final, ultimate, or 
unassailable reading. 
 On the surface, this may sound like a defense of the status quo in the 
academy. If one finds in the proposal some reassurance that there should be a 
better reading of the text, then one should consider a methodology that can 
guard against unethical and dogmatic, if not arrogant, certainty in reading while 
remaining rational. 
 Frederick Aquino wrote a book that begins with the arguments that 
John Henry Newman made for the rationality of Christian belief and extends 
that argument to suggest an epistemological methodology that he applies to   
his own theological world.7 His fundamental thesis is that belief formation can 
be a rational enterprise through the practices of a community of informed 
judgment. At the end of Aquino’s book, he offers this invitation, “Future 
studies should include investigations of how informed judgment works in   
areas such as education, leadership, law, medicine, the sciences, the humanities, 
and everyday decision making.”8 The intention of this paper is to consider how 
the practices of a community of informed judgment could lead to better 
readings of a text. 
 What is a community of informed judgment? Aquino is suggesting that 
typical human beings obtain knowledge through illative sense, a notion he takes 
up from Newman. He defines that as a parallel to Aristotle’s idea of phronesis 
or practical and experimental wisdom. Children are taught to read by certain 
rules. They experience the language and make every attempt to discern 
meaning and to make use of the sounds in ways that deliver ideas. Human 
beings acquire information and assemble a functional worldview. They trust 
their senses. People also typically acquire trust in their teachers. The data 
received is recorded and believed in layers. This is what he means by the 
illative sense, which without cultivation could be called the natural faculty of 
judgment. Cultivation of the illative sense leads to informed judgment. 
Educational and experimental experiences are ways the illative sense is 

6 See the preface to the chapter “Not So Much a Teaching as an Intangling” written by Joan S. Bennet for The 
Stanley Fish Reader, 11. 
7 Frederick D. Aquino, Communities of Informed Judgment: Newman’s Illative Sense and Accounts of 
Rationality (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2004).
8 Ibid., 163.
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cultivated. It is nearly imperative that illative sense is cultivated within some 
form of community. One could not read without learning language in 
community. However, intentional communities of informed judgment that are 
established and developed have a particular character, or practice a particular 
ethical pursuit of understanding. 
 Aquino suggests that intentional communities of informed judgment be 
imbued with praiseworthy dispositions, be open to multiple modalities of 
reasoning, and have a full commitment to the critical assessment of evidence 
and to the goal of wisdom. 
 The concept of praiseworthy dispositions seems to be necessary and 
problematic. It is problematic because the word ‘praiseworthy’ is subjective. 
Does the corporate group decide what dispositions will be considered worthy of 
praise? Are there dispositions that human beings, or certain arbiters within a 
community, define as ultimately praiseworthy? Perhaps “ethically defensible 
dispositions” would be a suitable description for the necessary character of the 
cultivated readers of a community of informed judgment. Aquino states that 
“Attainment of truth is inextricably tied to our cognitive well-being.”9 What 
dispositions give aid in reading a text in such a way that truth is revealed? 
Aquino suggests the following useful list of virtues that would contribute to 
truth as an epistemic outcome:10 

1. Desire to attain truth and avoid falsehood; 
2. Concern for details and aptitude for recognizing key facts; 
3. Epistemic dependence – capacity to recognize reliable sources of 

informed judgment; 
4. Intellectual honesty; 
5. Intellectual humility; 
6. Open-mindedness in collecting and evaluating evidence; 
7. Pedagogical virtues – capacity to communicate and apply knowledge; 
8. Wisdom – capacity to offer a synthetic judgment of various pieces of 

data. 
 

 Again, these virtues appear to be a matter of common sense. However, they are 
not found naturally within either in the academy, the church, or the classroom 
without intentional and vibrant cultivation. There are strong forces, especially 
in the context of church life, that seek to maintain the status quo. There are 
people who have an overwhelming desire to be right and who will sometimes 
ignore significant questions or significant details in order to read a text in a 
particular way. In the church, in the academy, and in the public classroom, there 
must be courage in the face of resistance. The careful practice of these 

9 Ibid., 87.
10 Ibid., 118.
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dispositions will dispel prejudices and require readers to practice a careful 
examination of the facts without rushing to conclusions. Practicing these 
dispositions in community requires conversation and ongoing evaluation of 
ideas, facts, and evidence. These ethically defensible dispositions help to    
form the community of informed judgment, and the community in turn seeks   
to continue as a community that vibrantly practices these virtues in order         
to arrive at and communicate better readings of a text. The practice of     
reading in communities of informed judgment leads to reliable, yet non-
dogmatic, outcomes. 
 The community of informed judgment is open to multiple modalities of 
reasoning. How do one think in real world situations? One’s mind does not 
always operate on a single level or in a singular way.  Aquino says, “Recent 
studies on the plurality of human cognition, for example, claim that solitary 
intelligence is misleading; rarely does the mind function fully on an epistemic 
island, independent of the influence of other cognitive agents.”11 There are 
times when a person through natural inference will perceive the truth of a 
proposition without any deliberate or conscious consideration of the evidence at 
all. Returning to the world of physics, there was a moment in the career of 
Niels Bohr when he suggested a model for the atom that included quantum 
jumps, where an electron would change directions in mid-orbit or just find itself 
elsewhere. At first Einstein was unimpressed, but he changed his mind, saying, 
“That [quantum radiation’s] insecure and contradictory foundation was 
sufficient to enable a man of Bohr’s unique instinct and tact to discover the 
major laws of spectral lines and of the electron shells of the atoms together with 
their significance for chemistry appeared to me like a miracle – and appears to 
me as a miracle even today. This is the highest form of musicality in the sphere 
of thought.”12 Paul Ehrenfest reportedly reacted to Bohr’s discovery by saying, 
“If this is the goal, I must give up doing physics.”13 Bohr had cultivated his 
judgment about atoms and electrons. He was in the middle of “reading his text” 
and hit upon a result that did not make sense on the surface. His mathematical 
calculations worked perfectly, but he could not explain them (especially his use 
of the quantum, hv). To Ehrenfest this did not seem to be “doing physics” at all, 
or if this was what it meant to “do physics,” he was doomed to failure.14 
 However, on a much simpler level, one uses this modality of reasoning 
every day (fast and frugal heuristics). One reads a text, or listen to a text, and 
may think, “I agree.” One adds that data to hi or her thinking system without 
further review. Or one will disagree and dismiss those ideas without further 

11 Ibid., 133.
12 Edmund Blair Bolles, Einstein Defiant: Genius Versus Genius in the Quantum Revolution (Washington, 
D.C.: Joseph Henry Press, 2004), 66.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.
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consideration. That is valid and rational. However, it is insufficiently effective 
for our consistent quest for reliable truth. 
 The second modality is informal inference. At a scholarly conference 
one listens to ideas, the reading of texts, evaluating what is heard and read. A 
person can ask questions and consider the responses. There may be 
conversations among colleagues about the ideas and texts. One could be relying 
on some formal logic worked on in other venues, inferring the reliability of the 
reading. Most likely this is done every time a person reads a novel, a review, or 
a paper (that is a paper, not being graded). This is valid and rational reading. A 
community of informed judgment can use this as a methodology for better 
readings of a text. 
 The third modality is what linear and sequential thinkers would expect. 
There are times when an individual dissects the paragraphs, the sentences, and 
the milieu looking for the cogency of arguments and validities of the logical 
propositions. This is what is done if an argument, a book review, or the grading 
of a graduate paper is being prepared. This is what one would do if he or she 
were Einstein confronted with the electron shell structure proposed by Niels 
Bohr in 1913.  
 Aquino says, “A community of informed judgment acknowledges the 
co-existence of modalities of reasoning.”15 As you comprise a community of 
informed judgment, do not assume that it is always an academic exercise. When 
learning to do biblical exegesis, I thought that I would never have time to write 
sermons if this was the required method of reading the Bible. It is helpful to 
know that the process of reading will not always require full historical and 
literary analysis. All three modalities are significantly valuable. How people 
actually reason or read in real-world context allows for better readings to occur 
in non-specialized environments. Hopefully those in academia are genuinely 
interested in fostering communities of informed judgment among their students 
who are sent into their professional worlds. Academia may not be economically 
viable as dispensary of information, but it can be a place where students are 
taught epistemic virtues and to create a place for themselves in communities of 
informed judgment. 
 Aquino’s third element to be cultivated and valued in communities of 
informed judgment is the critical assessment of evidence. Many people may 
read Paradise Lost and have some reaction to the ideas of Milton. Many people 
may have some conceptualization of an elephant.  However, not all reactions or 
conceptualizations are equal. Not all readings of the Constitution of the United 
States are equally valid. Some readings and reactions have not critically 
considered the evidence. Evidence is best critically considered by a particular 
community of informed judgment, and as Aquino suggests “within the context 

15 Ibid., Aquino, 128.
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of discourse with other communities of informed judgment.”16 This prevents 
privatized or incestuous thinking. There are times when people are not 
equipped to do all of the evaluations themselves. Every area of information has 
its own specialist and it own peculiarities. It is surprising and challenging in a 
church setting when the evidence for a reading is being evaluated and the 
insight of the trained theologian is no more important than the most toxic or 
most powerful person present. Responsible critical assessment of evidence will 
always be related to the ethically defensible dispositions already mentioned, 
including epistemic humility and epistemological interdependence. Evidence 
can be and should be evaluated from the various perspectives found in a 
community of informed judgment. Those who will make up a community will 
have a considerable range of experiences, expertise, and intellectual capacity.   
 Aquino remarks that “a community that refuses to learn from and 
consider the assessments of evidence stifles cognitive development and fails to 
link beliefs with truth.”17 When one reads with the goal of approximations of 
truth, there will be always be an openness to evidence, and a willingness to 
revise perspectives on the ‘text’ as the evidence is critically consider.                               
 The final element for the community of informed judgment is wisdom. 
This is what Aquino calls “the epistemic glue that integrates knowledge, 
experience, and practice.”18 Notice that community is a cardinal element to   
this proposal for better readings. The practice of wisdom allows for the 
differences of strongly held opinions by patiently considering the value of 
diversity. Wisdom helps to consider the implication of new insights and ideas. 
Wisdom helps recognize anxiety in ourselves and in others and respond           
in constructive ways. Aquino says, “Wisdom guides and weaves cognitive 
practices into a seamless whole, incorporating new insights into a community’s 
locus of knowledge.”19 
 Why is this important? The Christian Scholars Conference is about 
more than a community of scholars that is attempting to have collegial 
conversations about the Bible.20 The theme this year is The Power of Narrative. 
Stories matter. DiCamillo’s narrator in the Tale of Despereaux says, “Stories 
create light.”21 Our experience with narrative tends to confirm this assertion, 
especially when we find a better reading of the text. When all is carefully 
considered, stories carry a great deal of the epistemological and ethical freight 
for humanity. The Bible is just one of the stories that humanity reads. In the 
academy, the humanities and the sciences are telling stories, privileging 

16 Ibid., 135.
17 Ibid., 137.
18 Ibid., 141.
19 Ibid., 139.
20 The Christian Scholars’ Conference, Nashville, Tennessee, June, 2009.
21 Ibid., DiCamillo, 81.
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narratives that are intended to shape and define the lives of their students. These 
students are in turn teaching in primary and secondary schools. These same 
university graduates are sitting on school boards and state agencies that are 
determining the stories that are forming a society. Stories matter. 
 There are better readings of texts after postmodernism. Interpreters are 
not bound to a nihilistic uncertainty. Perhaps the notion of certainty will have to 
be refined. There will seldom be one best reading of a given text. There should 
be no unassailable ideas or perspectives. Intentionally cultivated communities 
of informed judgment is the best strategy for reading responsibly, for having 
stories that illuminate and reveal, stories that create light. 
 
Michael Harbour, D. Min., is the Minister for the North Street Church of 
Christ, Nacagdoches, Texas 
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