Heuristic Passon And Univer sal | ntent:
A Response To George R. Hunsber ger

Richard Gelwick

[Editor's Note:  See Richard Gewlick's "Christian Faith In A Pluralistic Society" (TAD 27:2, 39-45) and
George R. Hunsberger's "Faith and Pluralism: A Response to Richard Gelwick" (TAD 27:3, 19-29) for the
earlier discussion of Newbigen's theological ideas and use of Polanyi, which this essay supplements.]

ABSTRACT Key Words:Michael Polanyi, Lessie Newbigen, George R. Hunsberger, Charles McCoy, theology
of plurality, science and theology, world religions, heuristic passion, universal intent, biblical doctrine of election,
covenant and federal theology.

Despite Hunsberger’s apology for Newbigen's use of Polanyi, Newbigen in The Gospd in a Plurdist Society
reverses Polanyi’s essential elements of heuristic passion and universal intent. The outcome is a misunder-
standing of the common ground and differences between science and theology and a stifling and narrowing
theology of cultural plurality. In contrast, Charles McCoy's federal theology and understanding of Polanyi
shows an approach of openness yet grounding in the biblical God present in the believed-in realities of global
life.

My attempt to review! Lesslie Newbigen's The Gospel in a Pluralist Society and George R.
Hunsberger’s Bearing the Witness of the Spirit, Lesdie Newbigen's Theology of Cultural Plurality has evoked
aresponse from Hunsberger that deserves areply. Before addressing some of our differences, | would liketo say
that | amgladthat hethinks| “ captured” many of the* essential lines’ of Newbigen’ sthought and that “thereismuch
that” 1 get“right.” However, Hunsberger’ scomplimentsare morethan balanced by hiscriticismsof my not getting
“nuances,” having wrong order or emphasis, and misrepresenting Newbigen's position. My six pages of review
for the two books led Hunsberger to ten pages of response. So | have asked for alittle more space.

Therearetwo elementsin Polanyi’ s epistemol ogy that affect my view of Newbigen’ suse of Polanyi and
also my concerns about Newbigen’s and Hunsberger’ s approach to atheology of plurality. These elements are
heuristic passion and universal intent. These elementswill further suggest why Newbigen, Hunsberger, and any
theology of plurality need to consider both the role of discovering new aspects of reality and of how they bear on
the wider redlity shared by other knowers.

With regard to heurigtic passion, Polanyi elevated to a centrd place in epistemology the role of
discovery?. Humansbelong to a“ society of explorers’® and aredriven by intellectual passions* that |ead to both
errors and to discoveries. Though fallible, the human risk of seeking the truth and stating our findingsisthe way
we make contacts with reality that form the understandings by which we live.

The other element, universal intent, complements the drive of our passion for contact with reality.
Polanyi showsthat universal intent workswithin the persona structure of commitment. Universal intent helpsus
avoid mere subjectivity and to seek knowledge of an independent redlity that can be known by others. Universa
intent guides our passionstoward the ever-advancing horizons of human knowing. Thesetwo elementsfor Polanyi
are not accidental or elective. They areintrinsic i[% al human achievements of knowledge about resdlity.



My reviewing Newbigen’ sand Hunsberger’ srenderingsof Polanyi did not bring thesetwo elementsinto
prominence though they wereimplicit in my thinking. My criticism tried to focus briefly on what Newbigen and
Hunsberger did with Polanyi. Here | applauded their positive contributions of taking up with Polanyi the way
relativism and the ideology of pluraism have intimidated Christian faith and other religious faiths. My two
criticisms questioned Newbigen’ s use of Polanyi to put Christian faith on afactual basis comparableto empirical
science and Newbigen's and Hunsberger's dearth of theological revisioning from their encounter with the
plurditiesof religionsand of cultures. Thesetwo criticisms spring from the way heuristic passions and universal
intent are so much a part of Polanyi’s epistemology.

HeuristicPasson

Taking up again thefirst of these criticisms, how science and theology relate in a Polanyian approach,
Hunsberger does not see that Newbigen is contradictory to Polanyi’ s differentiations about the way science and
religion functioninafiduciary framework. | contend that Newbigen seeksan authority inthe public squareto give
confidenceto Christianmission and evangelismthat islikescience. My comment on Newbigenwasthat he seemed
to miss Polanyi’s differentiation between science as verification and theology and religion as validation.
Newbigen opens The Gospel in a Pluralist Society with strong statements about the way our pluralist society has
led to relativistic outlooks. These relativistic outlooks borne out of an ideology of pluralism have disestablished
the authority of the Bible and of Christian teaching. He says:

The Bible became the book through which thelife of the soul, theinterior life, the spiritual life
wasinterpreted —at least for those who were content to remain under itsinfluence. 1t could not
hold its own in the public sphere. Scientists and philosophers were no longer theol ogians and
biblical scholars. Thecatechism could nolonger bepart of the curriculuminthepublic schools.
There could be what are called “religious studies’ because religion isafact of human life. But
the things which religious people believe in are not factsin that sense. Only what can stand up
under the critical examination of the modern scientific method can be taught as fact, as public
truth: Therestisdogma. Oneisfreeto promote it as personal belief, but to affirm it as fact
issmply arrogance. How, in this situation, does one preach the gospel astruth, truthwhichis
not to be domesticated within the assumptions of modern thought but which challengesthese
assumptions and calls for their revison?

Some of this statement concurs with Polanyi’ s view that the modern scientific outlook as based on an
objectivist epistemology has undercut the values of our society. Unlike Polanyi, the statement also suggests a
nostalgia for the past of Christian dominance of our culture.

Thisdifference between Polanyi and Newbigen beginsto appear sharper afew pageslater whenit seems
that Newbigen’ stheology of plurality wantsastatusfor Christian establishment in public education. Speaking of
the separation of church and of state in the United States and the teaching of religion in the public schoals,
Newbigen says.

Thereisalegally enforced division between what is called science and what is called religion.
Theonemay betaught aspublictruth, the other may not. Toteachthat humansexist astheresult
of the successful dimination of the weaker species by those which have accidentally inherited

superior strength is allowed. To teach that human beings exist to glorify God and enjoy him
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foreverisnot alowed. Y et both of these beliefsrefer to what isbelieved to betruefor al human
beings. They areboth—if true—extremely important. Both of them are affirmations about what
isthecase. Oneisheld to be amatter of objectively true facts, even though Darwinian theory
is obvioudly incapable of proof; the other is held to be a matter of private opinion. It may be
taught in churches which are voluntary associations of those who choose to belong to them; it
may not be taught as part of public truth.”

This statement showsin Newbigen a tendency to assume a univocal meaning between the truth claims
of science and the truth claims of theology and of religion. It is a view that could support the teaching of
“creationism” as science in the public schoals.

This tendency appears in Newbigen's references to “the fact of Christ” and his references to his
communicating the gospel aswitnessto “the happenedness’ of Christ. Heignoresthe obviousdifference between
facts of science established by the work of the scientific community and accepted by the larger consensus of the
public and the norms of the Christian community and other religious communities.

Hunsberger triesto deny this as my mistaken reading and says.” | am not sure Newbigen can be found
anywhere saying that ‘ objectivity in the public square’ iswhat he seeks or proposes.”® Y et Newbigen says when
contrasting today the authority of science and of statements about Christian belief “How, in this situation, can
Chrigtians affirm their statement as public, factual, objective truth?’®

Severa pages later, Newhigen shows the parallels between the role of faith and of tradition in science
andin Chrigtian belief to justify a Christian confidence that they are both in pursuit of truth about reality and God.
Newbigen then concludes that the differences between science and theology seem to be only that science is a
tradition of “human learning, writing, and speaking” and the Christian community isatradition of “witnessto the
action of God in history, action which reveals and effectsthe purpose of the Creator.”*° Newbigen’ slack of grasp
of the significant difference here a so appearsin Newbigen' s objection to the teaching of religious studiesinstead
of the catechism in public schools.®t

Hunsberger triesto redeem Newbigen from hisdifficulty withamuch better statement: “ ThusNewbigen
demonstrates a companionship of scientific and religious knowing and faith —companionship, not identity — by
which Chrigtians can recognize in such faith as theirs not mere subjective opinion but afaith which may be held
with confidence and which can be publically attested, with humility, by action and speech.” %

It would be much better if this statement of Hunsberger were consistently true of Newbigen. To meit
seemsthat Newbigen hastwo messages. Oneisthat hewantsChristianfaithto havethefactua authority of science.
The other isthat Chrigtian faith isthetelling of the biblical story with the universal intent that otherswill discover
itsfactuality and truth and join this community of believers. In this discrepancy between “ be like the authority of
scienceinthepublic square’ and “ beapart of acommunity of Christian faith,” Newbigen failsto distinguishwell
between the nature of knowing in science and in theology.

Involved in thisis Newbigen's lack of heuristic passion for science' s achievements such as the theory
of evolutionandfor thegreat worldreligions. Inthesecases, hedoesnot show an opennessto other viewsof redlity.
The heuristic passion to make new contacts with reality seems stifled in Newbigen’s and Hunsberger’ s thought.
Newbigen's experience with other cultures and religions does not seem humble or open. We learn most about
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their deficiencies and short comings.

In studying asamissionary one evening aweek with the RamakrishnaMissionin India, Newbigen found
that their Christmas Day worship “was not astep toward the conversion of India’ but a*“ cooption of Jesusinto the
Hindu worldview.”*® Elsewhere, Newbigen contrasts the religions originating in the Indian subcontinent with the
historical religionsof Judaism, Chrigtianity andIdam.** He seesthe Indian religions as conveying truthsthat can
be gained apart from the historica story of their founders, meaning they have no historica events of divine
revelation. Judaism and Ilam though religions of divine revelation are virtualy ignored except for Israd as part
of the story of Christianity, and Islam as unlike Jesus in prescribing a book of teachings. In contrast to other
religions, Christians have in the Bible the “ secret” to the meaning of universa history.®®

Missing in Newhigen's encounters with other cultures and religions seems to be recognition that these
are also believers in the Polanyian sense that al knowledge is based on faith. As believers, whether secular or
religious they have experiences bearing on redlity, too. This seemsto undermine the triangular model of gospel-
culture, gospel-church, and church-culture because the other faiths or outsiders cannot be a real part of the
interaction except by accepting aprivileged view of the gospd aready held. Thismodel of interaction lookslike
what Newbigen and Hunsberger intend to be opennessand adynamic understanding of thegospel. Newbigen often
calsfor the gospel to bethe standard by which al our standards and plausibility structuresare called into question
and transformed. Thedifficulty isthat whileit callsfor indwelling the Biblical story, it presumesaBiblical story
defined by their view of the Biblical doctrine of election.’®

Many theol ogians would agree that the Biblical story is a specific historical story yet as aliving story
always renewing and speaking through the worship, study, life, and interaction of Christians with theworld. As
Newbigen himself tries to refute many theologians open to other religions,'” he exhibits the serious dissent from
his view of the Chrigtian faith. In summary of his views against other Christian theologians and the relation of
Chrigtian faith to other religions, Newbigen classifies hisviewsin threeways. 1) exclusivigt in affirming “the
unique truth of the revelation in Jesus Chrigt” but...not exclusivist in the sense of denying the possibility of
savation of thenon-Chrigtian, 2) inclusivistin not limiting the saving grace of God to the membersof the Christian
church, but exclusivigt in rejecting the non-Chrigtian religions “as vehicles of savation,” 3) plurdigt in
“acknowledging thegraciouswork of Godinthelivesof al humanbeings,” but rejecting“ apluralismwhich denies
the uniqueness and decisiveness of what God has done in Jesus Christ.”

The point that Newbigen makes hereismy concern, namely, that heis so surethat the Chrigtian faith has
no equal among religioustraditionsand that global unity cannot be achieved by the co-equal relations of the other
great traditions.® So far as Polanyi’s thought is concerned, this outlook seems too closed in terms of heuristic
passion about the redlities presented in a pluralistic world.

Universal | ntent

A magjor part of Newbigen's apologetic for his theology of cultura plurdity is his use of
Polanyi’ snation of universal intent. When Newhigen makes histruth claims about Jesus Christ asthe unique and
decisive revelation of God and the Bible as universal history, he defends this against subjectivity by saying:

There is nothing more ultimate than Jesus Christ, through whom dl things cameto beand in

whom al thingswill find their consummation. Polanyi’sanswer to the charge of subjectivism
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isthat whilewe hold our beliefsas personally committed subjects, we hold them with universal
intent, and we express that intent by publishing them and inviting al people to consider and
accept them. Tobewilling soto publishthemisthetest of our real belief. Inthissensemissions
are the redl test of our faith.®

At the level of Polanyi’s genera argument for personal knowledge, Newbigen's statement seems true
to Polanyi. But as Hunsberger said of my reading of Newbigen, the nuances are not quiteright. First, Polanyi’'s
notion appliesto dl truth claims including dl religions and non-religious believers. The Mudim and the atheist
also speak with universal intent. Second, universal intent does not establish the universality or truthfulness of a
claim but points out that our persond sense of truth leads to a belief that our belief has universal implications.

Polanyi’sargument alowsfor errorsin judgment and calsfor responsibility in our assertions. Further,
thetest of our beliefsisin their evaluation by further experience and the appraisal by others. Some beliefs may
be rejected by their hearers and later turn out to be true as seen in the history of scientific change. Thistest of the
truth of our beliefs becomes still more complex as we move from science to the arts, myths and to religion.

This complexity is why Polanyi made a distinction in Personal Knowledge between verification and
validation for science and for theology and religion. Polanyi later, with Prosch, tried to clarify thisdistinction by
showing adifferencein the epistemicintegrations. The* natural integrations’ of scienceare based on observation,
and arts, myths, and religion are based on “transnatural integrations.”#

In this discussion, Polanyi and Prosch show, among other things, that the truth claims of science are
different from the truth claims of art, myths, and religion. The creative natural integrations of science that make
discoveriescanbeaccepted and | ater used without our giving agreat senseof effort orindwelling.? For thisreason,
theseintegrations are called “ self-centered” integrationsin that they involveless of theinvestment of usin seeing
their claims. On the other hand, transnatural integrations, such asin mythsand in religion, attempt to speak about
meanings far beyond the ordinary and everyday. These integrations take usto extraordinary views.

Newbigen getsthispartly right in stressing that onehastoindwell the Biblical story through acommunity.
Hemisses, however, the difference between indwelling when we accept the claims of science and when we accept
the claims of afaith tradition. Thefaith tradition may make no sensein literal termsbut it may by itsintegration
of our ordinary livesinto agrand story of cosmic meaning carry usto sublime understandings.? The demands of
thisunderstanding areonesthat “ carry usaway.” Both scientistsand theol ogiansmakeclaimswith universal intent,
but the bearings of their claims on redlity have great differences. They share acommon ground in involving the
person in the tacit structure of knowing. Yet their foca awarenessis not the same. These differences are ones
that make some theologians uncomfortable with Newbigen’s use of Polanyi to uphold a theology of cultural
plurdity that is so confined to the Biblical doctrine of election.

Another View Of Theology And Cultural Plurality

Hunsberger rightly notes that behind my concerns are also theological assumptions that were
not clearly exposed in my review. | did suggest that the work of Charles McCoy in When Gods Change, Hope
For Theology** provides a different use of Polanyi in the treatment of plurality. McCoy has been one of the
principal teachers and researchersin the thought of Michagl Polanyi. Not merely because he was my teacher but
also becauseof hispersona and scholarly knowledge of Polanyi and because of hisoffering aparadigmthatismore

20



responsiveto the positive aswell asthe negative aspects of plurality did | turnto him. Inclosing, | want to extend
thissuggestion by showing afew of the possibilitiesfor Christiantheology and Christianlifein McCoy’ sapproach.

McCoy through a long line of key thinkers including the covenant or federa theologian Johannes
Cocceius, H. Richard Niebuhr and Michad Polanyi takesthe position that we areall believersin the sensethat we
all liveby faithsthat occur in the very process of living. Thesefaithsare about believed-in redlities and they may
becomeapart of alife-guiding faith. Sincethesefaithsor faith are about redlity, they are a so about deity or what
persons believe is ultimately true. In our situation, McCoy uses the term pluralism for both the diversity in our
cultures aswdll as for an attitude about this diversity.®

For McCoy, pluralism is not necessarily relativigtic. Pluralism (or plurdity in Newbigen’sterms) can
be the encounter with the dynamic presence of God in history that challenges our static and limited outlooks.
McCoy sees Chrigtian theology cdled to respond by learning from these many voices of believed-in redlity.

In a comprehensive discussion of where we are in Christian theology, McCoy proposes a covenant or
federd way of doing theology. This approach widens the understanding of theology for aglobal society and for
the liberation of persons from the oppressions of exclusivist and of imperialist approaches to other faiths. It sees
theology as not just Christian but as “reflection on ultimate commitments governing action.”%

In McCoy’s view, the Biblicd story of aliberating God invites theology to transformation through the
covenanting with otherswho sharein pluralism. Histrust in the Biblical God asnot limited or confined to our past
or present formulations appears throughout his book such as in the following statement:

The most sovereign power of our experiencing as Christiansis God not only of our history, of
Hebrew-Christian history, but of al human histories. Inchoosing us, God choosesa l humanity.
The old tension in Hebrew faith between the exclusiveness of our limited loyalty and the
inclusiveness of God's unlimited love remains. We live by what we have learned from our
ancestors, but we hope also to learn of God from all humans. We do not relinquish the heritage
of our faith, but we understand it through the expanding experience of global relationships.?”

This approach leads in a different direction to finding through theological exploration a permanent
revolutioninour believing. Itisatrustinthe God of Isradl and of Jesusas, not human conception, but astheredlity
that ever challenges and transforms our relationships and understandings.

The theological controversiesraised by Newbigen's work involve some of the most basic questions of
the 19" and 20" centuriesincluding theinterpretation of the Bible, Christology, and the relations of Christianfaith
and culture. Polanyi certainly hasacontribution to maketo thisdiscussion, but thereisroom for debate about how
toapply hisinsights. Tomeit seemsthat theol ogy ought to continuewhat Polanyi saw whenhewrote: “ Chrigtianity
is a progressive enterprise....An era of great religious discoveries may lie before us.”%
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