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The Gospel as Public Truth: 
A Critical Appreciation of the 
Theological Programme of Lesslie 
Newbigin 

JOHN WILLIAMS 

Introduction 1 

In 1981 the British Council of Churches initiated a study process designed to 
promote a 'missionary encounter with contemporary culture'. Bishop Less lie 
Newbigin was asked to write an introductory essay, which appeared in 1983 
as The Other Side of 1984, published by the World Council of Churches. A 
second book, Foolishness to the Greeks, came out in 1986, and developed more 
fully the questions explored in the first. Meanwhile the BCC study process 
was continuing and led to the launch in 1988 of a programme entitled The 
Gospel and Our Culture, the aim of which was 'to help Christians and others 
to apply their critical faculties to the accepted assumptions of our society and 
to investigate what will be involved (both for thought and practice) in a 
forthright witness of the churches to the truth as it is in Jesus' (GCN1). 

The Management Group of the Programme began to publish a quarterly 
Newsletter in Spring 1989 and plans were put in hand for a major National 
Consultation in July 1992 at Swan wick, in connection with which a volume 
of essays, The Gospel and Contemporary Culture, edited by Hugh Montefiore, 
was published earlier in the year. Meanwhile Newbigin, who is a member 
of the Management Group, has published two books based on lectures 
pertinent to the themes of the programme: probably the most comprehen­
sive exposition of his total position in The Gospel in a Pluralist Society in 1989, 
and a much smaller work last year, Truth to Tell, the subtitle of which, The 
Gospel as Public Truth, indicates the key idea with which the later part of this 
essay will be chiefly concerned. 

I shall begin by supplying an overview ofNewbigin's work and drawing 
attention to some significant features of his thinking over the years. Ques-

1 The published works of Lesslie Newbigin quoted from in this essay are abbreviated 
in the references as follows: HR: Honest Religion for Secular Man, SCM, London 1966; 
OS: The Other Side of 1984, wee, Geneva 1983; FG: Foolishness to the Greeks, SPeK, 
London 1986;GPS:TheGospelinaPiuralist Society,SCM, London 1989;TT: Truth to Tell: 
The Gospel as Public Truth, SPeK, London 1991. Issues of the Newsletter, The Gospel and 
our Culture, are abbreviated as GeN1, GeN2, GeN3 etc. 

11 



Anvil Vol. 10, No. 1, 1993 

tions will then be raised in three areas where I think Newbigin's position 
remains ambiguous. This procedure will clear the ground for a more direct 
engagement with the question of 'public truth', which has come more and 
more to occupy centre stage in Newbigin's work in recent times. In order to 
get a critical grip on this notion I shall draw upon certain ideas of the German 
social philosopher Jtirgen Habermas. 

Significant features of the thought of Lesslie Newbigin 

Missionary background 
Newbigin's first book was A South India Diary, published in 1951, in which 
he reflected on his missionary experience. Elsewhere in his writings he 
occasionally alludes directly to a long career in India as a Presbyterian 
missionary dating from as early as 1936 and lasting until the end of the 1950s, 
during which time he was made a bishop in the newly formed ecumenical 
Church of South India. He was then Director of the World Council of 
Churches' Commission on World Mission and Evangelism before returning 
to India as Bishop of Madras until retirement in the mid-1970s. Since then he 
has been minister of Winson Green United Reformed Church in Birming­
ham as well as a lecturer at the Selly Oak Colleges, active in the British 
Council of Churches and the Ecumenical Movement generally, and much in 
demand as a lecturer, speaker and writer. 

As a missionary in the early days Newbigin was very much part of the 
'British India' culture to which oriental ways were alien. Yet, by the time he 
left India, it had become common for young people from the west to travel 
to India specifically in search of an alternative culture and spirituality. 
Juxtaposing these contrasting perceptions raised two issues for Newbigin 
which have never ceased to dominate his work. First, he seeks a communi­
cation of the gospel which can genuinely take root in the culture to which it 
is addressed (unlike some of that early Indian missionary work); secondly, 
he sees the need for a recovery of confidence in the gospel as a message 
which can supply a rational framework of meaning and purpose for life in 
a culture which has largely relegated such questions to the status of private 
opinion (thus challenging the malaise which makes many young people feel 
it necessary to look quite outside Christian culture for signs of hope). 

Analysis and critique of modern culture 
Newbigin's earliest detailed study of contemporary culture and the role of 
religion within it was made in Honest Religion for Secular Man in 1966. As the 
title suggests, the book was published as a contribution to the then burgeon­
ing debate about 'secular theology' sparked off by such popular works as 
John Robinson's Honest to God in Britain and Harvey Cox's The Secular City 
in America. In it Newbigin described secularization vividly as a powerful 
global phenomenon. 'Negatively, it is the withdrawal of areas of life and 
activity from the control of organized religious bodies, and the withdrawal 
of areas of thought from the control of what are believed to be revealed 
religious truths. Positively it may be seen as the increasing assertion of the 
competence of human science and technics (sic) to handle human problems 

12 



JOHN WILLIAMS The Gospel as Public Truth 

of every kind' (HR p 8). 
Although he went on to acknowledge that secularization could be 

interpreted in a Christian way, Newbigin expressed doubt as to whether 
either secular science or the secular state (the two formative pressures on all 
societies progressing towards modernity) could retain their proper charac­
ter without the continuing foundation of Christian faith to keep the structure 
sound. In this early book he already went on to recognise that to justify this 
assertion would require at least two moves. First, there was need for a 
biblical theology which would set the interpretation of history in the context 
of God's 'mighty acts' for salvation, so that the movement towards freedom 
and autonomy could not be seen in isolation from that biblical foundation. 
Secondly, an understanding of what it means to 'know God' must be sought, 
in the context of which purely positivistic accounts of scientific knowledge 
as the only form of rational knowledge might be found wanting. 

Detailed accounts of modem culture are given in chapter 2 of both The 
Other Side of 1984 and Foolishness to the Greeks. Because culture is 'the sum 
total of ways of living built up by a human community and transmitted from 
one generation to another' (OS p 5), it will often be experienced quite 
uncritically, more or less sub-consciously as simply 'how things are'. We 
must therefore become critically aware of the cultural framework be­
queathed to us by the Enlightenment, viz.: 'the "real" world is a world of 
moving bodies which have a totally "objective" existence apart from any 
human observer. All reality is ultimately intelligible in these terms ... by 
analyzing the data of experience into the smallest possible components one 
can discover the laws which govern their movements and mutual relations' 
(OSp 10). 

This Newtonian model of objective knowledge encourages the divorce 
between fact and value, a key element in Newbigin's critique of contempo­
rary culture. 'There is a world of what are called "facts", as distinct from 
what are called "values". In the latter world we are all free to choose what 
we will cherish and what we will neglect. (But) in the world of what our 
culture calls "facts" ... it is assumed that statements are either true or false' 
(FG p 16). Religious beliefs are the case par excellence of non-factual matters 
of private opinion, because they do not rest on objectively or empirically 
demonstrable foundations. It is simply open to individuals to choose them 
as they will. But Newbigin argues that if God, who is by definition the 
ultimate source of value, has in fact chosen to reveal himself through 
specifiable historical interactions with the human situation, then we do have 
a basis for values which is in principle objectively testable, and it is the duty 
of Christians to proclaim it. 

Just as Newbigin criticises the notion that 'values' have no basis in fact, 
so also he attacks the idea that so-called 'facts' are established without 
subjective input. He alludes to Francis Bacon, who in an early attempt at 
scientific methodology recommended the collection of 'facts' as a surer 
guide to the truth than philosophical or religious speculation. Newbigin 
points out that the popular mentality of our culture still indulges in this 
primitive scientism despite the fact that things have long since moved on 
within the scientific community, where it is now generally allowed that 'the 
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facts' mean what has to be taken as objectively given for the paradigm within 
which one is working, and without which no further research could be 
undertaken. But since there is no process of assembling evidence, measur­
ing, testing, controlling and so on which is not being undertaken by 
someone, it follows that all the 'factual knowledge' acquired contains a 
subjective dimension. 

A final recurring criticism of contemporary culture which Newbigin also 
sees as springing from this basic error about 'fact' is the exclusion of the 
category of purpose from rational, public discourse. The concept of factual 
knowledge discussed above implies that things are best understood in terms 
of causes rather than purposes. It is appropriate to ask, as a matter of fact, 
'what brought this about? where did it come from? how did it get to be how 
it now is?' But to ask, 'what is it for? where is it going? why is it here?' is an 
inappropriate question in the realm of fact (except in the rudimentary case 
of material objects designed by human beings with a specific end in view). 
Newbigin points out that since in the humanrealrnitis undoubtedly the case 
that purpose is a genuine explanatory category- much human activity is 
deliberately undertaken with a certain end in view and cannot be ad­
equately explained without taking that into account- we place ourselves 
in a very curious position indeed if we allow that this is so in. the case of 
human action but deny that it is a permissible category for anything else. 
This oddity leads Newbigin to argue strongly for the teleological nature of 
the Christian revelation. 

Epistemology 
It will be clear from the previous section that the basis ofN ewbigin' s cultural 
criticism is epistemological. He sets out to correct the prevailing error 
through an approach to the relationship of 'belief' and 'knowledge', draw­
ing upon the epistemology ofMichael Polanyi (whose Personal Knowledge he 
has been citing as inspiration ever since Honest Religion for Secular Man). 

In chapter 3 of The Gospel in a Pluralist Sodety Newbigin begins with a 
critique of Descartes' quest for 'clear and distinct ideas' which no rational 
person could doubt. Firstly, it is only an assumption, which could itself never 
be proved, that such ideas exist. We should heed Einstein's words: 'As far as 
the propositions of mathematics refer to reality, they are not certain; and as 
far as they are certain, they do not refer to reality' (GPS p 29)- i.e., any 
statement which is actually about reality must be capable of being doubted. 
Further, all statements with any claim to be true and to constitute knowledge 
have to be expressed in language, and language is quite simply not determi­
nate or fixed in meaning. Newbigin quotes A. N. Whitehead: 'There is not a 
sentence which adequately states its own meaning. There is always a 
background of presupposition which defies analysis by reason of its infini­
tude' (GPS p 29). 

With these cautions in mind, Newbigin rejects Bertrand Russell's positiv­
ist account of how knowledge is arrived at in favour of that of Polanyi. While 
advances in knowledge are made by putting possibilities to the test (i.e. 
forming a hypothesis which is in principle open to doubt), this can only be 
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done while certain other beliefs are not being doubted at all but treated as 
certainly true. Those beliefs which we for the time being do not doubt we 
'indwell', to use Polanyi's favourite expression. They are like a 'probe' with 
which we can examine the world and seek fresh knowledge. Or in another 
image, 'like the lenses of our spectacles, it is not something we look at, but 
something through which we look in order to see the world' (GPS p 35). 
Neyvbigin argues that the Christian faith supplies just such a set of 'lenses' 
or a 'probe', a story which we 'indwell' as a hermeneutical tool for gaining 
true knowledge about ourselves and the world. 

Through this procedure, therefore, belief and knowledge turn out to be 
intimately related. All knowledge is framed in a context of belief. This belief 
necessarily has a subjective pole to it, but the context of belief supplies the 
base from which exploration becomes possible on selected fronts, toward 
the acquisition of new knowledge. The possibility is therefore always left 
open that the exploration may on occasion lead to the need for modifications 
in the belief framework, or even exceptionally the abandonment of an old 
framework. Newbigin's epistemology wishes to rehabilitate what he calls 
'dogma' in the sense of that which is taken as given within the tradition 
where one is operating, over against the Enlightenment enthronement of 
doubt as the foremost epistemological principle. This is also important 
because for Christians to recognise and unmask the prevailing dogmas of 
contemporary culture is part of the liberating function of the gospel. 

Newbigin is concerned to distinguish his position from discredited 
dogmatic varieties of Christianity where dogma has 'been entangled with 
coercion, with political power, and so with the denial of freedom' (GPS p 10). 
For him 'the dogma, the thing given for our acceptance in faith, is not a set 
of timeless propositions: it is a story' (GPS p 12). Nourished and challenged 
by the biblical story and especially by its central event of Jesus Christ, and 
through liturgical and sacramental enactments of the same, Christians offer 
their own interpretation of the meaning of the world and its history. 'It is a 
story which is not yet finished, a story in which we are all awaiting the end 
when all becomes clear' (GPS p 12). 

Such a world-view must make its bid publicly for the right to compete 
rationallywithanyotherunderstandingwhichlaysclaimtotrueknowledge 
about the world and the human condition. 'What is now being proposed is 
that not just in the private world but also in the public world another model 
for understanding is needed; that this in turn requires the acknowledgement 
that our most fundamental beliefs cannot be demonstrated but are held by 
faith; that it is the responsibility of the Church to offer this new model for 
understanding as the basis for a radical renewal of our culture ... as a fresh 
starting point for the exploration of the mystery of human existence and for 
coping with its practical tasks not only in the private and domestic life of 
believers but also in the public life of the citizen.' (OS p 27) While there is 
much in this epistemological correction of positivism with which I fully 
agree, I shall go on later in the article to suggest ways in which I think 
Newbigin's position requires nuancing if it is to provide the basis for the 
fruitful encounter with contemporary secular culture he hopes for. 
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Missiology and ecclesiology 
This shorter section gives some further details of the consequences of 
Newbigin's epistemological proposals for his view of the Church and its 
mission. There is a key 'mission statement' in chapter 10 of The Gospel in a 
Pluralist Society, 'The Logic of Mission': 'The true meaning of the human 
story has been disclosed. Because it is the truth, it must be shared universally. 
It cannot be private opinion. When we share it with all peoples, we give them 
the opportunity to know the truth about themselves, to know who they are 
because they can know the true story of which their lives are a part .... Now 
decisions have to be made ... for Christ as the clue to history or for some other 
clue' (GPS pp 125£). 

This statement reflects all that has gone before. True knowledge will be 
acquired if the starting point for all enquiry, the 'dogma' which itself remains 
unquestioned, is sound. For Christians this is the biblical story, to which the 
internal hermeneutical key is the event of Christ. This event and the major 
events of the whole story are rooted in history and open to inspection. The 
Church is that body of men and women who have come to believe that in 
these events, to which this story bears witness, God has acted to reveal the 
true nature and purpose of the world and the place of human beings within 
it. Spurred on by this conviction, these men and women will both seek to live 
out in the public domain the concrete social consequences of this truth, and 
cast it into the arena of public debate as a properly qualified candidate for 
acceptance as a rational account of things. 

The local community of Christians is the context in which the firmly 
committed starting point of Newbigin' s epistemology can be experienced, 
absorbed and made effective. The life of the gathered congregation can be' a 
sign, instrument and foretaste' of God's Kingdom for that place. And 'if the 
Church is to be effective in advocating and achieving a new social order, it 
must itself be a new social order' (GPS p 231). It is clear that in a secularized 
and pluralist society, the Church can no longer fulfil this calling by any kind 
of Christendom model. 1t will only be by movements that begin with the 
local congregation in which the reality of the new creation is present, known, 
and experienced, and from which men and women will go into every sector 
of public life to claim it for Christ, to unmask the illusions which have 
remained hidden and to expose all areas of public life to the illumination of 
the Gospel' (GPS pp 232£). All this will be rooted, finally, in that 'indwelling 
of the story' by Christian people which we have described earlier. 

Critical commentary: questions to Newbigin 

Newbigin and biblical theology 
Newbigin's proposals rely heavily on an understanding of biblical revela­
tion as an interpretative key to all of experience and to the meaning and 
purpose of history. His particular understanding of 'public truth' requires 
that biblical revelation be concretely historical, in the strong sense of being 
conveyed via things that have happened. Further, his approach to Christian 
proclamation demands that the things that have happened be taken as 
focused and climaxed in a unique event, that of Christ. He writes: The Gospel 
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is not the assertion that in Jesus certain qualities such as love and justice were 
present in an exemplary manner ... it is the story of actions by which the 
human situation is irreversibly changed. The concreteness ... the 
"happenedness" of this can in no way be replaced by a series of abstract 
nouns' (GPS p 166). 

Newbigin strenuously denies that this position is fundamentalist. He 
tells us: 'I would want to speak of the Bible as that body of literature which 
-primarily, but not only in narrative form - renders accessible to us the 
character and actions and purposes of God' (FG p 59). This 'rendering' does 
not take place in and of itself, however, but only through the biblical praxis 
of the Christian community which both indwells the text and struggles to 
live out its meaning in the public world. The validation of the claim that 
revelation lies here is that 'the Church is that community which, in an 
unbroken succession from Abraham, lives by the faith to which the Bible 
bears witness, and continues to testify in the face of all other claims that it is 
in this faith that the truth is to be known in all its fulness' (OS p 46). Historical 
criticism is quite compatible with this assurance because 'the Bible comes to 
us in its "canonical shape"' (OS p 49): the product of ongoing reflection upon 
events by earlier witnesses, so that by a sort of cumulative process a 
consistency of revelation has emerged (around the two 'primary centres' of 
Exodus and Christ-event). 

If this an accurate rendition of Newbigin's position, there are three 
questions I should like to put on record. First, does the completion of the 
canon mark the end of definitive revelation? Newbigin's overall position 
suggests that he assumes it must, but it is not clear how, given the ongoing 
hermeneutical process he describes as it extends to incorporate ourselves, the 
possibility can be excluded that biblical revelation could at some point be 
superseded. Does Newbigin insist on a faith based on Scripture or can he 
accommodate a faith developing out of Scripture? 

Secondly, does Newbigin's account of how biblical authority functions 
really require so positive an insistence upon historical uniqueness? Take fot 
example the statement on p 89 of Foolishness to the Greeks, 'Jesus manifested\ 
a relationship of unbroken love and obedience to the one he called Father'. 
Here is a typical christological affirmation of faith which goes beyond what 
historical investigation could possibly establish. If what matters is that 
Christians 'indwell the story', might it not be sufficient to say that Christians 
receive from this story insights which they have reasonable grounds for 
believing to be true? Such insights they find enacted for them by God in 
particular events, but without prejudice to the possibility of their being 
vouchsafed to others through different circumstances. 

Thirdly, even if we grant that 'what is unique about the Bible is the story 
which it tells' and that 'it is unique and also universal in its implications for 
human history' (GPS p 97), are there any 'controls' upon the truths which 
those who ind well it will come to know? It is pretty obvious that 'the biblical 
story' has been used to motivate and justify radically different sorts of action 
over the centuries. Newbigin wants to exclude any insight from outside the 
community of faith and its biblical indwelling from the hermeneutical circle 
(FG p 58), much in the same way that he denies that natural theology can 
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offer us any help with ultimate questions (FG pp 87£). But to admit that there 
must be a broader base for the concept of revelation than 'Scripture alone' 
would surely enhance rather than spoil the prospects for the kind of cross­
cultural communication sought by Newbigin.2 

Newbigin and the communal or associational church 
In his contribution to the Grubb Institute symposium, The Parish Church,3 

Newbigin argued strongly for what he took to be a 'communal' model of the 
Church- and yet, his work is peppered with references to the nature and 
the task of such a church which suggest a distinctly 'associational' style of 
congregational life. He warns against the Church 'failing to confront people 
with the sharp call for radical conversion' (p 36). He refers elsewhere to the 
Church being 'visible and recognizable as the community that embraces the 
whole city in the Father's love' (TIp 90). He speaks of 'the presence of the 
Kingdom in the Church' (emphasis mine) in terms of foretaste, firstfruit and 
pledge in the Spirit (GPS pp 119£). Such passages seem to presuppose an 
ideal congregation with a uniform level of clear commitment and a strong 
sense of common purpose as a church. 

In envisioning the Church's role Newbigin makes use of Peter Berger's 
concept of 'plausibility structure'. On p 9 of The Gospel in a Pluralist Society 
he tells us that 'the Church inhabits a plausibility structure which is at 
variance with, and which calls in question, those that govern all human 
cultures'. Newbigin clearly means by this the framework of ideas, the 
interpretive key, bequeathed to the Church by the biblical story, which offers 
an alternative world view to thatprevailinginmodernsociety. But for Berger 
the concept is rather the reverse: the 'plausibility structure' is not the beliefs 
but the edifice of social institutions that lend credibility to the beliefs.4 Thus 
it is the Church that is the plausibility structure for Christian world view, 
rather than the world view that is the alternative plausibility structure borne 
by the Church. One effect of secularization is that the Church is left as the only 
structure functioning to support the credibility of Christian belief, whereas 

2 It is interesting to contrast the very different approach of Keith Ward, A Vision to 
Pursue, SCM, London 1991, tosomeofthesameissues. He says, for example (p 23) that 
we have no choice but to seek to evaluate the truth of the biblical text 'on the grounds 
of independent likelihood', and suggests what some of the criteria for such an 
assessment might be (p 20). Similarly his treatment of 'story' on pp 2f offers an 
alternative to Newbigin's insistence that the story must also be history; and on pp 44f 
Ward offers a way of acknowledging spiritual truth in other religious traditions 
which is not prejudicial to Christian truth-claims. All these broader avenues for 
exploration are systematically closed off by Newbigin. 

3 L. Newbigin, 'On Being the Church for the World', in G. Ecclestone, ed., The Parish 
Church, Mowbrays, Oxford 1988, pp 25-42. The series of papers of which Newbigin's 
is part are responding to the 'Core Group' paper on 'What is a Parish Church?' which 
makes use of the typology of communal and assodational churches developed by 
Bruce Reed in The Dynamics of Religion, DLT, London 1978. 

4 SeeP. Berger and T. Luckmann, The Social Reality ofReligion,Penguin, Harmondsworth 
1974, pp 54ff: 'The reality of the Christian world depends upon the presence of social 
structures (emphasis mine) within which this reality is taken for granted ... when this 
plausibility structure loses its intactness or continuity, the Christian world begins to 
totter .. .' (p 55). 
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in earlier times a whole network of social institutions sl!ared in the job. 

This has rather important consequences for Newbigin's view of the 
Church. A congregation in a pluralist, secular society will almost inevitably 
be a small minority body. As such it will experience an internal drive towards 
a more associational style, because the structure will need to be strengthened 
in order to support the plausibility of the beliefs of the members, who find 
them widely ignored or derided in the world outside. However, a congrega­
tion may choose to counter the drift into sectarianism by deliberately 
maximising the communal dimensions of its appeal: working with folk and 
civic religious expectations, co-operating with local secular caring agencies 
and so on. If it does this it will almost certainly experience a wide variation 
in levels of commitment and 'convertedness' among its members. 

These sociological pressures will absorb the energies of many churches 
today, resulting in greater limitation and more compromise than Newbigin' s 
bold vision allows for. A 'missionary encounter with modem culture' cannot 
overlook the complex symbiotic relationship that exists between Church 
and culture, and indeed one of the strengths of such an encounter may lie 
precisely in its humble recognition of the constraints under which the 
Church must labour. 

Newbigin and the liberal/fundamentalist divide 
In both The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (p 38) and 'Iruth to Tell (p 54) Newbigin 
expresses the hope of overcoming the divide between liberal and fundamen­
talist. I wish now to question this hope. In GCN7, Newbigin is accused of a 
kind of crypto-fundamentalism on the grounds that he insists on a starting 
point which is placed beyond doubt and accepted uncritically. He replies 
that 'all systematic thinking about fundamental matters has to begin with 
certain things that are taken for granted' (GCN7 p 2). My question is whether 
he correctly identifies what these things are. 

In The Other Side of 1984 (pp 28ff) Newbigin draws attention to Polanyi' s 
idea of the 'fiduciary framework' - that which is 'trusted in' - as the 
starting point for all exploration and questioning. According to chapter 1 of 
The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, the Christian's fiduciary framework is 'a 
story'; as Newbiginsays on p 11, 'the story ofthe empty tomb cannot be fitted 
into any world view except one of which it is the starting point'. However, 
on p 90 of Foolishness to the Greeks we read that 'the twin dogmas of 
Incarnation and Trinity form the starting point for a way of understanding 
reality as a whole', and on p 37 of Truth to Tell, 'God's revelation in Jesus 
Christ is the starting point'. There is some confusion here, because Newbigin 
equates Polanyi's 'fiduciary framework' with 'dogma' and then tries to 
identify precisely which dogma belongs to it. However, the framework is not 
so much some particular belief as that rather less definable grid or pattern 
which shapes all our thinking, which is acculturated in our minds as the 
thought-context in which we liv,e and move and have our being. 

Newbigin sounds more fundamentalist than he need by over-intellectu­
alizing this framework. On p 6 of The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, for example, 
he criticises modem culture for trying to 'subject every dogma to fearless 
criticism in the light of reason and experience'. If modem culture supposes 
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that all truth-claims must bow to the judgment of reason narrowly conceived 
in terms of logical verification (as in A. J. Ayer), then Newbigin's criticism is 
justified. But to object to the idea that dogma should be tested by experience 
is another matter, since there is no other way that any knowledge whatso­
ever can come to us! In Truth to Tell (pp 42ff) Newbigin rightly criticises 'those 
who seek to present the Bible as a body of objective truths in which human 
subjectivity plays no part', but then goes on to describe liberals as those for 
whom 'the Bible is understood as a record of human religious experience' in 
which 'we are not dealing directly with the acts and words of God.' A 
suspicion lingers that Newbigin wants to maintain that Christians have in 
their possession all along some source of truth independent of human 
experience. 

I would therefore ask whether Newbigin is trying to carve out a middle 
way between fundamentalism and liberalism which does not exist. In all our 
quest for knowledge of the truth, we operate as Christians, as those whose 
root conviction is that the Christian faith is true. In this sense our fiduciary 
framework is beyond question. But as far as any specific item of doctrine or 
historical foundation goes, the 'liberal' principle must be allowed to apply, 
i.e. critical questioning is legitimate. The notion of 'public truth' cannot 
stand if there are no-go areas closed to debate. 

The Gospel as public truth 

In this final section I aim to bring together aspects of the questions raised in 
the previous part to bear upon this central theme of Newbigin' s most recent 
work. In The Other Side of 1984 (p 26) Newbigin writes that our culture 'has 
drawn a sharp distinction between (this) private option and the principles 
which govern public life. These principles belong to the realm of 'public 
truth', that is to say to the area which is governed by the truths which are 
either held to be self-evident or can be shown to be true to any person who 
is willing to consider all the evidence'. For example, in the USA 'science may 
be taught as public truth, but religion may not' in the school curriculum (GPS 
pp 23f). This is because religion is about beliefs and values, not facts; but 
'when I say "I believe" ... I am affirming what I believe to be true, and 
therefore what is true for everyone. The test of my commitment to this belief 
will be that I am ready to publish it, to share it with others, and to invite their 
judgment, and -if necessary- correction' (GPS p 22). 

He summarizes in a short paper prepared for the 1992 Swan wick Consul­
tation, 'To affirm the Gospel as public truth is to invite acceptance of a new 
starting point for thought, the truth of which will only be proved in the 
course of a life of reflection and action which proves itself more adequate to 
the totality of human experience than its rivals'. What Newbigin wants is a 
fair hearing for Christian claims: the right for them to be debated in rational 
public discourse as genuine candidates for true knowledge; so that some 
will even be persuaded to give Christian faith a try-and when they do, 'the 
proof of the pudding will be in the eating'. This ringing call needs to be 
heeded in the Church. To avoid disappointment, though, some nuancing is 
necessary, or else it is unlikely to be heeded in the world. I therefore wish to 
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end by borrowing a few concepts from that most dense and abstract of 
German philosophers, Jiirgen Habermas, because he has an earnest concern 
for truth, and the way it can be attained in public discourse is a major 
preoccupation of his work.s 

Public truth and rationality 
Newbigin is concerned, as we have seen, to overcome the dichotomy 
between fact and value, between knowledge and belief, between public and 
private truth. Habermas has made a detailed analysis of the conditions and 
validity criteria of different kinds of knowing, which suggests a more subtle 
pattern. Habermas is concerned with the 'rationality' of knowing. 'Ration­
ality' is about giving reasons for anything that is claimed as knowledge. Any 
proposition that can have reasons advanced for it is thereby potentially the 
material of public discourse. But there are different types of reasons which 
govern the different types of knowledge that arise when different human 
interests are in view. 

For example, when the interest lies in gaining a rational understanding 
of the world of objects, in order to facilitate human control of it (as in science 
and technology), a cognitive mode of knowledge arises, for which the 
criterion of truth is a demonstrable conformity with externally verifiable 
'facts'. But when the interest lies in forming meaningful relations between 
subjects, in order to further communicative understanding of one another, 
an interactive mode of knowledge arises, for which the truth-criterion of 
factuality is insufficient. In the case of communicative rationality, considera­
tions arise of what is true in the inter-personal domain, which cannot be 
settled by appeal to objective facts about the external world, but only 
through a discourse in which each participant proffers his or her subjective 
value-commitments as a starting point for exploration. 

I would suggest that the kind of truth the Gospel is corresponds more 
closely to Habermas' second (interactive) type than to his first (cognitive). 
His analysis preserves the distinction between fact and value whichNewbigin 
rejects, but allows for knowledge about value, or interactive knowledge, to 
participate in the public sphere just as much as cognitive, factual knowledge. 
Habermas shows how different kinds of statements which carry a validity 
claim may satisfy different criteria in order for that claim to be 'redeemed', 
as he puts it.lf we are to communicate publicly as Christians with the secular 
society, we must be prepared to give reasons for any proposition we put 
forward as gospel truth. The criterion of historical 'happenedness' is only 
one possible reason, which may well not be appropriate to more than a few 
of the truth-claims Christians wish to make. 

5 Sources on Haberrnas used in preparing this section are M. Pusey, Jiirgen Habermas, 
Chichester 1987; R. Roderick,Habermasand the Foundations of Critical Theory, Maanillan, 
London 1986; A. Giddens, 'Reason without Revolution? Haberrnas's Theorie des 
kommunikativen Handelns', in R. Bernstein, ed., Habermas and Modernity, CUP, Cam­
bridge 1985; and C. Davis, Theology and Political Society, CUP, Cambridge 1980, 
chapters 3 & 4. 
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Public truth and culture 
Habermas' work can also help to add finesse to Newbigin's notion of a 
'mission to contemporary culture'. Newbigin retains a persistent sense that 
what is needed is principally that someone-possibly the church-should 
disseminate alternative ideas - a world view- in order to bring about 
cultural change. Habermas has devoted much thought, in dialogue with 
both Marx and Weber, to the complicated relationship between culture and 
social structure. He has developed the concept of the 'lifeworld': a largely 
unconscious set of assumptions, conventions, ways of seeing things, which 
govern a good deal of belief and behaviour. Habermas includes within the 
fifeworld factors of social structure - economic and political and institu­
tional realities- as well as ideas. The way people habitually interpret life 
hasalottodowithcircumstancesbeyondtheircontrol-class,employment 
or the lack of it, economic status, family conditions- as well as learned or 
inherited beliefs.6 

For Habermas, the key to social progress lies in what he calls 'the 
rationalization of the lifeworld', which means the process by which people 
come to conscious reflection on their beliefs, attitudes and values and begin 
to offer reasons for having hitherto seen things the way they do. The mission 
of the gospel to contemporary culture cannot therefore succeed unless it 
takes root in the lifeworfd and contributes to this rationalization process. 

The rationalization of the life world is the positive face of Enlightenment. 
But Habermas acknowledges a negative face, which he analyses in this way: 
in order for society to be functionally integrated, we need the communica­
tive rationality that governs interpersonal relationships (i.e. we have to be 
able to understand one another). However, in advanced societies there is 
also a need for the efficient operation of structural systems such as the 
economy and the polity in ways which can be secured from the constantly 
changing choices and personal whims of individuals. To this extent it is 
necessary for systems to be impersonal, co-ordinated largely through the 
media of money and power. Problems arise when the forms of rationality 
proper to these structural media invade the lifeworld and become like a 
cancerous growth eating up the forms of rationality which properly belong 
there. Habermas calls this the 'colonization of the lifeworld' by 'system 
imperatives'. 

This phenomenon is seen, for example, where the values of consumerism 
and economic competition threaten to dislodge all other values which have 
their proper place in the personal domains of family and local community. 
Similarly, the rationality necessary for the efficient functioning of a system 
such as the welfare state can invade the personal lives of clients to the extent 
that they are turned into dependent objects of bureaucratic regulation. In 
either case the result is the erosion of vital forms of communicative ration­
ality and the loss of personal understanding and ultimately of common 

6 Newbigin' s emphasis on epistemology and ideas to the detriment of material factors 
in cultural change is brought out in a highly critical article by Elaine Graham and 
Heather Walton, 'A Walk on the Wild Side: a Critique of "The Gospel and Our 
Culture"', Modern Churchman, New Series, vol. XXXIII, no. 1 (1991), pp lff. Newbigin 
replies in The Gospel and our Culture', in vol. XXXIV, no. 2 (1992), pp lff. 
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humanity. There is a consequent crisis of meaning in the lifeworld, whereby 
people can see neither any valid reasons for thin~ being as they are, nor any 
reasonable hope of changing them. At this pomt Habermas looks to the 
emergence of a third, 'emancipatory' type bf rationality, in which the process 
of seeking reasons leads to the unmasking of the false values which have 
intruded into the lifeworld from the structural system. The good fruits of the 
Enlightenment in critical thinking can be used to correct its pathologies. 

A1l of this is relevant to Newbigin's hope that the gospel as public truth 
will counter the falsehoods of the contemporary world view. But it does not 
mean the rejection of the distinction between public and private or personal 
truth, as Habermas' distinction between system and lifeworld values makes 
clear. The gospel must begin at the level of 'personal truth' if it is to supply 
to individuals a framework of meaning enabling them to come to terms with 
themselves and their world. The Christian message cannot simply be 
projected into the market-place as a competitor with, say, utilitarianism or 
democratic socialism, as a claim to be a true account of how society operates. 
Habermas' analysis suggests that the first priority should be for the renewal 
of the gospel as 'personal truth' in order that it mi~ht then contribute to the 
correction of the pathologies of the public domam. 'The gospel as public 
truth' would be shQrthand for 'the gospel as personal truth about which 
rational~ public debate is possible, and which if integrated into culture at the 
personal level will have public consequences'. 

Public truth and public discourse 
Newbigin wants the gospel world-view to be confidently published and 
commended with a view to dialogue in the market-place of ideas. Habermas 
gives a description of the kind of discourse he sees as desirable in the public 
domain. What happens is that people start from individual convictions and 
offer them for discussion, in the course of which they have repeatedly to give 
reasons for them, as well as giving an unbiased and unrestricted hearing to 
others. In the end there is an advance both of mutual understanding and 
beyond the original positions, and hence progress towards truth. Through 
the basic device of continually asking 'why', human relationships are 
deepened and the conviction is strengthened that there really is a 'rational 
coherence' about the world. The understanding gained is both subjective 
and objective. 

This is Habermas' famous 'discourse theory of truth'. It relies for its force 
upon the supposition of a hypothetical'ideal speech situation' in which all 
participants would be free from any of the internal or external constraints 
which ordinarily distort communication. In such a situation, the force of the 
better argument would infallibly lead to the truth; in reality, however, all 
discourse can only approximate to this ideal. In Christian terms, the ideal 
speech situation is an eschatological concept - and such concepts are 
indeed the driving force of Christian activity. 

Habermas provides here a secular model for public debate about gospel 
truth. It overcomes the tension in Newbigin between the free and open 
dialogue he claims to favour and the one-sided proclamatory stance he often 
seems to adopt. It calls for a massive programme of theological debate at all 
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levels of the Church's life as well as wherever opportunities for dialogue 
with society arise. It recognises that the adoption of a starting-point which 
is uncritically assumed is a methodological principle and is not intended to 
immunise that starting-point from critical enquiry. It allows that the emer­
gent truth will not all be on one side- a point which even after such copious 
writing Newbigin never quite concedes. Such an approach to public truth 
would demand for most congregations a considerable programme of in­
house theological education, aimed initially at that 'rationalizing of the 
lifeworld' or enabling of self-reflection in matters of faith, without which 
progress in understanding cannot occur. This model of 'public truth' carried 
in the Christian story must allow for critique from outside the community 
of faith- the character of Scripture as testimony will be preserved, but the 
possibility of other testimony freely granted. 

Conclusion 

I have tried to envisage what Newbigin's proposal for an encounter of the 
gospel as public truth with contemporary culture might mean. I think it is an 
important and urgent need. My criticisms, questions and suggestions for 
modifications of what Newbigin is saying are intended to carry the pro­
gramme forward. They are not meant to rob it of that note of confidence in 
the gospel which sounds so clearly in Newbigin's work. They intend, 
however, to suggest that Christian confidence may be more bound up with 
vulnerability, ambiguity and imperfection, and with the readiness to live by 
faith with an incomplete and exploratory grasp of truth, than Newbigin 
seems to allow. 

The Revd Or John Williams is Clergy Training Officer for the East Riding 
Archdeaconry of the Diocese of York 

24 


