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Enlightenment scientism has taught people that the acceptance of unproven beliefs was the broad road to darkness. Only universal doubt would purge the human mind of all opinions held merely on trust and open it to knowledge firmly grounded in reason. We should keep our minds empty rather than allow any but irrefutable beliefs to take possession of them. Only along this straight and narrow path would we arrive at an unassailable residue of knowledge that is completely determined by objective evidence (Polanyi: 1958:269).

Because of the growing dislike of what was perceived to be religious bigotry, this Enlightenment tenet of the efficacy of doubt as a solvent of error was increasingly aimed specifically at religion, at faith (:279). It has been an extraordinarily successful teaching. It has become the "received view"; and all of us, when we are told of something we had not known of before, respond spontaneously: "Where is your proof? What are the facts?" Even Polyani, who set out systematically to refute this approach, acknowledges that he, too, finds ingrained in his own mind the notion that to refrain from believing unproven assertions is always an act of intellectual honesty and that to believe them is to throw oneself wide open to the suspicion of obscurantism (:271f). What one had to aim at was total objectivity.

Today most disciplines, including the natural sciences, concede — albeit grudgingly at times — that this view was based on an illusion, that there is no such thing as complete objectivity, and that a host of factors codetermine our convictions. The problem is, however, that most of the people in our streets, offices, factories, and schools do not seem to be aware of the monumental shift that has taken place during the past thirty years or so. They still live and act as if the tenets of scientific objectivity are completely intact and indisputable. We have a major missionary task in this respect, a task that may turn out to be even more difficult than the other ones I have outlined above.

What is it that we have to communicate to the Western "post-Christian" public? It seems to me that we must demonstrate the role that plausibility structures, or, rather, worldviews, play in people's lives. This is best illustrated when people undergo a change in worldview, something we may describe, phenomenologically at least, as conversion. We hold our worldviews implicitly; that means we are often not consciously aware of them. However, when they change, we realize something of the grip they used to have on us. Polanyi (1958:288) gives two quotations to illustrate this: one from Arthur Koestler, a former Marxist (from his important book The God that Failed) the other from Karen Homey, a former Freudian. Although still adhering to Marxism or Freudianism, they would have regarded the all-embracing interpretative powers of Marxism's or Freudianism's framework as evidence of its truth: only when losing faith in it did they feel that its powers were specious. From this perspective, then, we may deduce that those who swore by rationalism as the only position one could embrace with integrity had actually undergone a conversion: from faith in God to faith in their independent rational faculties.

Worldviews are integrative and interpretive frameworks by which order and disorder are judged, they are the standards by which reality is managed and pursued, sets of hinges on which all our everyday thinking and doing turns (Olthuis 1991:4f). Worldviews are, of course, formed by several factors. It is not true. as some religious fundamentalists like to argue that one's worldview is shaped solely by one's faith or by God. Worldviews are shaped by both inculcated (or assumed) faith convictions and by context, social status, emotional health, and the like. They are shaped by both "theory" and "practice," which condition each other, or, in Christian parlance, by both divine revelation and human experience. A worldview, moreover, functions both descriptively (it tells us what is or what is not the case) and normatively (it tells us what might or ought not to be the case). It is both a sketch of and a blueprint for reality, a vision of life and for life (:5).

The significance of all of this is critical. As a vision rooted in faith (any kind of faith) and experience, a world-view in its basic tenets is not argued to, but argued from (:8) It is not the terminus of our quest for insight, but our place of departure. This is the point Polanyi (1958:266) intends to make when he again holds up the Augustinian (and Anselmian) adage: Nisi crediteris non intelligitis ("unless you believe, you shall not understand"). Apparently, Enlightenment scientism has inverted the mutual position of the two Augustinian levels to read: "unless you understand, you shall not believe," but only apparently, since scientism also, unwittingly, follows the Augustinian logic: only because it believes in the power of unaided reason does it understand everything in these terms. It is an illusion that one can follow the other path; it is, moreover, a false ideal (:18). Belief is, in fact, the source of all knowledge (:266).

We move ahead yet another step. According to Polanyi (1958:271), all fundamental beliefs are irrefutable as well as unprovable — that is, in terms of the axioms of our society —for the test of proof or disproof is irrelevant for the acceptance or rejection of fundamental beliefs. Such a philosophy does not eliminate doubt but, like the Christian faith, says "that we should hold on to what we truly believe, even when realizing the absurdly remote chances of this enterprise, trusting the unfathomable intimations that call upon us to do so" (:313).

Is there then not a danger that our beliefs may be wrong? Alternatively, does this approach not lead us into total subjectivism? I have already referred to the postmodernism of Lyotard and others who, for fear of the first (that our beliefs may be wrong), deny the existence of any meta-truth and meta-narratives against which we may test our convictions, and therefore end in relativism and subjectivism, indeed, in irrationalism. Such irrationalism, says Sigmund Daecke (1988:632), is, however, even more perilous than modern rationalism. And this is certainly not what Polanyi propounds. It is precisely because he believes that we stand "under a firmament of truth and greatness" (:380) and that "the universe is sufficiently intelligible to justify this undertaking that it is "incumbent upon us to take these chances," as we "draw confidence from the splendor of a thousand minds to which we pay homage" (:318).

The position the believer adopts is therefore not irrational; it is eminently reasonable. After the Enlightenment it is impossible that it could be otherwise. We can now profess "knowingly and openly those beliefs which could be tacitly taken for granted" before the onset of the critical era (:268). We moreover concede that, "in spite of its a-critical character, the force of religious conviction does depend on factual evidence and can be affected by doubt concerning certain facts" (:280). In this respect, Polanyi refers to faith and worship as a "passionate heuristic impulse" or "vision" with the help of which we continually probe the authenticity of our faith.

It follows from this that Christian theology can be pursued only from the basis of such a faith commitment. In this process it will, surely, make use of rational discourse, even if it will never identify itself with reason (Hoedemaker 1990:62). Theological enquiry is not the fruit of faith, not the means by which to arrive at faith. Faith can only be "caught," not taught. Theology can, however, be a critical instrument in helping us to cleanse the fountains of our faith. We live in a time in which new forms must be found and new linkages forged between faith and rationality; perhaps the present "god-less" time is really a creative transition period (:59). Theologising can therefore and, if it is done properly, will lead to change in my worldview or frame of reference, because this is always, of necessity, deficient. It will not, however, answer all questions. Because people have been taught by the rationalist system that all questions can, in principle, find answers, they have sometimes become exasperated with the loose ends of their thinking and have changed over to another system, heedless of similar difficulties within that new system (Polanyi 1958:18). The sense of inadequacy of our heuristic impulse is, however, part of the Christian faith: "its striving can never reach an endpoint at which having gained its desired result, its continuation would become unnecessary" (:280). Our theology can never "put at our disposal what cannot, by definition, be at our disposal" (Lübbe 1986:16). A sense of imperfection is essential to the Christian faith. Polanyi quotes Tillich in support of this view: "Faith embraces itself and the doubt about itself" (:280).

It thus remains my vision, our vision; but if it compels my allegiance, should it not do the same for others? If not, why do I believe? What we believe to be most true for ourselves, we must also implicitly believe to be worth the commitment of others and explicitly communicate to them (Olthuis 1991:13). It is, after all, a faith we hold "with universal intent" (Polanyi).

Should we not, then, incorporate this vision of a faith that is improvable and yet real to our contemporaries as well? Should we not go out of our way to expose the flimsy foundations on which their rationalism, materialism, or what have you stand? Is this not part of our missionary (and therefore missiological) agenda? And what would happen if we do not communicate such a worldview to them? What would they be left with? What would be their lodestar, the contents of their hopes, yes, of what they believe'? Let Polanyi reply to these questions:

"Then law is no more than what the courts will decide, art but an emollient of nerves, morality but a convention, tradition but an inertia, God but a psychological necessity. Then man dominates a world in which he himself does not exist. For with his obligations he has lost his voice and his hope, and been left behind meaningless to himself" (1958:380).
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