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Newbigin, Lesslie.  Proper Confidence: Faith, Doubt & Certainty in Christian 


Discipleship.  Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1995.
Proper Confidence is both an insightful and stimulating book.  In developing his thesis the author gives a fair and understandable background and history of Enlightenment philosophy.  He limits his concept of certainty to the method of doubt and the foundationalism of Rene Descartes.  Conflict between faith and reason/history and science is addressed to a post Kantian world with a good attempt to heal the breach.  Michael Polanyi’s epistemology is chosen as the most appropriate method to bring reliable knowledge and faith together.  Based on his perception of the biblical meta-narrative he shows that all knowledge has risk which is a corollary of all personal knowledge as well.  There is much to like and learn from Newbigin’s short essay.  One of the most frustrating aspects of the book is Eerdmans failure to provide any kind of index or bibliography.
Rejection of Cartesian absolute certainty based on absolute rational truth is replaced with the more modest claim of proper confidence in every discipline.  The rationalist’s attempt to undergird all truth with an absolutely certain starting point is rightly rejected.  Rejection of this kind of foundationalism is widely shared in the reformed community.  It is beyond the scope of this notice to evaluate Polanyi’s epistemology and its suitability for doing theology (for an excellent positive answer to the suitable use of Polanyi in theological epistemology see the excellent book;  Longing to Know by Esther Lightcap Meeks and published by Brazo Press a division of Baker Books, 2003).  

One of the disturbing features of this essay is what it does not say.  There is no commitment to the Biblical narrative as being God breathed and thus carrying both internal authenticity and authority.  Even more disturbing is that there is no mention of the work of the Spirit in relation to the purported risk of faith.  The character of Scripture as a living two edged sword and its relation to the work of the Spirit must be included in any assessment of the epistemological basis for a redefinition of the ground of certainty/confidence in Christian theism.
On the other hand, another disturbing feature of the essay is what it does say in a direct denial of inerrancy.  Inerrancy is pitted against Jesus being the locus of divine revelation.  In Newbigin’s analysis, the doctrine of verbal inerrancy is a denial of the way in which God has chosen to make himself known to us as the Father of our Lord Jesus (page 89).  In the end the author’s concept of proper confidence in the truth claims of revelation leaves us without any certainty found in the self-authenticating speech of God brought to us by the work of the Spirit as revelation of both the Father or our Lord Jesus as well as of our Lord Jesus himself.  
In the current debate concerning knowledge in the evangelical community of higher education, Newbigin offers a mediating ground.  Those sure that the best we can do is true beyond reasonable doubt based on our finitude, corruption and lack of omniscience will view this book as still making too strong a claim for the character of our knowledge.  Those at the other end of the debate will find some relief from the pressure of post-modernism yet will still cling to the possibility of the Cartesian kind of certainty as the only way to establish absolute truth claims.  As the words of the debate circulate (certainty, assurance, reliable knowledge, proper confidence, true beyond reasonable doubt, faith, doubt) in a discussion that is essential and full of consequences for the future, it would appear we first need to do the exegetical and canonical tasks and then evaluate the current purported options.  
