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1 The Church as a Prophetic Community and a Sign of 
Hope 

• L'Eglise comme communaute prophetique et signe 
d'esperance 

• Die Gemeinde als prophetische Gemeinschaft und als 
Zeichen der Hoffnung 
Miroslav Volf, Professor, Evangelical Theological Faculty, Osijek, Croatia 

SUMMARY 
I. In various Christian communities, reflection 
on the nature of the relationship between the 
church and the world has converged around the 
idea of the church as a 'sign'. The Protestant 
Reformation understood the church to have a 
prophetic role; and the church as sign and 
instrument of salvation, born within the 
Roman Catholic Church, began to be accepted 
in Protestantism post Vatican 11. 

The ambiguous role of churches in Europe 
during years of oppression obscured the 
church's 'sign' function despite the positive role 
of churches in the 1989 revolution. Churches 
cannot be worshipping communities alone: only 
prophetic communities can truly worship, and 
only worshipping communities can be truly 
prophetic. (In what follows, 'church' means the 
various churches, especially at the local level). 

11. The prophetic ministry of the church is 'to 
relate the gospel to the critical events and issues 
of the day' (WCC paper on Unity/Renewal). 
However, there is a danger of reduction of 
prophetic proclamation to social critique, and of 
mimicry of secular critiques. 

The theological foundation of the sign
character of the church is its relation to the new 
creation. This is easily obscured by the 
inconsistency of Christian's lives. But past 
failures should not lead to despair; rather, it is 
necessary to establish a better theological basis 
for thinking of the church as a sign. 

Ill. God's new creation is the mutual 
personal indwelling of the Triune God and 
God's glorified people in the new heavens and 
the new earth. The historical life of the church 
should manifest its future unity with God, as 
an expression of the present experience of the 
Holy Spirit as the power of the new creation. 

The church should neither be confused with 
nor separated from the new creation: not 
separated, because it receives its life from the 
Spirit of creation; not confused, because the 
new Jerusalem is an eschatological city. The 
church anticipates the new creation; it is not 
the first fruits of it. 

N. We need to clarify the language of'sign'. 
'Sign', like 'anticipation', conveys both the 
difference and the connection between the 
church and the new creation. The church is the 
kind of sign that is intrinsic to the thing to 
which it points-like 'signs' in John's Gospel. 

The church as sign also mediates the new 
creation. Catholic ecclesiology stresses the 
sacramental character of the church as sign; 
this must be qualified: the Holy Spirit alone 
gives faith. Protestant theology prefers the 
socio-ethical model of the church as 'sign'. 

There should be no misplaced optimism 
about what the church is and can do. In the 
church, the old has bcome new without however 
ceasing to be the old. Yet the church's 
'homelessness' in the world is paradoxically no 
impediment to its character as a sign of hope. 
The church is not to speak of itself as a sign, 
but to be it. 

V. OT prophecy is a stimulus to 'sign' 
language; essentially, prophecy is declaring the 
word of God. OT prophecy is not transferable 
as a whole to the church; yet the activity of the 
church in the world takes place in the power of 
the same Spirit. The manner ofOT prophecy is 
instructive. 

Prophecy itself is a sign (Acts 2:17); there is 
a union between the church's being and its 
speaking. There are two consequences: first, 
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since the spirit of prophecy is given to the whole 
church, no single pronouncement can be the 
'last word'; second, its prophecy has the form of 
'witness'. 

The prophetic message calls both to 
friendship with God and to do justice; this is 
clear from the association of worship and 
justice in the OT. Neither evangelism nor social 
critique can stand alone. There is need for 
dynamic relation to God and sympathy with 
people; for a revival of a 'tearful tradition'
'orthopathy'. 

RESUME 
1. Dans diverses communautes chretiennes, les 
reflexions menees au sujet des rapports entre 
l'Eglise et le monde ont abouti a la notion de 
l'Eglise comme 's_igne'. La Reforme protestante 
a compris que l'Eglise ava_it un role 
prophetique. L'idee que l'Eglise etait un signe 
et un moyen de salut, une idee nee au sein de 
l'Eglise catoholique romaine, commence a etre 
acceptee dans les milieux protestants depuis 
Vatican 11. 

Le role ambigu des Eglises en Europe 
pendant des annees d'oppression !'- obscurci la 
fonction de signe que doit avoir l'Eglise, malgre 
le role positif des Eglises da,ns le revirement qui 
s'est produit en 1989. Les Eglises ne peuvent 
pas etre des communautes oft l'on se borne a 
['adoration; seules des communautes quijouent 
un role prophetique peuvent vraiment adorer le 
Seigneur, et seules des communautes vouees a 
l'adoration peuven~jouer un role vraiment 
prophetiqlfe (par 'Eglise', nous entendons les 
diverses Eglises, en particulier sur le plan 
local). , 

2. Le ministere prophetique de l'Eglise 
consiste a 'mettre en lumiere les implications de 
l'Evangile pour les evenements et les problemes 
importants du jour' (declaration du COE sur 
l'unite et le renouveau). Il {aut cependant 
prendre garde au danger de reduire la 
proclamation prophetique a une critique 
sociale, et de se contenter d'imiter les critiques 
faites par les gens du monde. 

Le fondement theologique du caractere de 
signe de l'Eglise se trouve dans sa relation avec 
la nouvelle creation. Les inconsequences dans 
la vie des chretiens obscurcissent trop souvent 
ce fait. Mais les defaillances du passe ne 

10 • EuroJTh 2: l 

While there is a need to challenge the 
privatisation of religion in modern public life, 
yet the first mission of the prophet is to the 
church-to help it understand itself in the 
pandemonium of the world. 

VI. A 'communication model' of prophecy is 
inadequate. Rather, the church itself needs to 
have vision, its own understanding of the 
message, which it must always itself hear anew. 
The first need of the church as prophetic 
community, therefore, is to pray: veni creator 
Spiritus. 

doivent pas nous amener a desesperer. Il {aut 
plutot nous attacher a poser un meilleur , 
fondement theologique pour considerer l'Eglise 
comme un signe. 

3. La nouvelle creation de Dieu est faite 
d'une communion entre le Dieu trinitaire et le 
peuple de Dieu glorifie, dans les !touveaux cieux 
et la nouvelle terre. La vie de l'Eglise dans 
l'histoire devrait manifester quelque chose de 
son unite future avec Dieu par ['experience 
qu' elle fait des a present de la puissance du 
Saint-Esprit comme agent de la nouvelle 
creation. 

Entre l'Eglise et la nouvelle creation, il ne 
doit y avoir ni confusion_, ni separation: pas de 
separation, parce que l'Eglise re~oit sa vie de 
l'Esprit createur; ni de confusion, parce que la 
nouvelle Jerusalem est une cite eschatologique. 
L'Eglise est une anticipation de la nouvelle 
creation: elle n'en est pas les premices. 

4. Nous devons clarifier la notion de 'signe'. 
Ce terme, comme le terme 'anticipation', 
implique a la fois la difference et le lien qui 
existe entre l'Eglise et la nouvelle creation. 
L'Eglise est un signe lie d'une maniere 
intrinseque a la realite signifiee, comme les 
signes dans l'evangile qe Jean. 

En tant que signe, l'Eglise est mediatrice de 
la nouvelle creation. L'ecclesiologie catholique 
insiste sur le caracere sacramentel de l'Eglise 
en tant que signe. Ceci appelle des reserves: c'est 
l'Esprit seul qui communique la foi. C'est d'un 
point de vue socio-ethiqlfe que la theologie 
protestante considere l'Eglise comme un signe. 

ll ne devrait pas Y. avoir d'optimisme deplace 
quanta ce qu'est l'Eglise et ce qu'elle peut 
accomplir. Dans l'Eglise, ce qui etait ancien est 
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devenu nouveau, sans cesser d'etre ancien. 
Paradoxalement, le fait que l'"Eglise soit 
'etrangere dans le monde' ne l' empeche pas 
d'etre un signe d'esperance. L'Eglise ne doit pas 
parler d'elle comme signe; elle doit en etre un. 

5. Le role des prophetes dans l'A.T. nous 
engage a parler de signes. La prophetie est 
essentiellement une transmission de la Parole 
de,Dieu. On ne peut pas transferer sans autre a 
l'Eglise le ministere proP,hetique de l'A.T. 
Pourtant, l'activite de l'Eglise dans le monde 
s'exerce par la puissance du meme Esprit. 
Ainsi, la maniere dont s'exer~ait le ministere 
prophetique de l'A.T. est instructive pour nous. 

La prophetie constitue elle-meme un signe 
(Ac. 2:17). Il y a union entre l'etre de l'"Eglise et 
sa parole. ll en resulte une double consequence: 
d'abord, puisque l'Esprit de prophetie est donne 
a l'"Eglise tout entiere, aucune declaration 
particuliere ne peut constituer le 'dernier mot'; 
d'autre part, la prophetie consiste en un 
temoignage. 

Le message prophetique appelle a la 
reconciliation avec Dieu et a l'exercice de la 

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG 
I. In verschiedenen christlichen 
Gemeinschaften sind die Uberlegungen uber 
das V erhiiltnis von Gemeinde und Welt auf den 
Gedanken hinausgelaufen, der die Gemeinde 
als 'Zeichen' versteht. Die protestantische 
Reformation hatte einen Blick fur die 
prophetische Rolle der Gemeinde. Die Kirche 
als Zeichen und Mittel der Erlosung zu 
verstehen, ein Gedanke aus der romisch
katholischen Kirche, diese Sicht gewann im 
Protestantismus erst nach dem 2. 
Vatikanischen Konzil an Akzeptanz. 

Die zweideutige Rolle der Gemeinden in 
Europa wiihrend derJahre der Unterdruckung 
verdunkelte die Funktion der Gemeinde als 
'Zeichen' trotz der positiven Rolle der Kirchen 
wiihrend der Revolution von 1989. Die 
Gemeinden konnen nicht nur anbetende 
Gemeinschaften sein: Nur prophetische 
Gemeinschaften konnen in Wahrheit anbeten, 
und nur anbetende Gemeinschaften konnen in 
Wahrheit prophetisch sein. (lm Folgenden 
meint Gemeinde!Kirche die verschiedenen 
Arten von Gemeinden, besonders auf der 
6rtlichen Ebene.) 

justice. D'ailleurs, adoration et justice sont 
etroitement associees dans l'A.T. 
£'evangelisation et la critique sociale ne 
peuvent pas etre mises en oeuvre l'une sans 
l'autre. Il {aut une relation dynamique avec 
Dieu et de la sympathie pour les hommes. ll 
{aut renouer avec une tradition qui inclut des 
larmes, ce qu'on pourrait appeler une 
'orthopathie'. 

ll est necessaire de contester la tendance 
moderne a considerer la religion comme une 
affaire privee; cependant, le premier devoir du 
prophete est de s'adresser a l'Eglise, pour 
l'aider a comprendre ce qu'elle est au sein 
d'un monde livre au desordre. 

6. Aborder le role prophetique sous l'angle 
d'un modele de communication est inadequat. 
ll convient plutot que l'Eglise elle-meme ait une 
vision, qu'elle comprenne, elle la premiere, le 
message qu' elle transmet et qu' elle doit toujours 
en_tendre a nouveau. Le premier besoin de 
l'Eglise, en tant que communaute prophetique, 
est done de prier: 'Viens, Esprit createur'. 

II. Das prophetische Amt der Gemeinde 'hat 
die Aufgabe, das Evangelium in Beziehung zu 
den kritischen Ereignissen un.~ Fragen des 
Tages zu setzen' (Schrift des ORK zu Einheitl 
Erneuerung). Hierbei besteht die Gefahr, da[J 
die prophetische Verkundigung zu sozialer 
Kritik reduziert wird oder nur siikulare 
Kritiken nachahmt. 

Die theologische Grundlage des 
Zeichencharakters der Gemeinde besteht in der 
Beziehung zur neuen Schopfung. Dies wird 
leicht verdunkelt durch die Ungereimtheiten 
im Leben von Christen. Aber Fehler der 
V ergangenheit sollten nicht zur V erzweiflung 
fuhren; vielmehr ist es notwendig, eine bessere 
theologische Grundlage aufzubauen, wenn 
man von der Gemeinde als Zeichen denkt. 

Ill. Gottes neue Sch6pfung ist die 
gemeinsame personliche lnnewohnung des 
dreieinigen Gottes und des verherrlichten 
Volkes Gottes in dem neuen Himmel und der 
neuen Erde. Das geschichtliche Leben der 
Gemeinde sollte die zukunftige Einheit mit Gott 
sichtbar machen, und zwar als Ausdruck der 
gegenwiirtigen Erfahrung mit dem Heiligen 
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Geist als der Kraft der neuen Sch6pfung. 
Die Gemeinde sollte weder mit der neuen 

Sch6pfung verwechselt noch von ihr getrennt 
werden. Nicht getrennt, weil sie vom Geist der 
Sch6pfung Leben erhiilt. Nicht verwechselt, 
weil das neue Jerusalem eine eschatologische 
Stadt ist. Die Gemeinde antizipiert die neue 
Sch6pfung, sie ist nicht deren erste Frucht. 

N. Wir mussen den Begriff'Zeichen' niiher 
kliiren. 'Zeichen' wie 'Antizipation' tragen 
beides in sich, sowohl den Unterschied als auch 
die Verbindung zwischen Gemeinde und neuer 
Sch6pfung. Die Gemeinde ist ein Zeichen 
solcher Art, da/3 sie in Ubereinstimmung ist 
mit de m, worauf sie eigentlich hinweist -
iihnlich den 'Zeichen' im Johannesevangelium. 

Die Gemeinde als Zeichen vermittelt auch 
die neue Sch6pfung. Die katholische 
Ekklesiologie betont den sakramentalen 
Charakter der Gemeind als Zeichen; dies mu/3 
eingeschriink werden: der Heilige Geist allein 
gibt Glauben. Die protestantische Theologie 
bevorugt, das sozio-ethische Modell von der 
Gemeinde als 'Zeichen'. 

Es sollte keinen falschen Optimismus im 
Blick auf das geben, was die Gemeinde ist und 
was sie tun kann. In der Gemeinde ist das Alte 
neu geworden, wenngleich es auch nicht 
aufhort, das Alte zu sein. U nd dennoch ist die 
'Heimatlosigkeit' der Gemeinde in dieser Welt 
paradoxeweise doch kein H indernis fUr ihre 
Rolle als Zeichen der Hoffnung. Die Gemeinde 
hat nicht von sich selbst als Zeichen zu 
sprechen, sondern es zu sein. 

V. Die alttestamentliche Prophetie 
stimuliert diese 'Zeichen'-Begrifflichkeit. Im 
W esentlichen ist Prophetie V erkundigung des 
Wortes Gottes. Die alttestamentliche 

1 In various Christian communities, 
. theological reflection on the relation 

between the church and the world has in
creasingly in recent decades revolved around 
the double notions of 'prophecy' and 'sign'. 
The convergence is a significant ecumenical 
achievement, since these notions touch the 
very heart of what the church is and what 
its mission in the world should be. 

Over against theologies in the Middle 
Ages, which tended to lock up the prophets 
in the past by thinking of them exclusively 
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Prophetie liifJt sich nicht als Ganzes auf die 
Gemeinde ubertragen. Dennoch geschieht das 
Handeln der Gemeinde in dieser Welt in der 
Kraft des gleichen Geistes. Die Art der 
alttestamentlichen Prophetie ist daher 
aufschlufJreich. 

Die Prophetie selbst ist ein Zeichen ( Apg 2, 
17). Hier gibt es eine Einheit zwischen dem 
Wesen der Gemeinde und ihrer 
V erkundigung. Dies hat zwei Konsequenzen: 
weil erstens der Geist der Prophetie der 
ganzen G!!meinde gegeben ist, kann keine 
einzelne AufJerung das 'letzte Wort' sein; 
zweitens hat die Prophetie die Form eines 
'Zeugnisses'. 

Die prophetische Botschaft ruft sowohl zur 
Freundschaft mit Gott auf als auch zum 
gerechten Handeln. Dies wird deutlich aus der 
V erbindung von Gottesdienst und 
Gerechtigkeit im Alten Testament. Weder 
Evangelisation noch Sozialkritik kOnnen 
alleine stehen. Es braucht die dynamische 
Beziehung zu Gott und Mitgefuhl mit den 
Menschen. Es braucht die Belebung der 
'triinenreichen Tradition'-'Orthopathie'. 

W iihrend es notig ist, die Privatisierung der 
Religion im modernen offentlichen Leben zu 
hinterfragen, so gilt doch der erste Auftrag des 
Propheten der Gemeinde: ihr zu helfen, sich im 
Hollenliirm dieser Welt zu verstehen. 

VI. Ein 'Kommunikationsmodell' fur 
Prophetie ist unzureichend. V ielmehr braucht 
die Gemeinde selbst die Vision, das eigene 
Verstiindnis der Botschaft, welche sie immer 
wieder neu Mren mu/3. Das gro[Jte Bedurfnis 
fur die Gemeinde als prophetische 
Gemeinschaft ist deshalb das Gebet: Veni 
creator spiritus (Komm, Sch6pfer Geist). 

as precursors of Christ, the Protestant 
Reformation rediscovered the prophetic 
dimensions of the present ministry of the 
Word, and hence also the prophetic calling 
of the whole church. Zwingli in particular 
stressed what has been aptly termed 'the 
universal prophethood of the Christian 
church' (H.-J. Kraus). 1 Under the influence 
of the Christology and ecclesiology of the 
Reformers, at Vatican Il the Catholic Church 
applied Christ's threefold ministry of Prophet, 
King, and Priest to the church2-the trilogy 
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is even the organizing principle of the new 
Canon law-and thus ascribed the prophetic 
ministry to the whole people of God. 3 

The understanding of the church as a sign 
and instrument of salvation-'veluti sac
ramentum seu signum et instrumentum'4-

was born within the Catholic Church and at 
Vatican 11 became a part ofits official teach
ing. The idea that the Church is a sign and 
instrument was not completely foreign to 
the Protestant tradition, but there it played 
a marginal role, partly because of well
known Protestant hesitations about the 
word 'sacrament'. 5 A conscious and broad 
reception of this idea in Protestant circles 
began under the direct influence of formula
tions of Vatican 11 at the Fourth Assembly of 
the wee at Uppsala (1968). The Sixth 
Assembly of the wee at Vancouver (1983) 
made the theological exploration of the 
church as an effective 'sign' a central part of 
its programme on the Unity of the Church 
and the Renewal of Human Community.6 

Though the term 'sacrament' as applied to 
the church is still suspect in Protestant 
circles because of its possible implications 
for the nature of the instrumentality of the 
church,7 the idea of the church as 'sign and 
instrument of salvation' has become current 
in Protestant ecclesiology. 

With the Catholic rediscovery of the 
prophetic role of the whole church and 
Protestant rediscovery of the sign-character 
of the church a broad ecumenical consensus 
seems to be emerging on the relation of the 
church to the world: the church should be 
thought of as a prophetic community and an 
effective sign of hope. 

2. The theological wisdom enshrined in 
the consensus of 'all the saints' notwith
standing, my first reaction when asked 
to speak on the church as a prophetic com
munity and a sign of hope was to write a 
paper on why the church should cut back on 
such self-congratulatory talk. The invitation 
to speak came at the time of the inglorious 
ending of the Seoul conference on Justice, 
Peace, and the Integrity of Creation (March 
1990).8 The intention ofthe organizers of the 
Seoul conference was for a word to go out 
from Seoul 'that the world could not fail to 
hear' (C. F. von Weizsacker). But the 
prophets, divided amongst themselves, were 

struck with dumbness and a self-styled sign 
of hope turned into a cause for despair. The 
convergence on the great issues of the day 
at the global level sufficed only for pro
nouncing some impotent platitudes. One 
might object that this description is too bleak 
a picture of what actually took place at the 
conference. But if one is to judge by press 
reports (at least in Germany), this is what 
the world has heard from Seoul. 

When the Seoul fiasco was in the making 
another event took place which pumped new 
blood into the talk about the church as a 
prophetic community and a sign of hope. The 
event was the drama of the '1989 revolution'. 
In it the Eastern European churches were 
assigned some of the key roles. It would be 
too much to claim that these churches carried 
out the revolution; it was a revolution of 
Gorbachev and of the Eastern European 
peoples, not of the churches. Indeed, with 
some notable exceptions, the indigenous 
churches were silent in the face of economic, 
political, and cultural oppression; they were 
'worshipping' communities, not prophetic 
communities. Moreover, their silence spoke 
often of complicity. Yet it also spoke of 
protest against a seemingly omnipotent 
oppressor. In spite of the ambiguity of their 
social role during the years of communist 
rule, the worship and life of the Eastern 
European churches were prophetic and the 
oppressed peoples of these countries recog
nized in them communities of living hope, at 
least in a time of revolutionary crisis. 

There are, of course, worshipping com
munities that remain irrelevant for the 
problems of the world and there are prophetic 
communities which are more successful than 
the Seoul conference was. The above two 
examples are not meant to suggest that we 
should side with the worshipping com
munities against the prophetic communities. 
We do not need to choose between the lit
urgical forms of Christianity and activistic 
ones. Indeed, only prophetic communities 
can truly worship and only worshipping 
communities can truly be prophetic. One of 
the purposes of the present article is to 
develop this thesis. This is also what we 
should learn from the double experience of 
churches striving to be 'prophetic' but failing 
to have an impact on the world and of 
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churches hindered from exercising 'prophetic' 
ministry but being thrust into the forefront 
of the struggle for liberation. 

I will first critique the explicit or implicit 
dominant understandings of prophetic 
ministry of the church and its function as a 
sign (Section Il). Taking as my starting
point reflection on the relation between the 
church and the new creation (Section Ill), I 
will then suggest how our thinking about 
the role of the church in the world-its 
living before the world and speaking to the 
world-can be recast to avoid the criticisms 
noted (Sections IV-V). In conclusion I will 
ponder what it takes for the church to be a 
prophetic community and a sign of hope. 

Before proceeding, let me make two re
marks, one terminological and one about the 
scope of this essay. First, sociologically the 
church is a fiction. Only multiple concrete 
Christian churches actually exist and can 
interact with the world. When I speak in the 
following in the singular about 'the church' 
I mean always this plurality of churches: 
they are prophetic communities and signs of 
hope to the extent that each of them in
dividually and in relation to the others is a 
prophetic community and a sign of hope. 
Theologically I believe that the primary 
locus of ecclesiality is the local church.9 So 
the 'church' means to me above all a concrete 
local community of believers. But I suspect 
that nothing in the argument here changes 
if one wishes to place the primary locus of 
ecclesiality on a level higher than the local 
church. 

Second, churches are obviously not the 
only Christian groups that are prophetic. 
Much too often they complacently blend in 
with their suroundings. So the prophetic 
Spirit finds a domicile among the groups 
that live on the fringes of ecclesiastical life, 
challenging both the unjust world and the 
chameleon-like churches. If I reflect here 
only on the churches as prophetic com
munities and signs of hope, this is not to 
encourage the arrogance of the church but to 
challenge its frequent infidelity. 

11 

1. In the article 'Der prophetische Auftrag 
der Kirche' the former general secretary of 
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the WCC, Philip Potter, suggested that we 
understand the prophetic ministry of the 
church as the proclamation of the gospel to 
the world in its significance for the present 
and the future. Prophetic ministry is rooted 
in the word of God as it was revealed in 
God's mighty works in the history of salvation 
and in the covenant with God's people for 
the sake of all the peoples, and its purpose 
is to apply the word of God to the great 
problems of the world today. 10 There might 
be some disagreement on what these central 
problems are but there is a basic consensus 
on the purpose of prophetic ministry: Its 
point is 'to relate the gospel to the critical 
events and issues of the day'. 11 

Two related tendencies bespeak the 
malaise of Christian prophetism today. The 
one is the reduction of prophetic proclamation 
to social critique. Consider the following 
description of the Christian prophetic 
critique by R. R. Reuther: 

The theology of prophetic critique [ ... ]locates 
God and the spokespersons for God on the side 
of those victimized or despised by the social 
and political elites. The word of God comes as 
a critique of these elites, calling them to 
reform their ways in order to be faithful to 
divine justice or else threatening them with a 
revolutionary intervention of God in history 
that will overthrow their power and bring in 
a new world, where justice and peace will be 
established.12 

These remarks purport to express the gist 
of Christian prophetism. But take the word 
'God' out and they become nothing other 
than a program for left-wing secular social 
critique. My point is not to call into question 
the need for Christian social critique, for 
this, as I will argue later, is an essential 
dimension of Christian presence in the 
world. I also do not wish to deny that 
Christians need to be on the side of the 
victimized and despised (not least on the 
side of women suffering under the oppressive 
patriarchal structures of societies), for I too 
advocate the preferential option for the poor. 
Reuther is right, a theology designed to 
tickle the ears of the social elites-what she 
brands 'sacred canopy theology' -is a 
reduction of theology to mere ideology of the 
oppressive status quo. My point is not to call 
into question her concern, simply to indicate 
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that there is very little prophetic about the 
critique Reuther seems to be calling the 
church to exercise-unless one wishes to 
define prophecy as slightly angry social 
ethics which has taken a religious short
cut.13 

Christian social critics would have less 
need for prophetic labels if there were not so 
much mimicry in their pronouncements. 
Christian prophets tend to forge their mess
ages by clothing the ideas of their favorite 
secular social critics in religious garb. What 
Jeffrey Stout observes about theology in 
general is certainly true of Christian social 
critique: it has 'often assumed a voice not its 
own and found itself merely repeating the 
bromides of secular intellectuals in trans
parently figurative speech'.14 Of course, 
Christians can and should learn from non
Christians. Social analysis, for instance, can 
provide them with tools for understanding 
the mechanisms of oppression. But 'there is 
no more certain way for theology to lose its 
voice than to imitate that of another' .15 In 
any case, if the word 'prophet' is appropriate, 
then it should describe those secular critics, 
not Christian theologians who merely echo 
their ideas. 

2. In the 'Report of the First Consultation 
of the Unity/Renewal Study' of the WCC on 
the church as mystery and prophetic sign we 
find the following description of the sign
character of the church: 

They [the followers of Christ] are gathered in 
the church, which is sent into the world in 
order to be a foretaste of what the world is to 
become, the first-fruits of the new creation. 
[ ... ] Accordingly the church is called to be and 
serve as that part of humanity which is pre
pared and empowered by the Holy Spirit to 
witness to and proclaim the kingdom in and 
for this world through word and deed, life, 
suffering and dying. [ ... ] To the degree in 
which this happens the church is, through the 
Holy Spirit, an effective sign, an instrument of 
God's rule in this 'aion'.16 

The theological foundation for the sign
character of the church is its relation to the 
new creation: The church is an effective sign 
of God's rule to the extent that it is the first 
fruits of the new creation, because only as 
such can it be 'the foretaste of what the 
world is to become'.17 

But the taste of the church has seemed 
bitter to the world's palate. The would-be 
appetizer for the feast of the Kingdom turns 
rather noisome and people walk away from 
the table in disgust. The churches are too 
much like the old and sinful creation-there 
is too much idolatry, immorality, religious 
intolerance, racism, sexism, and exploitation 
in them-for the world to take them as the 
first fruits of the new creation. Much too 
often they resemble more closely the demonic 
kingdom than the Kingdom ofGod.18 Nowa
days, the churches more readily admit the 
inconsistency of their lives than the sterility 
of their 'prophetic' utterances. Hence when
ever the church is called a sign of hope one 
will find an accompanying confession of the 
disobedience and divisions which obscure 
the sign. But if there is any sincerity to such 
a confession, some narcissism must lie behind 
the churches' pointing in the same breath to 
themselves as effective signs of hope, 'the 
foretaste of what the world is to become'. A 
bit more humility about what the churches 
are-and not simply about how they behave 
-would be called for. 

3. One way to ward off the above criticism 
would be to stop talking about the church as 
a prophetic community and a sign of hope. 
Instead of aspiring to make prophetic pro
nouncements about the great issues of the 
day, one would then limit oneself, say, to 
coolheaded Christian social critique. But 
can the Christian church which was built on 
the foundation not only of the apostles but 
also of the prophets give up the prophetic 
ministry without denying itself (cf. Eph. 
2:20)? Indeed, can a religion which believes 
in a personal God who acts in history for the 
salvation of all people dispense with prophets 
as God's spokespersons? Instead of giving up 
on prophetic ministry we need a better 
theological foundation for understanding its 
nature and for its exercise. Putting Christian 
prophetism on firm ground will help make 
Christian social critique more recognizably 
theological and thus rescue its reputation as 
a serious conversation partner in a pluralistic 
debate about the fate of our world. 

What about the pretentiousness of the 
talk about the church as a sign of hope? 
Should it lead us to abandon the notion of 
the church as a sign or would it suffice to 
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recast the notion in a different mould? At first 
glance, exegetical data do not encourage the 
use of the term 'sign' for the church. Of the 
77 usages of semeion in the New Testament 
not a single one refers to the church. When 
the term 'sign' is connected with the church, 
it designates something the church does 
(healings [cf. Acts 2:43; 5:12] or speaking in 
tongues [1 Cor. 14:22]), not something the 
church is. But what is the import of this 
exegetical finding for ecclesiological reflec
tion about the sign-character of the church? 
The answer depends on the nature of the 
relation between the church and the new 
creation. 

Ill 

Both the life of the church before the eyes of 
the world and its message to the world have 
their ultimate point of reference in God's 
new creation. By the term 'new creation' I 
am referring to the eschatological reality 
that the Old Testament prophets envisaged 
(see Isa. 65:17ff.), that Jesus announced and 
inaugurated through his whole ministry 
(see Lk. 4:18ff.), and that the writer of the 
Revelation describes as the ultimate destiny 
of God's people and God's world (Rev. 
21-22). In the present section I will first 
indicate the nature of the eschatological new 
creation, and its relation to the present, that 
is, analyse it as a reality that God gives 
human beings through the Holy Spirit and 
that God calls them to anticipate through 
personal and social action. I will then in
vestigate more specifically the relation 
between the new creation and the church. 

1. God's new creation is the mutual per
sonal indwelling of the Triune God and God's 
glorified people in the new heavens and the 
new earth.19 This follows from the description 
and the location of the New Jerusalem 
(which describes the people, and not the 
place where the people live) in the book of 
Revelation.2° First, the whole city is des
cribed as the Holy of Holies filled with the 
presence of God and of the Lamb (cf. 1 Kings 
6:20). At the same time God and the Lamb 
are portrayed as the temple in which the 
Holy of Holies (i.e. the people) are situated 
(cf. Rev 21:22).21 Thus the saints dwell in 
God and the Lamb just as God and the Lamb 
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dwell in them. The eschatological vision of 
Revelation suggests that the purpose of all 
God's dealings with human beings is for 
them to enjoy fellowship with the Triune 
God. Second, the New Jerusalem-the people 
of God-is located in the new heavens and 
new earth which are freed from transience 
and from all evil (cf. Rev 21:1; 22:1-5). There 
can be no eschatological bliss for God's people 
without eschatological shalom for God's 
world. 

The historical life of the church should 
image its eschatological future in the new 
creation. The eschatological mutual in
dwelling of the Triune God and the people of 
God is the final fulfilment of the high-priestly 
prayer of Jesus:'[. .. ] that they may be one; 
even as thou, Father, art in me, and I in 
thee, that they also may be in us' (John 
17:21). The prayer of Jesus, however, was 
not only a prayer for the final destiny of the 
churches, but also for their communal life on 
the way to this destiny. Hence it is the 
calling of the church to manifest in this 
world its future unity with the Triune God. 
Because the people of God will live in God's 
new world, striving to deepen fellowship 
with God and with one another must go 
hand in hand with resistance to godless and 
inhuman conditions in the world and an 
active concern for the integral well-being of 
the world. Sanctification in the personal life 
is incomplete without transformation of the 
world. 

The historical life ofthe church is, however, 
not a mere imitation of its eschatological 
future; it is rather an expression of the 
present experience of the Holy Spirit as the 
power of the new creation. In the first epistl~ 
of John we read: 'that which we have seen 
and heard we proclaim also to you, so that 
you may have fellowship with us; and our 
fellowship is with the Father and with his 
Son Jesus Christ' (1:3). Through faith in the 
'Life' which was with the Father (1 John 
1:2), the Spirit gives birth to the fellowship 
between the believing people and the Triune 
God and places these people in fellowship 
with one another. Birth by the Spirit, which 
makes people Christians, is a birth 'from 
above' (John 3:3), but it takes place here 
below: It is a new birth of people who live in 
this world and with this world make up the 
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good creation of God. Hence the new birth of 
persons through the Spirit must be seen as 
the beginning-ambiguous but nonetheless 
real beginning-of the rebirth of the whole 
cosmos (cf. Matt. 19:28; 2 Cor. 5:17),22 and 
Christians' action in the world through the 
power of the Spirit as a historical anticipation 
of the new creation. 

2. From the above understanding of the 
relation between the church and the new 
creation it follows that the church should 
neither be confused with nor separated from 
the new creation. Stated in such a general 
way, this conclusion sounds like a rather 
inconsequential commonplace. It needs un
packing to be made fruitful for reflection 
about the sign-eharacter of the church and 
its prophetic ministry. 

The church may not be separated from the 
new creation. The new creation is in fact the 
primary point of reference for ecclesiology. 23 

The church can be the church only because 
it receives its life from the Spirit of God who 
is the power of the new creation. The church 
does not, of course, have a monopoly on the 
Spirit of God. The same Spirit who is present 
in the church (regnum gratiae) is also active 
in the world (regnum naturae) with the goal 
of transforming both into the new creation 
(regnum gloriae); through the Spirit the 
resurrected Christ is the giver of life to the 
whole world (cf. 1 Cor. 15:45).24 The activity 
of the Spirit in the world does not, however, 
obliterate the distinction between the church 
and the world. For churches are the com
munities of those who, in response to the 
prompting of the Spirit, have believed in 
Jesus Christ as their Saviour and who con
fess him as their Lord, communities of those 
who through the Spirit have personal fellow
ship with the Triune God and with one 
another. This is the prerogative of Christians. 
For this reason the New Testament speaks 
of them alone as having received the Spirit 
as the frrstfruits and the down-payment of 
the new creation (cf. Rom. 8:23; 1 Cor 1:22). 
It is this special presence of the Spirit of the 
new creation which distinguishes the church 
from the world. 

The presence of the Spirit of the new 
creation in the church should not, however, 
lead us to confuse the church with the new 
creation. The temptation simply to identify 

the church with the kingdom of God or the 
new creation is not too great at present; the 
difference between the two strikes us as 
quite glaring. But there are tendencies to 
see the church as an enclave of the new 
creation, as its preliminary stage or its 
'earthly realization'. 25 Over against such 
tendencies we need to be reminded that the 
new heaven and the new earth are not a 
human creation-not even an ecclesial 
creation-and that the New Jerusalem is an 
eschatological city 'coming down out of 
heaven from God' (Rev. 21:1£.). 

To describe the experience of the escha
tological new life in the church it seems best 
to use the language of anticipation. Antici
pation is not yet fulfilment, not even partial 
fulfilment; it is the presence of the future 
under the conditions of history.26 Inherent 
characteristics of history as distinct from the 
eschaton are transitoriness and sinfulness. 
In the framework of history one can partly 
prevail over transitoriness and sinfulness 
but can never fully overcome them: The 
body can be healed, but it dies and must 
await the resurrection of the dead; Christians 
need not be enslaved to sin, yet the struggle 
between the Spirit and the 'flesh' remains. 
To say that the church is the anticipation of 
the new creation is, therefore, to say in one 
and the same breath that the Spirit of the 
new creation is indwelling the church and 
that the church remains inescapably marked 
by the transitoriness and sinfulness of 
history.27 

It is sometimes thought that the language 
of anticipation is identical with the Pauline 
language of 'first-fruits' and 'down-payment'. 28 

Yet we would do well to distinguish the two. 
It is striking that Paul never calls the his
torical mediations of the new creation 'first
fruits' and 'down-payment,' but reserves 
these terms for the mediator; the Spirit of 
God which Christians have received, not the 
results of the Spirit's activity in the life of 
Christians and in the world, is the 'firstfruits' 
and the 'down-payment'29 The point of the 
Pauline 'mtUQXTJ language is to underline 
the identity in kind between the first in
stalment and what follows (cf. Rom. 11:16).30 

Therefore, in addition to the Spirit given to 
Christians by Christ, only the resurrected 
Christ can appropriately be called 'the first-
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fruits of the new creation' (cf. 1 Cor. 15:20, 
23). For the church to usurp this title is not 
only unbiblical but also plays into hands 
of an ecclesia gloriae that is at best ridicu
lously unrealistic and at worst maliciously 
ideological. 

The church is not the firstfruits of the new 
creation, but it is the community of those 
who have tasted the firstfruits of the new 
creation. It can therefore hope with certainty 
for the 'glorious liberty of the children of 
God' and of the whole creation (cf. Rom. 
8:21ff.); the church can also live as a sign of 
this hope before the world and speak of this 
hope to the world. As it lives before the 
world the church anticipates the new creation 
through its being and actions (Section IV); 
as it speaks to the world the church 
announces the new creation through its 
prophetic proclamation (Section V). 

IV 

'Sign' is one of those accommodating words 
whose slim core-meaning can be saddled 
with a wide variety of connotations. It is 
therefore well capable of fostering con
vergence between diverse ecclesiological 
traditions. But its strengths are at the 
same time its weaknesses. The price of the 
ecclesiological convergence around the term 
'sign' seems to be confusion. I will attempt 
to bring some clarity to the subject by laying 
a theological and biblical basis for the 
ecclesiological use of the term 'sign' and by 
reflecting on the disputed issue of the instru
mentality of the church. Then I will draw 
some implications from the sign-character 
of the church for the nature of its presence 
in the world. 

1. Talk about the church as a sign is 
theologically rooted in the character of the 
church as the anticipation of the new creation. 
In fact, the meanings of the terms 'antici
pation' and 'sign' as they apply to the church 
largely overlap. The difference between 
them lies in the perspective from which they 
mark the church in its relation to the new 
creation: The language of anticipation des
cribes the being of the church as (it should 
be) lived out by the Christian community; 
the language of sign describes it as (it should 
be) perceived by the world. 
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Like 'anticipation', 'sign' implies both the 
difference and the connection between the 
church and the new creation. Just as antici
pation is not yet fulfilment, so the sign is not 
what it signifies. The identity of the signifier 
with the signified reality would destroy the 
signifier in its specificity. To call the church 
a sign is, therefore, to say something negative 
about the relation between the church 
and the new creation. It is to deny their 
identity.31 At the same time, the term 'sign' 
underlines the positive relation between the 
church and the new creation. The function 
of the sign is to point to the signified reality. 
With the risk of simplification we can say 
that the signs fulfil that function in two 
distinct ways: they can be extrinsic to the 
reality to which they point (like road signs) 
or they can be intrinsic to it (like a love 
letter). The church is this latter kind of a 
sign: It points to the new creation by being 
its present realization under the conditions 
of history; it signifies by sampling. 32 

The Johannine use of semeion corroborates 
this theological understanding of the term 
'sign' and it is there that we need to turn for 
exegetical support for the notion of the church 
as a sign.33 In John's Gospel signs are 
eschatological events that are 'special 
demonstrations of the character and power 
of God'. 34 Their purpose is not only to 
strengthen the faith of believers but also to 
elicit faith in unbelievers. To understand 
them properly means to apprehend Christ 
by faith. 35 Yet not all who see the signs 
understand them as signs; they mistake the 
signifier for the signified reality (cf. 6:26ff.) 
and hence never come to faith in Christ (cf. 
12:37). To say that the purpose of signs is to 
elicit faith does not mean to spiritualize the 
signs. For they have this function as 'partial 
but effective realizations of[. .. ] salvation'.36 

Precisely because they partly embody what 
they signify they can point to the fact that 
Christ gives 'life to the world' (6:33). 

How do we get, however, from the signs 
that Christ did to the church as a sign? 
John's Gospel expects the disciples to do the 
kind of miracles that Christ did (14:12). 
Presumably their miracles would be signs of 
eschatological salvation too. But by pro
ceeding this way, we arrive only at the signs 
that the church does, not to a sign that the 
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church is. Is there warrant in John's gospel 
for speaking about the church as a sign? In 
his high-priestly prayer Jesus prays 'that 
they may be one [. .. ] so that the world may 
believe that thou hast sent me' (17:21). The 
unity of believers with one another and with 
the Triune God is not only a present antici
pation of eschatological salvation but also 
has in relation to the world the same effect 
as the signs do: it elicits faith in Christ. It 
seems, therefore, legitimate to apply sign 
terminology to the unity of the believers. 
The Johannine writings suggest basically 
the same understanding of the sign
character of the church as does reflection on 
the church as anticipation of the new 
creation.37 

2. Beyond pointing to the new creation 
and anticipating it in history, the church as 
a sign also mediates the new creation. 
Although this third dimension of the sign
character of the church is dominant in the 
ecumenical debate, 38 there is little agree
ment about the instrumentality of the church 
with respect to its being and actions. 39 Two 
distinct but not exclusive positions seem to 
prevail: the sacramental one in which the 
church mediates the salvation in Jesus 
Christ to persons and the socio-ethical one 
in which the church strives to anticipate the 
new creation in the structures of the world. 

Catholic (and in its own way Orthodox40) 

ecclesiology stresses the sacramental under
standing of the church as a sign. In Lumen 
gentium the traditional sacramental 
language is applied analogically to the 
Church: 'f. .. 1 the Church, in Christ, is a 
kind of sacrament-a sign and instrument, 
that is, of communion with God and of unity 
among all men and women'.41 It is inherent 
in an instrument that it is unable to act on 
its own. Just as sacraments are the acts of 
Christ so also is the church as an effective 
sign a 'tool in the hands of Christ who is 
properly speaking the subject of all the 
action of the Church'.42 Yet at the point of 
the impartation of salvation in Catholic 
theology the church is not simply a passive 
instrument in Christ's hands. We are told 
that 'she gives birth' to a new and immortal 
life to the children conceived by the Holy 
Spirit.43 The church does more than only 
anticipate eschatological salvation and 

testify to it by word and deed; it also co
operates with God in imparting this salva
tion.44 

Does not this Catholic understanding of 
the church as an effective sign attribute to 
the church what belongs to the Holy Spirit 
alone? Unlike the sacraments, the church 
cannot impart what it signifies. The church 
as the mother is not different from the com
munity of the sisters and brothers. The 
church is, therefore, an effective sign of 
God's salvation in the same sense in which 
each of its members individually and com
munally is a sign.45 It can elicit faith by 
embodying the life of the new creation, but 
the Holy Spirit alone can give the faith. It 
can, and indeed it must, testify to the new 
life, but the Spirit alone can conceive the 
new life and give birth to it. 

In Protestant circles the socio-ethical un
derstanding of the church as an effective 
sign prevails.46 The church is the vanguard 
of the new creation called to anticipate the 
new creation in the world through social 
action. This is, of course, true as it stands: 
A church which was not an anticipation of 
a new humankind under the rule of God's 
Spirit would cease to be a church, and a 
church that did not strive to make the struc
tures of this old creation reflect God's coming 
new creation would deny its vocation. 

Yet we should not fall prey to a theo
logically misplaced optimism that breeds 
arrogance about what the church is and 
what it can do in the world. The old creation 
is not merely a location where the church, 
as the vanguard of the new creation, lives. 
The old creation is also part and parcel of 
what the church is. The statement 'The 
church is not the new creation', does not 
simply mean that the behaviour of the church 
often conflicts with the demands of the new 
creation. It means what it says: In its being, 
the church is a mixed reality; the old has 
became new, without, however, ceasing 
completely to be the old. 

In relation to the church's activity in 
the world we should, therefore, not take 
anticipations of the new creation to be its 
realization, not even its partial realization. 
Although the Spirit is already working in 
history using human actions to create pro
visional states of affairs which anticipate 
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the new creation in a real way, these his
torical anticipations are as far from the 
consummation of the new creation as earth 
is from heaven. The consummation is a work 
of God alone through which God will trans
figure and glorify the creation together with 
what human beings have done in it in antici
pation of the new creation. The new creation 
is, therefore, fundamentally a gift and the 
primary human action in relation to it is not 
doing but prayerful 'waiting' (cf. 2 Pet. 3:12; 
Matt. 6:10).47 It is as this waiting and pray
ing people of God that Christians are called 
to cooperate with God in anticipation of the 
eschatological transformation of the world. 

3. The church signifies, I have said, by 
sampling: It is a sign of the new creation by 
being its anticipation in the old creation. It 
follows that the church can be a sign of hope 
for the world only if it is a stranger in the 
world. Being a stranger is not simply a 
posture which the church takes in relation 
to the world; it is rooted in the very being of 
the church as anticipation of the new creation. 
Because the kingdom of Christ is 'not of this 
world' (John 18:36), the world cannot be the 
commonwealth of Christians (Phil. 3:20); 
they can only be 'aliens and exiles' in it ( 1 
Pet. 2:11). This has nothing to do with a 
dualistic depreciation of the world. For 
though the kingdom of Christ is not of this 
world, it is a kingdom for this world; the new 
creation does not come about through a 
replacement of the present creation by a new 
one, but through its transformation. This 
gives the homelessness of the church in this 
world a strictly eschatological character. 

Since the church should not desire to fly 
from the world but should strive to bring the 
eschatological new creation to bear on this 
world, being a stranger in the world always 
involves conflict with the world. The conflict 
is not simply between one supplier on the 
market of individual and communal life
projects and others. It is a conflict between 
light and darkness, justice and arbitrariness, 
life and death (with the firing-line running 
often not simply between the church and the 
world, but also through both church and 
world).48 This is why there can be no church 
without martyrdom. The very new life that 
God gives the church sets it in opposition to 
the oppressive powers of the world and there-
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fore on the road to suffering (cf. 1 Pet. 4:2-
4,12).49 

The eschatological homelessness of the 
church in the world and its resulting suffer
ing are not impediments to the church's 
being a sign of hope for the world. They are 
a precondition of it. The celebrated tension 
between the eschatological identity and his
torical relevance of the church is a false one 
for the simple reason that relevance pre
supposes identity. A church that has become 
part of this world will at best be able to give 
the world lessons about ideological and in- · 
stitutional survival, possibly even about 
success. But it will never be a sign of living 
hope. Hope is born where the Spirit of the 
new creation is seen at work in the conflicts 
of the church with the spirits of this world 
(or in the 'prophetic withdrawals' of the 
church from the world50). Following in the 
footsteps of its Lord, the church needs to go 
the way of the cross in the power of the 
Spirit. The cross is the sign of the church; 
the church under the cross is a sign of hope 
for the world.51 

4. The sign-character of the church is not 
a part of the church's message to the world. 
The church is not called to proclaim itself as 
a sign; it is called to be a sign before the 
watching world. For the church to direct 
attention to itself as a sign of hope would not 
only be arrogant in relation to the world but 
also misplaced in relation to its own 
character as a sign. The purpose of the sign 
is to point to the reality it signifies, not to 
itself; the sign confirms itself as a sign by 
pointing away from itself. Moreover, if the 
church signifies by sampling, then the reality 
of the church as a sign is none other than the 
reality of the new creation anticipated 
through the presence of the Spirit. The 
church has nothing of its own to which to 
draw the attention of the world. 5 2 Like the 
light of the moon, the light of the church is 
not its own light, but a reflection of the 
Light that has come into the world to en
lighten every person (cf. John 1:9).53 

When we encounter in the New Testament 
the exalted designations of the church as 
'the light of the world,' 'a city set on a hill' 
(Matt. 5:14; cf. 1 Pet. 2:9-10) they appear in 
statements in the second person plural 
directed to the church, not in statements in 
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the first person plural directed to the world. 
These designations are not the self
congratulatory and self-commendatory talk 
of an established church. They are words of 
comfort and challenge to a persecuted church. 
If the light shines it will be seen, and if a city 
is on a hill it will be noticed. The more the 
church becomes a sign of the new creation, 
the less it will need to clamour self
advertisingly for the attention of the world. 
It will then have the inner strength to let 
the nations be drawn near to it, saying: 
'Come, let us go up to the mountain of the 
Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob; that 
he may teach us his ways and that we may 
walk in his ways' (lsa. 2:3; cf. Isa. 25:6--8; 
Mic. 4:1ff.).54 

It is not a task of the church to talk to the 
world about itself. This, of course, does not 
mean that it should not talk to the world at 
all. Rather, as the church is called to point 
the world to the new creation through its 
being, so the church is also called to point to 
the new creation through its speaking. As a 
sign of hope the church is called to exercise 
prophetic ministry. 

V 

The ecclesiological popularity of the word 
'prophetic' owes much to the positive 
emotional charge that it draws from the 
venerable tradition of the Old Testament 
prophets. Emotional connotations are an im
portant dimension of religious language, but 
they must feed on its denotative content 
whose ingredients come from the biblical 
traditions. Guided by the above reflection on 
the relation between the church and the new 
creation (Section Ill) I will draw some im
plications from the biblical prophetic 
traditions-from the Old Testament prophets 
and from Jesus-for the way in which the 
church should address the great issues of 
today. But first we need to look at the gap 
that separates biblical prophets from us today 
and search for a way to bridge it. 

1. When one compares prophecy in the 
biblical traditions and in the church today 
one gets the impression that the only thing 
they have in common is the designation. 
Except in the Pentecostal and charismatic 
segments of the Christian church (which are 

too often blind to the socio-economic dimen
sions of Christian prophecy), prophecy today 
means either the interpretation of the word 
of God for the church (in more conservative 
circles) or its application to the problems of 
the world accompanied by righteous in
dignation (in more liberal circles). The 
prophetess and her activity seems to stand 
at the centre of the prophetic ministry: her 
task is to activate the deepest symbols of the 
community in order to challenge the 'regnant 
consciousness' and sinful and oppressive 
practices. In the biblical traditions the accent 
is rather different: God and God's message to 
the sinful structures and individuals stand 
at the centre. Both in the New and the Old 
Testament the prophets understand them
selves to be declaring the word of God im
parted to them directly by God. 55 The reflec
tion of the prophets on religious tradition 
and their observation of the historical situ
ation-the prophets were keenly aware of 
both!-were, of course, informing their pro
phetic message. But this message was not 
perceived as a result of their own intellectual 
efforts but as the word coming from God. 

If we presuppose this biblical understand
ing of prophecy, is it valid theologically to 
speak of the church as a prophetic com
munity? Can we learn from the prophets 
anything about the church's presence in the 
world? In the New Testament the gift of 
prophecy (a gift of receiving messages 
directly from God) is but a specific expression 
of the broader phenomenon of prophecy that 
applies to the whole Christian community. 
The gift of the Spirit which the church 
received on the day of Pentecost was the 
fulfilment of the Old Testament promise 
that all God's people will know God as im
mediately as the prophets did (cf. Num. 
11:16ff.; Jer. 31:34). In the new eschatological 
community the Spirit has been poured out 
'on all flesh' and the whole community has 
become a prophetic community (Acts 2:17f. 
as an interpretation of Acts 2:1ff.). In this 
sense the Spirit that the whole church re
ceived at Pentecost can appropriately be 
described as the 'Spirit of prophecy'.66 The 
Spirit of the new creation is the link between 
the specific gift of prophecy and of the 
prophetic calling of the whole church because 
the Spirit is the origin of both. 
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The church as a whole is not prophetic in 
the strict biblical sense of the word. We 
cannot therefore simply transpose the 
phenomenon of biblical prophetism to the 
Christian community. Yet because the 
activity of the church in the world takes 
place in the power and under the guidance 
of the Spirit of prophecy, the church can 
learn from the biblical prophets more than 
just a few important socio-ethical norms. It 
can also learn something about the way in 
which it should assert itself in the world. On 
the assumption that one can speak about the 
prophethood of all believers, in the following 
paragraphs I will take the biblical prophetic 
traditions as the basis for reflection both 
about the content of the church's message 
to the world and about the nature of its 
prophetic existence. 

2. The Spirit of prophecy has been poured 
out 'in the last days' as a sign of the dawning 
of the new age (Acts 2:17). It is the same 
Spirit-the first fruits of the new creation
that constitutes the church as an anticipation 
of the new creation. There is therefore an 
indissoluble union between the church's 
being and its speaking: the sign-character 
of the church and its prophetic ministry 
have their origin in the present gift of the 
Spirit and their norm in the vision of the 
promised new creation. In its prophetic 
proclamation the church speaks of the same 
reality from which it lives as a sign of hope. 

Two important consequences follow from the 
nature of the prophetic ministry and its relation 
to the being of the church. First, since the 
'Spirit of prophecy' is given to the whole com
munity, a prophetic pronouncement cannot be 
'the last word after which no discussion is 
possible'. 57 Rather, each prophetic statement 
is subject to the continual discernment of the 
whole Christian community (cf. 1 Thess. 
5:20f.).58 Unlike Old Testament prophecy, 
Christian prophecy is essentially a communal 
phenomenon. (This is true even in the case of 
the gift of prophecy). Second, since the church 
as a prophetic community can bring to bear on 
the problems of the world only that same 
reality in which it itself 'lives and breathes', 
its prophetic proclamation has to take the form 
of witnessing. 59 Authentic Christian prophetic 
criticisms can be made only if framed by the 
proclamation of what God has done in Christ 
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and what God promises to do in the world on 
the one hand, and the testimony to what God 
has done in the church on the other (cf. 1 Pet. 
2:9f.). Without this element of witness, prophecy 
degenerates into arrogant and impotent mor
alizing. 

3. The Spirit of prophecy is the Spirit of the 
new creation. The prophetic message addresses 
the issues of the world from the perspective of 
the promised new creation. Given the nature 
of the new creation (see Section Ill), the pro
phetic message must include both a call to 
friendship with God and the summons to do 
justice.60 In the grand summary of the prophetic 
proclamation about what constitutes good life 
-a summary that finds a clear echo in the 
teaching of Jesus (cf. Mk. 12:28-31) and of 
Paul (cf. Rom. 13:8-10)-Micah combines both 
appeals: God requires human beings 'to do 
justice, and to love kindness, and to walk 
humbly with your God' (6:8). 

Justice can be described as the ordering 
of the social relations which secures for each 
person life with dignity and integration into 
the community.61 Doing justice is therefore 
particularly required with respect to the poor 
and marginalized, 'fatherless', 'widow', and 
'sojourner' (cf. Deut. 10:18). It presupposes 
both exposing the unjust and oppressive social 
arrangements and suggesting alternative 
visions of social life. 62 Doing justice is essential 
but not sufficient, however. By adding to the 
requirement to do justice the requirement to 
'love kindness', Micah points beyond the way 
of just social arrangements to the way of per
sonal, non-legislatable love. Social institutions 
need to satisfy the requirements of justice
not only of compensatory but also of com
munitarian justice-but people also need to 
learn to do acts of kindness to one another. For 
without personal expressions of love there is 
no humane society. 

The Old Testament prophets were far more 
than simply inspired social critics. They were 
concerned with Israel's relation to Yahweh 
just as they were with justice and kindness; 
indeed, they were concerned with justice and 
kindness because Israel's relation to Yahweh 
mattered to them. The two concerns, of course, 
overlapped. For the prophets believed that to 
know Yahweh is to strive for justice (cf. Jer. 
22:13-16) and that worship without justice is 
no worship at all but the detestable idolatry of 
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seeking to sanctify injustice religiously (cf. Isa. 
1:11-17; 58:~7).63 Justice is not simply the 
secular outworking of religious faith but an 
integral part of that faith: 'The one who 
oppresses a poor person insults his Maker, but 
the one who is kind to the needy honours him' 
(Prov. 14:31; cf. James 1:27). 

Yet for all their criticism of false worship, 
the prophets never condemned the cult as 
such. Indeed, they considered it the way of 
entering into and maintaining communion 
with God.64 Justice and kindness are not the 
only requirements of God. Y ahweh desired 
also to 'walk with' Israel. Israel was to love 
Yahweh (cf. Deut. 10:12ff.) and when she 'went 
after other gods' Y ahweh was yearning for 
God's estranged people (cf. Jer. 2:1-13). 'Life 
for Israel was understood as fellowship with 
Y ahweh who had entered a covenant with this 
people, and the fulfilment of Y ahweh's com
mandments was to be an expression of this 
fellowship. Hence keeping the commandments 
can be described as loving Yahweh'.65 Because 
the relationship to Y ahweh is so central, 
prophetic proclamation must contain the 
announcement of God's 'forgiving expurgation 
of previous sin' and 're-creation of a people' 
able to walk with God observing God's ordi
nances (cf. Jer. 31:31ff.; Ezek. 36:25ff.)66-not 
least the requirements to 'do justice' and 'love 
kindness'. 

The two prophetic demands for walking with 
God and for doing justice and kindness are 
inseparable but they cannot be identified with 
each other. We should neither be so socially 
naive as to believe that when people have 
peace with God social arrangements will take 
care of themselves, nor so theologically blind 
as to assume that when people live in peace 
with one another they thereby live in peace 
with God. Prophecy can neither be replaced by 
evangelism nor dispense with it. They belong 
together because personal fellowship with God 
and the new world in which every tear shall be 
wiped away are two aspects of the single reality 
of the new creation. Prophecy is the social (and 
ecological) dimension of evangelism and evan
gelism is the personal dimension of prophecy. 

The content of the prophetic message-be it 
the critique of idolatry and the call to fellowship 
with God or the denunciation of oppression and 
the call to justice-leads the prophet into con
flict with the people to whom the message is 

addressed. The message of the prophet which 
draws its content from the revelation of the 
new creation and is inspired by the Spirit of 
the new creation is directed against the old 
creation: '[ ... ] against the whole land, against 
the kings of Judah, its princes, its priests, and 
the people of the land' (Jer. 1:18). When the 
new is challenging the old, the old has often no 
intention of giving up its privileged position 
without a fight. The prophetic call to conflict 
results in prophetic suffering. For this reason 
suffering was considered a basic lot of a 
prophet.67 

4. A prophet stands in a twofold relation: to 
God, from whom the prophet brings the 
message, and to people, to whom God's message 
is addressed. What is the nature of each of 
these relations? In the biblical traditions one 
becomes a prophet by responding to the call of 
God and one acts as a prophet by receiving 
messages from God. But the prophet's relation 
to God encompasses much more than the re
ceiving and dispatching of God's messages. 
God teaches the prophet also to 'feel for himself 
God's intimate attachment to Israel; he must 
not only know about it, but experience it from 
within'.68 And the prophet talks to God too. He 
may lament before God, pouring out his suffer
ing, anger, and longing for God (cf. Jer. 11-20) 
or sing praises to God (cf. Jer. 20:13).69 The 
prophet is a prophet only because he is involved 
in a dynamic relationship with God. Spirituality 
is the soul of prophetic existence. 

Christian prophets today have difficulty in
terlacing spirituality and social involvement. 
The problem is neither the lack of desire to 
combine the two in daily life nor to find theo
logical models which do not separate the two. 70 

But all such attempts and models flounder 
over the contemporary deep-seated feeling that 
God is absent from the world. The prophets of 
old had a vivid sense of God's designs in 
history: empires were a tool in the hand of 
Yahweh (cf. Isa. 7:18-20). Modern tech
nological culture, whose goal is 'to know every
thing in order to predict everything in order to 
control everything',71 has made it difficult to 
hold seriously to the belief that God governs 
history and that the salvation of the world can, 
let alone must, come from God. And the more 
distant God is from the world, the more absent 
God will be from our involvement in the world. 
Only a fresh discovery of God's presence and 

EuroJTh 2: l • 23 



• Mlroslav Volf • 

activity in history will erase a deep seated 
sense that worship is irrelevant to doing 
justice.72 

A dynamic relationship with God is one pole 
of prophetic existence. The other is the prophet's 
identification with the people. Prophetic con
flict with the people did not smother prophetic 
sympathy for the people. 'The prophet not only 
was a man concerned with right and wrong. He 
also had a soul of extreme sensitivity to human 
suffering'.73 In Jeremiah in particular, the 
denunciation of misdeeds and announcement 
of judgment are accompanied by deep anguish 
over peoples' blindness and hard-heartedness 
and the suffering that is coming upon them: '0 
that my head were waters, and my eyes a 
fountain of tears, that I might weep day and 
night for the slain of the daughter of my 
people!' (9:1; cf. 4:19f.; 8:18ff.). 

The 'tearful tradition' of Jeremiah-but also 
of Jesus (cf. Lk. 19:41f.) and of Paul (cf. Rom. 
9:1ff.)-has virtually disappeared from 
Christian prophetism. Sorrow has been sup
pressed by anger. Prophets have become too 
much like technicians. They explain oppression 
by one cause-effect nexus and expect libera
tion from another. Oppression is a moral 
problem, but they counter it with a technical 
solution. Technicians are not overly given to 
sorrow; if the solutions they propose are not 
accepted or if the mechanisms they design do 
not function the way they expect, they do not 
grieve, they are angry. The biblical prophets 
did grieve because the mechanisms of evil did 
not blind them to the mystery of evil. The 
mechanisms of economic, social, racial and 
sexual oppression need to be exposed and 
replaced by the structures of justice. But what 
can be done about the evil hidden in the depths 
of the human heart? Our strongest weapon 
against the mystery of evil is tears in the 
presence of God. 

The community of Christian prophets 'des
perately needs a revival of orthopathy'74-the 
experience of the personal presence of the Holy 
Spirit that makes them love both God and 
God's world. Orthopathy does more than furnish 
prophets with inspiration and motivation for 
promoting justice. It aids them also in under
standing how one can bring the word of God 
and the situation into an effective interface. 
Prophetic social critique is not simply an 
applied 'science'; it is also an art. It is therefore 
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'not enough to have commands and general 
norms, and even living examples and models, 
for our decision-making. It is also necessary to 
possess those skills and sensitivities which the 
New Testament writers associate with the gifts 
of the Spirit'.75 Good prophets are masters of 
the Christian socio-ethical art. And this art 
can be learned only in the school of the Spirit 
who draws prophets into the passion of God 
and enables them to identify with the suffering 
of God's world. 

5. The prophet's parish is the whole world 
because the new creation is a universal reality. 
Inspired by the Spirit of the new creation and 
guided by the vision of the new creation, 
prophets need to speak to all dimensions of 
human existence-from personal to ecological 
-and direct their message to all locales in 
which human beings live-from neighbourhood 
to global community. Powerful social forces 
hinder prophets in the exercise of their univer
sal calling. Religion is not disappearing from 
the modern societies as was expected not long 
ago, but it is increasingly being pushed away 
from the macroworld of the public square into 
the microworld of the private life: it is allowed 
to play a role, but only in the 'spiritual ... 
homeland for separate spiritual development 
set up obligingly by the architects of secular 
society's apartheid'.76 One of the most impor
tant tasks of Christian prophets in the 
contemporary world is to work on dismantling 
the 'secular society's apartheid'. 

The primary responsibility of Christian 
prophets, however, is not for the world but for 
the people of God. Though the Old Testament 
prophets were called to prophesy against 
nations and kingdoms (cf. Jer. 1:9), the focus 
of their message was the destiny of Israel. 77 

Correspondingly, the critique of the church is 
the first task of Christian prophets:78 they 
need to tear down the church's religious gar
menture that masks its idolatry (wealth and 
power!) and oppression (racism, sexism, ex
ploitation!) and challenge the church to adorn 
itself with robes of righteousness and holiness 
(cf. Eph. 4:24); they need to announce to the 
church hope in a loving God who forgives and 
recreates, and threaten it with the judgment of 
a holy God. 

As P. Tillich said, in the prophetic Spirit of 
the new creation the church has 'in itself the 
ultimate criterion against itselr.79 But as it 
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pays heed to its own prophets, the church 
should not self-sufficiently close itself up to 
criticism from the world. The activity of the 
Spirit of the new creation is not limited to the 
church. This is why one can speak with Tillich 
of 'reverse prophetism' -'an unconsciously 
prophetic criticism directed toward the church 
from outside'.80 It is the task of Christian 
prophets to help the church discern the voice 
of God's Spirit even in the pandemonium of the 
world. 

The point of prophetic care for the church is 
more than just self-beautification of the church. 
It serves the mission of the church in the 
world. For the credibility of the church as a 
sign of the new creation is the presupposition 
for the plausibility of its prophetic message. 
The more the church anticipates the new crea
tion in its life and its structures, the more its 
message will recover the creative force of the 
prophetic word of God which does not return 
empty but accomplishes God's purposes (cf. Isa. 
55:10f.). 

VI 

1. Contemporary theological reflection about 
the mission of the church in the world seems 
to follow what might be described as a 'com
munication model'. The relation between 
the church and the world is that of a sender 
to a recipient. The recipient-the world
needs to grasp the prophetic message of the 
church and perceive the church as a sign of 
hope. In order for that to happen, the sender 
-the church-needs to take care to transmit 
the message so that it is understood and to 
signify the new creation in such a way that 
hope is born. The essential elements of this 
'communication model' remain intact, of 
course, when the relation between the church 
and the world is taken to be a two-way 
street. The word most commonly used to 
describe such a relation between the church 
and the world is 'dialogue', and its very 
use underlines that one is dealing with a 
communication situation-only that now 
recipient and communicator alternate places; 
the communication (legein) does not occur 
simply from one partner to the other, but 
between (dia) them. 

In the communication model the basic 
problem for the church in relation to the 

world is a hermeneutical one. What the 
church needs is penetrating social analysts 
who are able to understand both where the 
world is going and over what problems it is 
stumbling, it needs creative theologians who 
know how to translate the Christian message 
into contemporary cultural languages, skil
ful and daring prophets who can make the 
Christian message speak to the great issues 
of the day. And finally the church needs 
imagination to know how to symbolize the 
Christian message in its structures and its 
life. If the church had all of this, it would be 
a prophetic community and a sign of hope in 
the world-so the model suggests. But is the 
communication model right? 

2. No doubt the model is right in what it 
affirms. Transcultural mission-whether it 
takes place diachronically or synchronically 
-is possible only by translating and applying 
the message in new contexts. The prophets 
of old were not only conditioned by the 
traditions but they also 're-interpreted and 
applied [them] to their own times',81 not
withstanding their belief to be direct spokes
persons for God. The need for creative rein
terpretation and fresh application of the 
Christian message is greater today than 
ever before. Technological and cultural 
developments are increasingly widening the 
gap between the world of the biblical tradi
tions and contemporary situations. Without 
the church doing its hermeneutical work 
with skill and imagination its message will 
not be heard and its sign-character will not 
be recognized. The communication model 
rightly underlines this. 

But the communication model is wrong in 
what it leaves out-or at least seriously 
neglects. It seems to operate tacitly with two 
mistaken assumptions, one with respect to 
the recipient and the other with respect to 
the sender. A genuinely prophetic model of 
the relation between the church and the 
world will have to discard both of these 
assumptions. In relation to the recipient the 
model assumes that the basic problem is a 
lack of understanding: the world has not 
grasped the message, it has not recognized 
the sign, and hence does not respond. En
lightenment, it is expected, will bear fruit in 
changed behaviour. But this is certainly 
false. The realism of the biblical traditions 
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is sobering. The Old Testament prophets not 
only experienced an 'unchanging pattern of 
failure' of their proclamation; they were, 
almost paradoxically, called to failure: the 
message itself made the people obdurate (cf. 
Isa. 6:9ff.; Ezek. 2:1ff.; Matt. 13:10ff.).82 So 
also, precisely when the church is seen to be 
what it really is does the world often refuse 
to cleave to it as a sign of hope, and instead 
tries to get rid of it as a thorn in its own flesh 
(cf. 1 Pet. 4:4). 

In relation to the sender the communi
cation model assumes that the church has 
the message (but fails to translate and com
municate it successfully) and that the church 
is the 'first fruits of the new creation' (but 
fails to present itself as such before the 
world). In an important sense this assump
tion is right: the church has the message and 
it is anticipation of the new creation. But it 
would be false to conclude that the dominant 
concern of the church should be communi
cating the message and presenting itself as 
a sign of hope. As J. V. Taylor observed, 
what turned a person into a prophet 'was not 
eloquence but vision, not getting the message 
across but getting the message•.sa Similarly 
what makes the church into a sign of hope 
is not its effort at signifying hope, but the 
reality of its being anticipation of the new 
creation. Yes, the church has the message, 
yet it needs to receive the message always 
anew as a living word to be addressed to the 
dying world. Yes, the church is an anticipa
tion of the new creation, yet it needs to grow 
in unity and in sanctity in the divided and 
unjust world. The efforts of the church to 
communicate and to signify will be futile if 
it does not listen to the voice of the Spirit and 
strive to be renewed into the likeness of the 
Triune God. 

3. The prophetic model of the relation 
between the church and the world assumes 
that the mission of the church in the world 
can be sustained only by the same Spirit of 
the new creation whose presence makes the 
church to be the church. To be a prophetic 
community the church needs the Spirit, who 
will make its sons and daughters prophesy, 
its young men see visions and its old men 
dream dreams (cf. Acts 2:17ff.). To be a sign 
of hope the church needs the Spirit who will 
cause flesh to come upon its dry bones, put 
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breath into it, and make it live (cf. Ezek. 
37:6). To sustain its passion for God and its 
passion for the world even when the ears of 
the hearers are heavy and their hearts are 
fat the church needs the Spirit of love who 
creates hope (cf. Rom. 15:13, 30). And to 
break the walls of resistance to its message 
communicated by word and deed the church 
needs the Spirit who 'will convince the world 
of sin and of righteousness and of judgment' 
(John 16:8). The first task of the church as 
a prophetic community and a sign of hope 
will therefore be to pray: veni creator 
Spiritus.84 
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