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“Faith lived in the incognito is one which is located outside the criticism coming from society, from politics, from history, for the very reason that it has itself the vocation to be a source of criticism.  It is faith (lived in the incognito) which triggers the issues for the others, which causes everything seemingly established to be placed in doubt, which drives a wedge into the world of false assurances.”  (298)

We are living in a world where we are experiencing a developing system which seemingly we can do nothing about.  So we bow and submit realizing that nothing will change and that in the most pacified and guaranteed society ever we live in uncertainty and growing fear of the irrational.  In the most liberal of all societies we are living “repression” where each advance seems to nurture its exact opposite. Our children are a reflection of who we are, running away seeking only to belong.  Without hope they continue to seek freedom.  Everything is sham and lie and “what’s the use” has become written in our hearts.  Value has become its opposite which is the new thing in our day.  The process of using a word designating some former value as a means of identifying its exact opposite seems to be complete!  There is no clear or certain criteria for discerning good from bad.  And so we live in an illusionary world made up of images transmitted by the communications media.  Nothing remains but death and so people take refuge in magic and the occult, of night-time and dreams .... of a world without hope where the magician is in charge.  In such an age of scorn, the spiritual and intellectual, indeed character and value have to be annihilated. The only thing left is spiritual nihilism.  We are trapped and no longer have the power to escape, the sign of the end of all hope.  Where are our guides? 


Technology has become God and we are becoming sterilized by it.  We no longer allow ourselves to be accused in the depth of our own person.  We want no word of salvation.  Modern society is desperately attempting to justify itself and its status quo. Modern people are impervious to the gospel accepting uncritically what the media feeds them.  In rejecting the gospel however, they are in fact rejecting hope.  And yet the modern world is highly religious which leads to the conclusion that modern man is actually waiting for something to happen which will make him live again.  In reality we don’t know where this crisis will lead us and so we need a prophetic word which for Ellul is that “God has turned away from us and is leaving us to our fate.  We have entered into an age of abandonment.”  God is keeping quiet.  He is absent from our structures.


And so in the midst of all this Christians have to proclaim, bear witness to, and live hope becoming perhaps martyrs for it as they proclaim the radical exclusiveness of the hope that is in Christ .... a hope that is heading for a future with a dynamic power in action.  And this according to Ellul is why there is hardly any place for it in the institutional Church and in established Christianity because hope cannot be systematized.  It demands action in the tangible as a condition of its very existence.  To be hopeful means that we need to become filled with the Word of God to the marrow of our bones for only the Word of God will throw any light on the matter as it comes to announce truth and freedom.  Hence the need to understand the language of Jesus through which we proclaim freedom and hope.   


But, for Ellul, there is no Word from God.  There is no prophet.  God is silent because “every man did what was right in his own eyes.”  Modern man scorns the Word of God, becoming as he does like everyone else.  And so God’s silence becomes only serious to the one who lives, or tries to live, by the Word of God.  For Ellul the church is mediocre with nothing to say to the real world today.  Everything is falsified. We are unable to go ahead joyfully and in the open.  It is interesting however to note that in a day and age where the Gospel is being rejected, flouted, and ridiculed modern man is showing a keen interest in religious problems.  Literature about God - so long as it is not explicitly Christian - succeeds in the footsteps of erotic literature.  


And so what do we do?  What a scandal it would be if a prophet of God were to appear who would crush modern ideologies by a manifestation of the Spirit in power ..... one lone man is needed.  We are in the worst possible situation because questions are being put to us for which we no longer have the answers.  2000 years of Christianity has not prepared us for them.  We are beyond the traditional message mediated through the Word.  Intellectual proof has become meaningless.  And so life has to be lived by Christians with such meaning that it will incite neighbors to ask the question to which they shall be obliged to answer by giving an account of the hope that is in them.  (1 Peter 3:15).  Then and not before can hope be expressed, mediated and made known in the midst of a world where there are those Christians even who are just as uncertain, fearful, and agonized as everybody else.  Faith does not automatically give birth to hope.  


We seem to be living in the interval between faith and hope.  Hope cannot be born except from hope lived by another, and so a hope lived is the prior condition for witness.  We can only restore man to the possibility of hope by living it ourselves.  It needs to be incarnated in us.  Thus as the Kingdom comes bursting into our times and into our milieu it breaks up the organizations.  It is alive in our midst and nothing again can be settled and nicely organized.  Hope now becomes the opposite of resignation as we recognize that to enter the kingdom we have to want it enough to bang on the door to the point of exhaustion.  If it doesn’t mean this much to us then God gave His Son for nothing.  Hope is thus not one of the pieces in a well-ordered game but rather the violence which lays hold of the promise with fury so that the Almighty does not get let off any longer without blessing us.  Hope is challenging God’s silence and opening the door to His Word because as long as we imagine that there is a way out we will do nothing to change the situation.  And so hope has no place, no reason for existence, except in the situation in which nothing else is actually possible. Thus we cannot, if we have any hope at all participate in the cultural revolution of our day, but on the contrary our desire is to write another history .... that of the impossible life, of the true life, which the mind of man has not conceived.  Hope in other words closes the escape routes.  It is the challenging of a concrete situation held to be obvious and certain.  It affirms a way out despite all the road blocks.  It therefore has no place except in a situation without hope and where a person is bereft of every security.  It cannot however assume that things will straighten out for the kingdom is not a socio-political system.  It believes that God will break in like a hurricane and call everything into question.  It demands that God speaks for if he doesn’t man will only go from disaster to chaos.  Thus it is that hope can only be the lifestyle of those who suffer so intensely from the emptiness that their entire lives are centered around it.


Now you cannot talk about hope without raising the question as to how we then live it?  We live it according to Ellul with spiritual risk and by Grace.  There can be no intellectual construction of any kind for Grace is a pure act of God beyond our grasp and ability to structure and speculate on.  The Spirit is free and blows where He wills giving grace to whom He gives grace ..... no more.  Hope is thus committed to a hazardous undertaking.  It is the opposite of morality and theology, which provides answers and solutions.  It is a firm advance towards a masked future forcing it to show its hand.  It is an attitude of conquest and of a decision to fight.  It is an entirely positive, constructive, demanding and vigorous value.  It is a revising of our concept of God, or of our relationship with him.  Thus the challenge of hope is the introduction into a closed age, into a tight security, an opening ..... a breach .... an uncertainty and a question.  It is not to set up in opposition to those who are dominant.  The revolutionary act of hope can only be the opening up of the situations which stay closed and the contradiction of systems and/or organizations.  Thus hope is never incarnated in an organization or in an ultimate goal.  It is power in action, never satisfied and never incarnated.


When are we going to realize that history has known only one absolute novelty, the incarnation of God in Jesus?  When will we understand that the independent and un-looked-for factor which introduces initiative and the possibility of a fresh start is the Word of God.  Just as the resurrection opened the grave so the rigidity of history is broken by hope.  And so to meddle in politics, before all else, is today to kill hope and to turn back God’s gift.  It is strictly speaking to take the name of God in vain.


The person of hope therefore waits pessimistically for normally nothing should happen.  Job waited leaving activity and work to one side, since the one important thing was to wait for God which is infinitely more difficult than action.  It demands much more of a person, especially in our times.  The waiting person has the hardness of a rock however, and an absurd firmness and fixity of purpose.  We need to be fully aware that nothing comes except through him who waits.  He must call to witness all those he can reach but must be aware that the first to accuse him will be his friends, the members of his church.  Noah in building his Ark on dry land acted in a way that was absurd and ridiculous to those who ignored the possibility of God actually judging.  Thus we develop perseverance with an indefinite waiting which never counts on success as a possible outcome.  It repudiates all the success-criteria of action.  We are hoping not for any success but the return of Jesus Christ and the establishment of his reign.  


Our society rejects hope of course, because in looking for total, collective, definitive solutions, and immediate answers it rejects all the traditional forms of Christianity.  Thus we are lead to the incognito .... to the refusal to speak ....... to not throwing pearls before swine.  And here is the new and unexpected dimension that we add to our society and which drives a wedge into the world of false assurances forcing us to be decisively honest .... the incognito. 

