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'May God, who is the ground of hope, fill you with all joy and peace as you lead the life of faith until, by the power of the Holy Spirit, you overflow with hope'. (Romans 15.13)

Hope - radical hope - is the gift of God to humankind in Jesus Christ. We are born into this hope through him (1 Peter 1.3,4); it is our calling, in which we must persevere by our way of life (Colossians 1.23; Hebrews 10.23; romans 15.4b). Thus paper urges that witness to this radical hope lies at the heart of mission in and to Western culture in the early twenty-first century. This possibility both invites reflection on the gospel, and calls for cultural self-awareness nourished by the gospel. This dual enquiry is especially important for mission in the context often referred to as 'postmodern culture'.

I shall reflect therefore upon the gospel on the one hand and postmodern cultural developments on the other, as they appear in the light of this hope. I shall begin by raising the question: how do postmodern developments appear relative to the gospel of hope? Do they signify a change in where people look for hope, or the birth of new hope, or the collapse of hope? It is the third possibility which I shall explore in this paper. I shall point to this loss of hope in a preliminary way by noting a widespread cultural failure in caring, respectful attentiveness towards the world. I shall then interpret this by reference to a theological understanding of hope as an attentive, faithful disposition and practice in which we give ourselves in an unqualified way to God and to others. Seen in the light of hope thus understood, postmodern cultural developments reveal the wounds of hopelessness. I shall trace these wounds in the cultural prevalence in the West of narcissism, neediness, credulity, sentimentality, tragic spirituality and escapism. Finally I shall suggest some implications for the task of mission in a postmodern cultural setting.

In such matters, mission challenges Western Christians to deep cultural self-awareness illumined by the gospel - to see and articulate things taken for granted at a deep level in their own culture. This awareness grows through deep and attentive immersion in the testimony of Christian Scripture and tradition. It is also be helped by listening well to brothers and sisters in Christ who bring non-Western Christian perspectives on Western culture.

Hope in a changing culture

In postmodern developments, the face of hope has changed. How shall we appraise this change? Our answer will determine greatly how we understand the task of mission in a postmodern setting.

Should we see in postmodern developments a change of orientation in hope? We might judge that, whereas in modernity hope was invested in certain things to be attained in certain ways, in postmodernity hope is invested in other things, to be attained in ways appropriate to them. If so, mission in a postmodern setting requires that the radical hope of the gospel be commended so as to engage with other hopes than those which have been to the fore in modernity.

Should we see in postmodern developments a new hopefulness? We might judge that, whereas in modernity hope was framed in terms of certain goals and the methods by which they might be attained, now there is a new discovery of hope as the constraints of this vision are recognised and its hold upon our imagination is loosened. If so, mission in a postmodern setting requires that we recognise in postmodern developments a glimpse of that hope which the gospel brings, and a sign (when properly received) of God's promise. And we shall commend the gospel in these terms.

Should we see in postmodern developments a loss of hopefulness? We might judge that, whereas in modernity hope was directed framed in terms of a certain goal to be achieved by certain methods, now this hope has collapsed, and with it hope as such has collapsed. Where there was hope, now there is hopelessness. if so, mission in a postmodern setting requires that we testify to the gospel message that there is indeed hope, and that we do so in all the ways - personal, practical and theoretical - which point to the reality of hope in God.

It is vital that we are open to finding in postmodern developments all three of these elements. The task of mission requires that we be ready to discern and engage all three. However, I believe that in postmodernity we may discern especially the wounds of hopelessness.

The loss of hope in Western culture has been remarked by many. Among them was Lesslie Newbigin. In 1974 he returned to Britain from India where he and his wife had gone as missionaries in 1936. Ten years later he wrote:

'I have often been asked: "What is the greatest difficulty you face in moving from India to England?" I have always answered: "The disappearance of hope"… Even in the most squalid slums of Madras there was always the belief that things could be improved…


In England, by contrast, it is hard to find any such hope… there is little sign among the citizens of this country of the sort of confidence in the future which was certainly present in the earlier years of this century.'1

Newbigin then noted the growing scepticism towards, and indeed threats felt to arise from, things which had previously inspired hope: things such as science and modern democracy. He also remarked on the rise of broadly mental illnesses 'related to the collapse of meaning'.

Another telling observation was made by David Hay and Kate Hunt in their research report Understanding the Spirituality of People who don't go to Church (2000). They recalled George Steiner's thesis, in The Death of Tragedy (1961) that the tragic sense of life expressed in classical Greek Tragic Drama had long declined under the influence of Jewish and Christian belief in a good God. They observed:

'We are wondering whether, forty years on from Steiner's analysis, after Auschwitz and after the many other atrocities of the 20th century, we see in post-Christian society the return of a tragic sense of life… If at the deepest level there is a conviction that life at depth is pitiless and utterly meaningless, then the optimism of Christianity become incredible. The people we spoke to were well aware of this, and it is an issue that church people need to face much more directly in their dialogue with secular culture.'2

Why is this widespread loss of hope not more directly faced and discussed in the church and beyond it? We may identify three contributing factors. Each of them carries implications for mission.

First, because this loss of hope is painful we shy away from facing it. Melvyn Matthews writes:

'It is the pain, the actual deadening, horrifying pain of living in the modern which is at the heart of things. Most of us totally underestimate the existence and importance of this pain as a factor in our lives. It is glossed consistently. But the pain forces us to disown responsibility… The existence of this pain deadens and numbs our moral existence. Our reserves of compassion seep away, our desire for real living is undermined by the task of moving from one day to another with the minimum of disaster.'3

What are the implications of this for mission? It suggests that to engage in mission requires that we be ready to face our own pain, and acknowledge that we are ourselves affected by the spirit of hopelessness in our culture and our age.

A second reason why the prevalence of hopelessness is not widely acknowledged is as follows. We do not recognise either hope or hopelessness for what they are because we hold narrow, false assumptions about what they are like. In particular, modern thought typically links hope with progress, projects, initiatives and achievements; it links hopelessness on the other hand with stagnation, inactivity and passivity. Indeed, as modern Christians we may casually think of hope in the same terms. But this picture is skewed; it does not reckon with, for example, the hope manifest in a stable contemplative religious order (which can seem on the surface to be a quite passive affair), or the hopelessness driving compulsive rage - or for that matter frivolity (which can seem each expressions of life). The implication for mission it that it requires that we witness to hope with an enlarged and more faithful understanding of what hope is. 

A third reason lies with the practice of those who manage our public culture - in politics, education, the mass media, and in the public marketing of goods and services. These typically deflect, for their own strategic reasons, any concerns that popular hopes may not be fulfilled. As members of the general public we are encouraged to believe that politicians will solve every problem they have so far failed to solve; that buying a certain product will transform our lives; that we (and especially those among us who are young) can 'change the world'. The constant flow of such messages blocks our way to quietly acknowledging that a loss of hope saps our soul's vitality. By implication, to engage in mission requires that we invite a more honest appraisal the personal spiritual condition fostered by our culture.
Together these three factors tend to conceal hopelessness within contemporary Western culture. It is vital that we acknowledge and understand this, however, in order faithfully to bear witness to hope. In order to do so, we need to decipher certain features of our culture which conceal a loss of hope. By way of preliminary, let us note how prominent is distraction in our culture, and discern its link to loss of hope.
Hope and attentiveness

People remark not uncommonly on 'the speed of life' today. Life is more busy - alike in work and leisure - than in the past as they recall it. Why is this? Does this reflect higher levels of productivity today? The truth is much more ambiguous. A century ago, G. K. Chesterton remarked: 'It is customary to complain of the bustle and strenuousness of our epoch. But in truth the chief mark of our epoch is a profound laziness and fatigue; and the fact is that the real laziness is the cause of the apparent bustle.'4

For Chesterton this laziness was connected with a characteristic modern inattentiveness - the habit of paying only superficial, fleeting or casual attention to that which confronts us. Writing in the same period P. T. Forsyth regretted (in language now quaint to our ears) that people 'will not attend, they will not force themselves to attend, gravely to the gravest things…. they read everything in a vagrant, browsing fashion. They turn on the most serious subjects the holiday, seaside, newspaper habit of mind'.5 Such inattentiveness has, like busy-ness, entrenched itself further in Western culture since he wrote. Today it is evident in the habit of 'grazing' between television channels and 'browsing' or 'surfing' the internet, in credulous views of 'alternative' therapies, and in the casual embrace of elements from quite disparate religions within a 'smorgasbord' spirituality. 

The disposition of inattentiveness remarked by Chesterton and Forsyth is by no means indifferent to human wellbeing. Gabriel Marcel. writing in 1934 on 'the irreligion of today', noted that very often, perhaps most often, unbelief 'takes the form of inattention, of turning a deaf ear to the appeal made by an inner voice to all that is deepest in us'. 'It should be noticed', he added, 'that modern life tends to encourage this inattention, indeed almost to enforce it, by the way it dehumanises man and cuts him off from his centre… this inattention or distraction is indeed a kind of sleep'.6

The 'sleep' of inattention or distraction stands in contrast to wakefulness to our human centre. The latter finds us attentive to our creator in awe, delighted wonder and lively responsiveness. We are open to the radically new, as we look expectantly towards an abundantly good God, and in love embrace the responsibility bestowed upon us by this God. This is personal hope at its most deep and lively.
Philosopher John Wisdom likens such attentiveness to that shown by a child when it sees something for the first time: 'when we, wishing to help him to understand, tell him what it is, he hardly seems to hear us… perhaps this is part of why we are told that if we wish to find the truth, we must become like little children… We need to be at once like someone who has seen much and forgotten nothing, and also like one who is seeing everything for the first time'.7

It is in such hopeful attentiveness towards the new that the real is revealed. Aelred Squire writes that a proper spirituality encourages us to 'allow our immediate experience constantly to break in upon our preconceived notions with such fresh news that we find ourselves suddenly where we actually are, in a world quite different from the one we supposed it to be, and with many a burning bush among what we always thought to be a waste of dry shrubbery'.8
Modern culture constantly works against such wondering, hopeful attention. Rather it disperses our attention, it distracts us. Novelist Saul Bellow remarks that distractions surround us today as never before. Advertisers catch our eye by every possible means, sound-bites grab our fleeting attention, and information floods over us. 'Vast enterprises described as the communications industry inform, misinform, or dis-inform the public about politics, wars, and revolutions, about religious and racial conflicts, and also about education, law, medicine, books, theatre, music, cookery', he writes. 'To make such lists', he adds, 'gives a misleading impression of order. The truth is that we are in an unbearable state of confusion, or distraction'9.

How much does this matter? A great deal. As Blaise Pascal warned three and a half centuries ago:

'Diversion prevents us thinking about ourselves and leads us imperceptibly to destruction. But for it we should be bored, and boredom would drive us to seek some more solid means of escape, but diversion passes our time and brings us imperceptibly to our death'.10

We might hear an echo of Pascal's warning in our own generation, in the title of Neil Postman's book: Amusing Ourselves to Death: culture in an age of show business.11 

By reflecting in this way on the prevalence of distraction in contemporary culture, we have begun probing the fortunes of hope within it. Let us now explore further what hope is theologically, properly, understood. When we have done so, we shall be in a position to discern further the face of hope in modern and postmodern culture.

Hope theologically understood

What is hope? In common understanding, it is a subjective feeling inspired by some anticipated objective state of affairs. Such hope is itself therefore no part of the state of affairs in question.
However, our reflections above on hope and God remind us of another kind of hope which in integral to our very enquiry into the real. There is an original, hopeful attentiveness out of which is born knowledge of objective reality in the first place. 
Knowledge of God always remains a matter of such hopeful attentiveness. More particularly: God who raised Jesus Christ from death has inaugurated a new covenant between himself and humankind, revealing himself as the whole, decisive and unqualified ground of hope. Through Christ, God's people find themselves born into a living hope – radical fullness of hope, paradigmatic and standing in special relation to every act of hope. This radical hope has the following characteristics.

(a) In what is radical hope placed, and what is this hope for? The answers to both these questions are implied in the following: radical hope is hope for the transcendent; it is hope for that which is fundamental; it is comprehensive in scope; and it is hope placed in what is sure. It is hope for the transcendent: to hope in God is to hope for unqualified blessing beyond anything we can conceive within creation or history. It is fundamental: it concerns hope for that without which human life is without meaning. It is comprehensive: it constitutes hope for ourselves, for humankind, and for all creation (Romans 8.19-24) in God's kingdom; on behalf of each human person is it the hope of eternal life through resurrection like Jesus, and on behalf of the cosmos, the hope of new creation. And it is sure: it reaches out for and takes hold of unshakable grounds for hope. 

(b) Such hope in God is paradigmatic in its orientation: hope which is for the transcendent and for the fundamental, which is comprehensive and for what is sure is hope directed in a paradigmatic way.
 (c) To hope in God is to reach out and apprehend God as he reveals himself. It is God himself who awakens the disposition of wondering, receptive hope, in which we offer up ourselves and our world in an unreserved way in attention to God. 'God is our hope' is thus properly bivocal: God is our hope at once in an objective and a subjective sense.

(d) This unqualified activity of hopeful attention reflects God who inspires it. Indeed it may be said to participate, by God's grace, in God's own unqualified gift of himself in hope towards his creation. It is God who hopes first, not we ourselves. God's own  hope is at once free and faithful: in it he binds himself in covenant with his people and his creation.

(e) The act of unqualified, self-giving hope in God is a wholehearted response to God which is at once receptive and responsible in orientation. In receptivity we are open to the inspiration of hope, beyond our reliance upon any practical mastery or grasp of creation of our own. Responsibly, we maintain the practice of unqualified hope with patience, fortitude and forbearance.

(f) This active disposition of unqualified, self-giving hope is the paradigm for each and every act of hope. By reference to it, light is shed on every act of hoping for, or investing hope in, God, ourselves and creation.

In passing, we might note that the characteristics just described are shared by the other theological virtues of faith (or trust) and love. These too, inspired by God's self-revelation, are a matter of unqualified self-giving in receptivity and responsibility towards what is real; these too inform our practical engagement with, and reflect God's own purposes for, the whole of creation.

Hope, however, may be said to have a certain primacy among the theological virtues. Moltmann writes: 'Faith believes God to be true, hope awaits the time when this truth shall be manifested; faith believes that he is our father, hope anticipates that he will ever show himself to be a Father towards us; faith believes that eternal life has been given to us, hope anticipates that it will some time be revealed; faith is the foundation upon which hope rests, hope nourishes and sustains faith… Thus in the Christian life faith has the priority, but hope the primacy.'12

Charles Peguy acclaims a more radical primacy still for hope. He ends his beautiful poem L'Esperance (Hope) by extolling faith and love, and then concludes:

But my hope is the bloom, and the fruit, and the leaf, and the limb,

And the twig, and the shoot, and the seed, and the bud.

Hope is the shoot, the bud of the bloom

of eternity itself.13

Hope, evasion, and redemption in Christ

Given such an understanding of hope, how shall we understand hopelessness? Moltmann identifies it as sin. He writes:

'If faith thus depends on hope for its life, then the sin of unbelief is manifestly grounded in hopelessness. To be sure, it is usually said that sin in its original form is man's wanting to be as God. But that is only the one side of sin. The other side of such pride is hopelessness, resignation, inertia and melancholy.'14

Moltmann quotes Joseph Pieper's Uber die Hoffnung (1949):

'hopelessness can take two forms: it can be presumption, praesumptio, and it can be despair, desperation. Both are forms of the sin against hope. Presumption is a premature, self-willed anticipation of the fulfilment of what we hope for from God. Despair is the premature, arbitrary anticipation of the non-fulfilment of that we hope for in God…. Both rebel against the patience in which hope trusts in the God of the promise.'

Now this passage conveys two key insights. First, what Pieper calls 'premature anticipation' is, like despair, a form of hopelessness. It is an evasion of the demands of maintaining hope which arise when there appear no immediate grounds for hope. It is a (self-concealed) dismissal of the requirement to live within creaturely limits, to live with the tragic, to live with human perversity, while remaining hopeful. Refusing this, we presume to exalt, as the fulfilment of hope, that which we ourselves can define and pursue with mastery. In so doing, we place ourselves (whether openly or secretly) at the centre of our own hope.

Second, Pieper recognises rebellion not only in premature anticipation, but also in despair. We should note that he does so even though the despairing person presents the experience of despair to themselves as one of being overwhelmed by the world rather than acting upon the world. In despair we actively collude with that which overwhelms us, although we conceal this from ourselves. 

Let us turn to the vital question which now arises: how does the hope which God inspires address the sin of hopelessness? After all, we find no more compelling grounds for despair over a person, than their own persistent rejection of hope. And what of we ourselves, we might ask, who fail repeatedly to rise to the demands of hope? Is there hope for the hopeless? 

In the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, the final encounter between hope and hopelessness is revealed. Unfathomable hope and the unfathomable contradiction of hope confront each other in what may rightly be called ultimate conflict, as follows.

Jesus lived among people who hoped for a future Messiah who would inaugurate once and for all the rule of a righteous God. This was their ultimate hope. When Jesus himself began proclaiming the coming of God's kingdom, and restored hope to many victims, these expectations began to focus on himself. 

In the context of this ultimate hope, the prospect of Jesus' rejection and barbaric execution presented the worst possible scenario. For Jesus himself it presented the most radical temptation to despair both of God and of humankind. It urged him to despair utterly of God, because if God now allowed his own Messiah to be killed, this would surely mean that rather than bringing his purposes to final fulfilment God had betrayed and abandoned his purposes in a final way. It also presented Jesus with the most radical temptation to despair of humankind. Jesus' hope in God involved an implicit hope that God's purposes would be fulfilled among his people, as they responded to God in faith. Faced with his own crucifixion, however, such hope for God's people must appear futile. If the Messiah himself was rejected by God's people, what possible hope could now placed in them to respond to God in faith?

If the prospect of the crucifixion of the Messiah presented Jesus with compelling grounds for despair, its execution forever urges the same upon ourselves as humankind. In Jesus' crucifixion we see ourselves as human beings opposing without qualification the very hope upon which meaningful human life depends. What conceivable hope remains for us? The temptation is extreme for us, either to turn away or be overwhelmed.

Jesus Christ, however, neither turns away nor is overwhelmed by his abandonment by God and ourselves. Rather he addresses God, and addresses us: 'Father, forgive them, they do not know what they are doing'. He calls us to remain attentive to himself and - painfully - to what we have done to him. He calls us not turn away, dismissive - just as he has not turned away from God or ourselves - but rather to stand with him in trusting hope towards God. And he calls us not to be overwhelmed in despair – just as he has not despaired of God or of ourselves. 

In the resurrection of Jesus the gift of Jesus' own radical hope, enacted here in his crucifixion, is revealed as our own calling. It is the calling to face, in Christ, the demands of hope in every situation, and not to turn away or be overwhelmed by them. Jesus' crucifixion and resurrection, in their radical opposition, open us to depths of hope and hopelessness which we cannot fully fathom, and which enlarge our souls as we are drawn further into the mystery of divine hope.

Public hope and modern culture

Earlier I quoted a reference to 'Judaeo-Christian optimism'. It is clear from the above, however, that authentic Christian hope is very different from optimism. Unlike optimism, it is fully open to grounds for despair; unlike pessimism, it faces them without despair.
When we turn to hope within modern culture, however, we find its relation to optimism is more ambiguous.  Let us examine this ambiguity now; it is vital that we appraise modern hope in this way before turning to postmodernity. This is because postmodernity has arisen in large part as a reaction to modernity, and so cannot be understood apart from it.
The Christendom in which modern society was born was nourished by a lively disposition of hope in God and his kingdom. Modern thinkers, however, focussed their hope upon social progress through the advance of science and technology and in the civilising of and general education of, an innately good and rational population. While the resulting modern society was framed publicly without explicit reference to positive Christian beliefs, it drew nonetheless upon a Christian imagination, and Christian belief remained widely taken for granted.
The popular hope invested in such progress could be exultant. Consider the following response to the creation of rail transport in place of horse-drawn transport:
Lay down your rails, ye nations near and far -

yoke your full trains to Steam's triumphal car.

Link town to town; unite in iron bands

The long-estranged and oft-embattled lands.

Peace, mild-eyed seraph - Knowledge, light divine,

shall send their messengers by every line...

Blessings on Science, and her handmaid Steam!

They make Utopia only half a dream.15
The modern hope in progress was severely shaken in the course of the twentieth century. The century opened with, as Oliver O'Donovan describes it, a ‘massive cultural certainty that united natural science, democratic politics, technology, and colonialism.’ ‘The four great facts of the twentieth century that broke the certainty to pieces’, he writes, ‘were two world wars, the reversal of European colonisation, the threat of the nuclear destruction of the human race, and, most recently, the evidence of long-term ecological crisis.’16 Today we have a widely felt legacy of guilt over Western exploitation of peoples and resources, an uneasy conscience about the West's current global economic and military hegemony, and apprehension over the future prospects for our planet. The confident modern hope of progress has been shaken. More radically, there is disorientation regarding 'progress' itself. ‘Western society' writes O'Donovan, 'finds itself the heir of political institutions and traditions which it values without having any clear idea why, or to what extent, it values them. Faced with decisions about their future development it has no way of telling what counts as improvement and what as subversion. It cannot tell where “straight ahead” lies, let alone whether it ought to keep on going there.’

The collapse of modern hope lies behind much which has surfaced in postmodernity. However, the link between the two will be interpreted in different ways, according to how we answer these questions: has modern hope equated fully with hope? Does the collapse of modern hope represent the collapse of hope as such?
Accordingly, three considerations bear upon how we interpret the link between modern hope and postmodernity. We shall explore these below. First, modern hope has stood in ambiguous relation to radical, Christian hope. In its public ideology, it displays a tendency towards what Pieper calls proud, premature anticipation of the fulfilment of hope. Second, and in the course of this, modern hope has produced - in a displaced, private, alienated life among individuals - an underbelly of premature despair of the fulfilment of hope.  Third, public hope has increasingly colluded with such private despair, in a perverse symbiosis. While this threefold observation grossly simplifies a complex situation, it will help us reflect on postmodernity as the setting of mission today. Let me enlarge:
(1) The developments which in the twentieth century have robbed the modern hope  of credibility now make it impossible, as Christopher Lasch writes, 'for those who believe in progress to speak with confidence and moral authority'. They also reveal modern hope in a new light, as having been less a matter of hope than of optimism. Lash writes:

'If progressive ideologies have dwindled down to a wistful hope against hope that things will somehow work out for the best, we need to recover a more vigorous form of hope, which trusts life without denying its tragic character or attempting to explain away tragedy as 'cultural lag'. We can fully appreciate this kind of hope only now that the other kind, better described as optimism, has fully revealed itself as a higher form of wishful thinking. Progressive optimism rests, at bottom, on a denial of the natural limits on human power and freedom, and it cannot survive for very long in a world in which an awareness of those limits has become inescapable. The disposition properly described as hope, trust, or wonder, on the other hand - three names for the same state of heart and mind - asserts the goodness of life in the face of its limits. It cannot be defeated by adversity. In the troubled times to come, we will need it even more than we needed it in the past'.17
The main problem is that in modern public life, progressive optimism has been taken as defining hope itself, and this has deformed hope both in thought and in practice. The things in which modern hope is invested – scientific and technological advance, economic growth, education and civilisation, and the goodness and rationality of man – have been mistakenly held to define hope. We see public hope as trust placed in that which can be achieved in principle by the methods of the natural and human sciences. In so doing, we exalt the goal of human mastery into the vision which takes hold of us in romantic idealism. However, we deceive ourselves here by ignoring the unresolved issues presented by creaturely limits and contingencies, by the tragic, and by human perversity. This vision represents a 'premature expectation of the fulfilment of hope'; it is an evasion of the full demands of hope which require us to invest hope beyond the reach of human mastery and beyond the limits and tragedy of created life.  

The deformation of hope within progressive optimism intensifies when romantic ideology is adopted and its programmes for the rationalisation of society dogmatically pursued, whether in totalitarianism or neoliberal economic ideology. Here, neglect of the transcendent horizons of Christian hope leads on to their programmatic suppression. Michael Polanyi describes this in his analysis of the loss of cultural self-confidence following the first world war.18 He describes the Enlightenment as having injected liberal humanism into science as science picked up the mantle of responsibility from medieval Christianity (I would describe this rather in terms of the continuing tacit nourishment of secular moral imagination by humanistic Christian faith). Such humanism worked in partnership with science, qualifying its sceptical tendency in a partnership which held popular confidence until the First World War. After this, however, a more radical scepticism gained ground, feeding the pathological ‘moral perfectionism’ of evolutionary secular ideology described by Polanyi and evident in both communism and Naziism.

These political developments are a reminder to us that the subversion of progressive optimism has originated by no means simply from 'outside of' such optimism, in events contingently related to it. It also has origins within this optimism itself. For in reality this optimism is integrally related to a distinctively modern scepticism, and the hope it embodies is a distortion of authentic hope.
(2) Modern public hope, then, tends towards a premature expectation of the fulfilment of hope. However, in private it also secretly breeds a premature expectation of the non-fulfilment of hope. When hope is defined in terms of public progress, and pursued through public programmes of rationalisation, the individual's experience of non-participation in the fulfilment of such hope becomes displaced into a private realm of despair.

This dualism between public hope and private despair is noted by Chinese theologian Carver T. Yu. He finds Western culture characterised by 'technological optimism and literary despair'19. Much western literature of the past century and beyond has indeed witnessed to a private life alienated from any public hope. This is evident not only in nihilistic and existentialist writings but also in sentimental and romantic stories of fulfilment found in an intimate private life. Michael Paul Gallagher notes a turn to sentiment already in Charles Dicken's Bleak House, remarking that 'this privatisation of horizon is a trait of much nineteenth-century fiction'.20 He takes this as a starting-point for theological reflection upon contemporary Western narcissism - a phenomenon we shall ourselves explore below. Jane Austen's Mansfield Park can be seen precisely as a lament over the turn away from the pursuit of responsible public vocation towards the individual, restless, private life of 'acting'.21 Richard Sennett concludes The Fall of Public Man (a fall which he traces through the 19th and 20th centuries) with a chapter titled 'The Tyrannies of Intimacy', in which he describes a contemporary society deformed by its measurement 'in psychological terms', or in terms of the intimacy it promises. 'The defeat which this deals to sociability', he writes, 'is... the result of a long historical process, one in which the very terms of human nature have been transformed, into that individual, unstable, and self-absorbed phenomenon we call "personality"'.22
Restless private disorientation has come to the fore more recently in postmodernity, but it has a history stretching back in the modern period. Its new prominence reflects developments in public institutions described by Edward Farley (in the U.S.) as follows:

'The predominantly marketing and consumer society in which most Westerners live has transformed virtually all traditional institutions (governments, corporations, universities) and created new or transformed institutions (the media, entertainment and leisure, professional sports, communications)... Moreover, the social shift I describe has isolated certain powerful institutions (corporate, military, governmental, media, entertainment) from the influence of the co-called normative institutions such as education, religion and the arts. Indeed, the great cultural transformation of our time has changed the character of these normative institutions, drawing them into the marketplace and the world of image-making, of salesmanship and of managerial orientations. This massive shift has had a devastating effect on the once-deep cultural values that exerted their force upon most of society's institutions - values of truth, duty, discipline, reading, beauty, family, tradition, justice among many others.'23
Meanwhile these same decades have seen a huge growth in the formulation of public norms through legislation and mass social ‘programming’ which has eroded the primary, informal culture of personal life in family and local community. Such programming has been enabled by new information and communication technology and pursued by those who work in politics and the civil service, the mass media, education, marketing, and by spokespersons for businesses and professions. Government has introduced regimes of accountability to shape public practice more directly, explicitly and in a more thoroughgoing way according to its own ideological doctrines. It has done so by such means as legislation, directives and protocols, targets, and the requirement of repeated re-accreditation. Such political initiatives have extended to an attempt to ‘professionalise’ a range of familiar community practices (paid and voluntary, formal and informal) by requiring or promoting ‘official accreditation’ for those involved. Pursued today without sufficient discrimination, this bureaucratic revolution subverts morale in more informal, participatory areas of personal life.

(3) The social transformation summarised above by Edward Farley he refers to as 'postmodern'. This reminds us that postmodernity is not simply about changes in our private lives, but about changes in public life which demand private reorientation. Indeed, in the light of the foregoing analysis, it might be said that the modern vision here exploits the hopelessness it has generated in private. Modern culture turns its instrumental rationality upon 'postmodern' habits of distraction and puts them to use to its own ends (typically for private profit of one kind and another). Thus consumerism (for profit) actively inflames and manipulates personal desires. This exploitation was already described three-quarters of a century ago by G. K. Chesterton:

'the philosophy of blind buying and selling; of bullying people into purchasing what they do not want; of making it badly so that they may break it and imagine they want it again; of keeping rubbish in rapid circulation like a dust-storm in a desert; and pretending that you are teaching men to hope, because you do not leave them one intelligent instant in which to despair.'24 (italics mine)

These reflections on the link between the collapse of modern hope and postmodernity have introduced the topics of narcissism, consumerism and sentiment. Attention to these will provide helpful leads as we turn now to consider the marks of hopelessness in postmodernity.

Hope: postmodern developments

When feelings of despair are widely prevalent in a culture, their expression often takes cultural forms. In modern culture, the dichotomy between  modern public vision and the individual's private life both breeds private despair and shapes its expression. It breeds in particular a hopeless narcissism. Many features of postmodern culture are informed by this, as we shall now see.
Let us begin by reminding ourselves that in Christ, human persons are called to live receptively and responsibly in relation to God and to fellow human beings under the conditions of creation. We are called to lively hope, embracing the demands at once of hoping in God transcendent and of living in the real world in which God has set us as creatures. We are called to trust in a God beyond our control and yet upon whom we utterly depend, while living within the limits of creaturely contingency. Such hope in God is implicitly hope for other people, for ourselves, and for all God's good creation; entrusting ourselves to God, we find our true selves as we are affirmed and incorporated into the loving purposes of God. 

Seen in this context, there is a classical myth which tells the story of one who lives a contradiction of hope in God: the myth of Narcissus.25 It tells of a young man who is exceptionally beautiful in appearance. His beauty makes Narcissus the object of intense longing by others, whom he scorns. In particular he is desired by a young nymph called Echo who, when rebuffed, pines away to a shadow. One of the gods is indignant with Narcissus and decides to punish him by causing him to suffer in the same way as he causes others to suffer. The god causes him to see his own image in a pool and to be captivated by his own beauty. His desire for intimate union with his image is overwhelming and insatiable, but such union is unattainable. As his image mocks him from the pool, he suffers for himself the anguish of unrequited longing which Echo and others had for him, until he himself is finally lost.

We may see Narcissus as scorning the demands of hope in God as they have been described above, and thus as scorning God, the created world and his true self - only to be overwhelmed by these demands instead. Like the persons he has scorned, he now becomes spellbound by his image – an image in which he invests his ‘self’ and yet which renders this self unattainable. He is totally absorbed in gazing, in his reflected image, upon a self which he essentially lacks. The world fades into the background; in his self-absorption, he forsakes any regard for the world as distinct from himself; instead he sees the world only in relation to the reflected image upon which he gazes. But he is mocked by the world he has dismissed - it mocks him in his unattainable self.
For psychiatrists today, 'narcissism' denotes a personality disorder illuminated by the story here told. Here, one is disoriented and defeated by the demands of hope, and turns away from the world in despair and constructs a 'self' which becomes the focus of one's life and which reduces other people and the world into a mere extension of this self. The demands of the real world and of real other people, intractable before this self, are now experienced as oppressive. Driven by the spell of unresolvable lack and futile longing, one insatiably devours everything in the world in pursuit of this unattainable self, but never with satisfaction. Ironically, the effect of this is to entrench one's sense of lack, and further subvert discovery of one's true self. The narcissistic figure is one of isolation and desolation.

Since the 1970’s, psychiatrists in the United States have found numbers of patients presenting with a 'narcissistic' personality disorder characterised by self-absorption and the distress of uncontrolled and unfulfilled longing for meaning and intimacy. The clinical indictors of narcissism include 'a grandiose sense of self-importance or uniqueness; preoccupation with fantasies of unlimited success, power, brilliance, beauty, or ideal love; exhibitionistic need for constant attention and admiration; feelings of rage, inferiority, or emptiness in response to criticism or defeat; lack of empathy; sense of entitlement without assuming reciprocal responsibilities'.26
In The Culture of Narcissism (1979)27, Christopher Lasch showed that many features of Western culture today can be understood by reference to a wider sub-clinical prevalence of this 'borderline personality disorder' (as it has been classed). When Lasch was repeatedly misunderstood as writing about excessive self-love, he went on to write The Minimal Self: Psychic Survival in Trouble Times (1984)28.  The deeper origins of narcissism lie not in self-love but rather in a profound loss of sense of self. Narcissism is a defence against the pressing threat of personal disintegration. 

Where lie the roots of narcissism? Heinz Kohut29 identifies its origins in early childhood, in the experience of not having ones needs met for personal attention and affirmation. The young child who does not find herself 'mirrored' well enough by her mother or other significant figures withdraws from personal, trusting, exploratory engagement with the world. Feeling worthless, she no longer trusts herself to the outside world, for fear that she will be let down again. She may deny her vulnerability by maintaining an illusion of control, or she may incline towards aimless, vagrant, promiscuous behaviour. While she may seem totally absorbed in self-love, her deeper attitude towards herself is akin rather to self-hatred. It is a defence against feelings of helpless dependency, and an evasion of what she sees as the unfaceable demands of living with hope and trust.
The impoverished parenting to which Kohut traces narcissism has in turn been linked by Christopher Lasch to particular modern historical developments. Lasch was prompted to write The Culture of Narcissism, he reports, by studies 'which had led me to the conclusion that the family's importance in our society had been steadily declining over a period of more than a hundred years. Schools, peer groups, mass media, and the "helping professions" had challenged parental authority and taken over many of the family's child-rearing functions'30 This invasion has 'created an ideal of perfect parenthood while destroying parents' confidence in their ability to perform the most elementary functions of childrearing'31. Ironically this has sponsored a measure of parental self-withdrawal from parental roles and subverted the quality of parent-child interaction, fostering narcissistic depletion in their children.

This particular historical development is in turn linked to the broader modern picture I painted earlier. According to this, modernity invests too much in an optimistic vision of public progress, and in so doing diverges from the path of personal and communal hope, scorning social structures old and new which embody such hope and spawning a hopeless loss of self in its population.

Christopher Lasch has documented well in The Culture of Narcissism and The Minimal Self the diverse aspects of culture which reflect the prevalence of narcissistic personality traits. Let me now identify some such aspects of culture which (a) are recognisably linked with postmodern cultural developments, and (b) express the sense of overwhelming lack and hopelessness which drive narcissism.

1. Personal neediness Narcissism constructs the fiction of life directed towards an unattainable self, pursuing self-displacing mirages of personal fulfilment on the one hand and fleeing inescapable, haunting spectres of personal annihilation on the other. The consumerist marketing of goods and services routinely exploits and reinforces this fictional world, functioning as its ‘plausibility structure’. 'Who would have thought that someone like me would find great shoes like these in a store nearby? It's K-Mart', runs an advertisement. Participation in the 'real' is projected for ever beyond the consumer, being promised through acts of consumption which fulfil a certain self-image but never fulfil this promise. 'It doesn't matter whether you win or lose', runs an advertisement: 'what matters is how you look while you play the game'. In 'needy' consumerism, the ‘real’ lies not in the home-made but in the mass-produced product with a brand name; not in what can be achieved in self-reliance but in the professional job; not in the exemplary practitioner to be emulated through apprenticeship but in the celebrity to be envied; not in the community calling for responsible participation but in the soap opera to be followed unfailingly. Such consumerism is deeply complicit with an overwhelmed, needy, narcissistic evasion of the demands of hope.

2. Credulity and promiscuity. In place of a life open to the demands made by authentic hope, there is now a restless tasting of possibilities without the costly personal commitment of real exploration. Caught between longing and lack of expectation, this becomes an entertaining diversion or distraction. So to speak, we cast around for hope in a spirit of futility, in a superficial and indeed  hopeless way. This fosters promiscuity in relationships and elsewhere, and a life of anomie without either responsible, personal giving or receiving in any depth. It also prompts credulity towards the claims of consumer advertising and of novel therapies and new technologies. Such credulity, we must remember, masks a radical incredulity: it conceals an incredulity towards God and the world as unworthy of trust. As in the saying ascribed (problematically) to G. K. Chesterton, 'When people stop believing in God, they don't believe in nothing; they believe in anything'.
3. Sentiment. Loss of personal hope informs popular stories in which, in a distortion of divine grace, sentimental private solutions arise miraculously for characters who inhabit a heartless world. Hollywood feeds filmgoers with a diet of stories featuring needy figures for whom there is an unrealistic, gratuitous and contrived happy ending. From The Wizard of Oz to The Matrix trilogy, Hollywood preaches an unattainable salvation to the needy soul: the victorious power of positive thinking and of self-originating choice in the face of a bleak deterministic world, bringing inexplicable fortune. Such sentiment simply reinforces personal anomie and demoralisation; nothing here nourishes the recovery of responsible, hopeful engagement with the real world.

4. Tragic Spirituality. Occasions of searing victimhood declare the world a place where human worth and meaning are fundamentally and finally mocked, and the human soul is fated to be overwhelmed. This resonates powerfully for despairing narcissism, which now finds sacred meaning in the figure of the victim. Victims become the occasion of 'spiritual' gestures, as when the death of the Princess of Wales brought a flood of candles and flowers and impromptu monuments in Britain. A few years later, when two young English schoolgirls were murdered, over 15,000 candles were lit by visitors to Soham Parish Church, a similar number of letters were sent and flowers placed in the churchyard, and around 2,000 teddy bears were given.


We need to distinguish these gestures from traditional Christian acts of memorial, which reach out in hope. The gestures over the death of the Princess of Wales testified to a tragedy claiming the last word upon one already seen as a tragic victim. The same is true of the growing practice of placing of memorials at the site of road traffic accidents. Lying in sharp disjunction from their bleak public setting, roadside tributes at the scene of accidents speak of tragic violence done to a 'private' life. Unlike the traditional grave clustered among others around the building where a faithful God is worshipped, such tokens – even in their seeming defiance - intimate that violation has the last word. They declare a tragedy not to be forgotten, rather than a life lived and now remembered as a gift from God. Gifts of teddy bears in memory of a lost child are enactments of futile giving, intimating unresolved feelings of powerlessness in face of tragedy. 


In a further twist, popular gestures are today synthesised and cued through mass manipulation, as explored by Stjepan Meštrović.32 While the resulting gestures therefore have a certain 'fake' aspect, they reflect the real pain which drives their underlying narcissism: an unfaceable loss of hope.

5. Escapism: the addictive pursuit of pleasures and fantasies of control. Pleasure may be used to escape from the stress of a life deformed by hopelessness. Such enjoyment is neither a proper delight in God's blessings, nor for that matter the unchecked expression of human vitality; rather it is an ineffective and passing relief from pain. Dorothy Sayers saw twentieth-century pornography and promiscuity as related not to 'sheer exuberance of animal spirits' but to 'boredom and discontent'. She wrote: '... in periods of disillusionment like our own, when philosophies are bankrupt and life appears without hope - men and women may turn to lust... (they) go to bed because they have nothing better to do.'33 Used in this way, 'feel-good' experiences are a matter of addiction. Indeed, some writers have seen addiction as a key category for understanding the dynamics of life in contemporary Western culture. Pleasures promise escape in a variety of different ways. Alcohol and drugs temporarily blank out stress; sex and violence can be used to override with excitement feelings of emptiness. Gambling enacts a sense of powerlessness to attain desirable goals as the gambler entrusts himself to the mercy of fortune. The addiction of escapist pleasure helps today to fuel a culture of debt, generating a vicious circle of despair and escape.


An illusion of escape from hopelessness and powerlessness may also be found in fantasies of control; similarly, an illusion of escape from a worthless, anonymous life may be found in fantasies of personal impact or celebrity. Computer games can provide for these kinds of escapism through immersion in virtual worlds; television contests can do so by inviting viewers to cast their vote for their favourite contestant. A self-obsessed pursuit of health, beauty and fitness may be driven by the pursuit of an essentially unattainable control over one's own life, and enact narcissistic despair.

Mission: bearing the gospel of hope

I have devoted much of this paper to cultural analysis guided by theological awareness. I have done so since, without this, no amount of rhetoric about cultural mission will yield an authentically mission-shaped church. With such analysis, meanwhile - if it is truthful – readers will be in a position to draw implications for themselves about the proper shape of mission in a postmodern context. However, it may be helpful if I here suggest some implications as I see them.
Fundamentally it is the vocation of Christian mission in a postmodern context to proclaim the gospel of hope, and to pursue practices which embody this gospel, in such a way as to reflect faithfully the reality and nature of radical hope outlined above. Such proclamation and practice requires discerning attention to the Christian scriptures and tradition on the one hand, and to contemporary culture on the other, in the desire to obey this hope. This exercise of discernment calls us to be at once faithful (holding fast to the hope of the gospel) and free (being open to the Spirit under whose guidance hope is embodied in unanticipated, creative ways).

Such mission will properly fulfil two requirements. First, authentic mission will rise above complicity with a cultural spirit of hopelessness, wherever this manifests itself. This needs saying because Christian religion is always at risk of domestication to culture. Christian religion must beware of merely replicating in its own religious terms cultural expressions of hopelessness such as needy consumerism, romance, sentiment, a tragic sense of life and escapism. The desire to engage culture in a missionary way can easily lead to collusion with cultural habits and assumptions which need rather to be challenged in the name of the gospel. Nor is the danger of cultural captivity avoided by declaring a 'countercultural' stance; such a stance can easily leave the church 'of but not in the world' - and without the gospel. The true vocation of the church to be 'in but not of the world' - to act like salt or yeast - is rather to reveal both the gospel, and culture in the light of the gospel. Here, rightly to challenge culture is precisely to engage it, while rightly to affirm it is precisely to call it to conversion. 

Second, authentic mission will commend a gospel of hope for all: it will witness to a reality calling for wondering, reverent attention attention by all, and calling for a new apprehension of the whole world by all. The gospel is betrayed when it is commended merely as a private source of hope; this involves no true embrace of hope. This means that the gospel of hope must be allowed to inform public life as well as private and to heal the division between the two. The gospel reveals both public ideology and private narcissism in the light of a hope which is at once public and personal. In so doing, on the one hand it checks the excessive investment of hope in progressive public ideology, setting the methods and goals of its programmes (e.g. technological advance, economic rationalisation, civil-isation through programmes of education and legislation) in the context of the vision of human flourishing under God. What can be achieved by these methods is of real but qualified value, and this will be acknowledged by pursuing them in the 'good-enough' form which best serves human good without ascribing to them power of salvation. On the other hand, the Gospel affirms hope for those who find themselves marginalised, devalued or alienated by the implementation of public ideology – among whom, according to the foregoing analysis, a large section of the population belong in general ways. 

What practices will find their place in such mission? What current practices invite special commendation? Let me make four suggestions.

(1) Authentic spirituality. As we saw earlier, Gabriel Marcel discerns that today the refusal to believe takes the form commonly of inattention or distraction which is encourage, indeed almost enforced, by modern life. He goes on: 'the inattentive man may be awakened just by meeting someone who radiates genuine faith - which, like a light, transfigures the creature in whom it dwells. I am', he wrote, 'one of those who attach an inestimable value to personal encounters. They are a spiritual fact of the highest importance, though unrecognised by traditional philosophy.'34
Godly personal presence liberates hope: it breaks the spell of inattention and distraction. It frees us to attend fully with hope towards the real; it frees us to love what is real, rather than to live bound by illusions of fear and desire. It opens up a space to inhabit in this freedom, a space illumined with hope, amidst all its limitations and ambiguities of creation.

(2) Hospitality. Such space is hosted ultimately by God. It is God's hospitality which God's people offer, by his grace. And it is for all: God's hospitality is public hospitality. The church is called to model public space which is open to all and rooted in, and nourished by, God. In out time such hospitality may be experienced in a special way through residential events and residential communities where people find the whole of daily life framed by faith. Examples are places of pilgrimage such as Taize and Iona; retreat events including those which combine prayer with artistic endeavour; the Cursillo movement; and large Christian festivals ranging from Greenbelt and Soul Survivor to the German Kirchentag. Such events and settings can be beacons of hope for those living in the exile of a culture which colludes with a spirit of hopelessness – they can be signs of a deeper and more hopeful belonging. Also,  hospitality speaks eloquently of hope when it is extended to those 'homeless' in one way or another: those needing nursing care, the dying, the unborn child, the child unsafe at home, the refugee, the scapegoat.

(3) Participation. Such hospitality, when it is offered in the name of God, treats people not merely as consumers but as dignified participants. It beckons people into liberation from the spell of narcissistic self-absorption, as they entrust themselves towards a purpose beyond themselves inviting responsible personal exploration and stable commitment in costly self-giving service. The invitation to participate in life inspired by hope in God reflects God's hope in the one invited, and itself inspires hope within that person. A special role is played here by voluntary service projects with goals such as social, health or environmental ones.
 (4) Prophecy. While commitment to routine acts of service may witness powerfully to hope in God, such witness also calls for prophecy. Faithful service points to the hope offered by a faithful God; prophetic acts point to the hope offered by God in his sovereign freedom, in quite new ways. They liberate by opening eyes and breaking spells, awakening that wondering attention towards the new which lies at the heart of radical hope. Prophetic acts range from small but potently disturbing counter-cultural gestures to weighty acts of self-sacrifice. 
There will be many other practices than these which will find their place in mission bearing the gospel of hope. One vital touchstone for such mission, however, will always be a faithful theological understanding of radical hope united with discernment towards a postmodern culture marked with the wounds of hopelessness. 
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