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To begin with a personal word, I would like to thank Stephen 

Mott for the invitation to give the annual lecture at the James Luther 

Adams Forum on Religion and Society. The invitation was as much a 

surprise to me as, I am sure, it was to many of you. Part of me is 

still wondering whether I should have taken it on, inasmuch as it has 

led me into what is not my usual working territory. Yet, while 

enmeshed in the study of such topics as Akkadian, Ugaritic, Syriac, 

and the like in my graduate studies at Harvard, I was fascinated 

from afar by this interesting person know as JLA. I felt his influence 

through such friends as Max Stackhouse, Don Shriver, and others 

who were working under him and talked to me about him. And on 

occasion I would hear him at some kind of presentation or would run 

into him walking around the Divinity School, bumping his briefcase 

against his knees. There was no time for any courses outside my 

own program, or so I thought, but the one teacher whose classroom 

enticed me was Prof. Adams. I regret that I never entered it. 

I do remember purchasing and reading Taking Time Seriously, 

and even when, upon moving into retirement, I pared my library 

down by about two-thirds, that book went with me. Stephen Mott's 

invitation caught me off guard, but I think I accepted it primarily 
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because it would not only allow me but force me to become more 

familiar with Adams' work. And that has been indeed a welcome 

outcome of this assignment. I trust that you will understand I speak 

as a neophyte but one who is highly appreciative of the contribution of 

JLA to the church's thinking about theology and ethics. 

I say "the church's thinking" because one of the things that has 

impressed me is the degree to which Adams was a churchman and the 

church is central to his thinking and his life. The primal reality that is 

the ecclesia is there in the New Testament community. If one asks 

where religion and society come together for Adams, it is not simply in 

the interaction of religious ideas and social structures, central as that 

is for his thinking; it is very much in the church. 

Yet as central as the church is to Adams' thought, it is a 

reflection of a larger conviction that shaped his thinking from 

beginning to end. In the midst of all his writing, or at least as much as 

I have been able to read and absorb, one sentence stands out for me. 

In his essay on "The Love of God" he writes these words, which, in my 

judgment, encapsulate the whole of his thinking: "We belong to a 

cosmos that is social."1 All parts of that sentence are important for 

Adams and are reflected again and again in his life and thought. 

Human existence is social and communal. All of our life, in all aspects 

is shaped by that reality-the relationship to God, human life lived from 

beginning to end in social contexts from family out to political party, 

from church to bridge club, book club, and play-reading group. One 

cannot, however, circumscribe that sociality and confine it to small or 

large structures of human existence. We live in a cosmos that is 

social. Adams recognized that all of the social structures in which we 

participate are a reflection of the large reality that all that is is social 
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in character. And the sense of belonging to a cosmos that is social is 

what it means to be human. Adams makes this point in so many ways, 

e.g. "The condition of being human-of being made for community 

(italics mine)-is a fact that we cannot elude"2 or "Man is an 

associational being and his history is the history of his associations"3

These profound anthropological bases for Adams' life and thought are 

deeply rooted in Scripture and are anthropological formulations of the 

basic thesis: We belong to a cosmos that is social. It is there in the 

beginning in Genesis 2 when the Lord God says: "It is not good that 

the human creature (ha 'adam) should be alone" (Gen. 2: 18). James 

Weldon Johnson's great poetic sermon, "The Creation," places that 

aloneness much earlier in the creation process when he begins: "And 

God stepped out on space, And He looked around and said, "I'm 

lonely- I'll make me a world " Later in the poem God says, "I'm lonely 

still ... God thought and thought till he thought, "I'll make me a man." 

The social character of the human creation in origin and being is very 

much there in the first creation account when we hear: "So God 

created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created 

them; male and female he created them" (Gen. 1 :27). The cosmos is 

social from the beginning.

The Political Character of Biblical Language and Thought 

For Adams, however, the starting point is not anthropological. 

The notion of a social cosmos is profoundly theological. In his essay on 

"The Evolution of My Social Concern," he writes: "Quite decisive for me 

was the recognition of the political character of Biblical symbolism. As 

political, this symbolism, particularly in the Old Testament, expressed 

the sovereignty of God over all of life, including the institutional 
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structures."4 Like his colleague Paul Lehmann, Adams perceived this 

political symbolism as in some sense foundational not only for 

understanding the Scriptures but for shaping the life of the human 

creature. To some extent, everything else flows out of Adams' early 

and correct awareness of the political character of biblical symbolism, 

and it shapes all that I will speak about. 

I. The One and the Many: From the Divine Council to the 

Trinity. 

The particular aspect of Adams' insight on the political character 

of biblical symbolism with which I will start is a biblical image often 

ignored, but one whose significance Adams perceived: the divine 

council. The starting point of the social cosmos is the realm of the 

divine. Through the notion of the divine council, Adams perceived that 

the social character of the cosmos begins with the divine, with the 

realm of the gods, and that the social and political character of human 

existence flows from that. On several occasions he alludes to the work 

of Thorkild Jacobsen on "primitive democracy" as a feature of early 

Mesopotamian life, reflected in the divine world where the gods 

consulted together on actions they would take in a very democratic 

process that dealt with judicial matters, the granting of kingship, and 

going to war against opposing forces.5 Jacobsen saw this as a 

projection of an early democratic social system. While Adams' 

discussion of the Mesopotamian model of the divine assembly does not 

lead him into extended reference to the role of the divine assembly in 

Israelite thought and the Old Testament, he does note suggest that "In 

this ancient view of the divine power as responsiveness in community 
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(italics mine) one may see something of the biblical conception of the 

end of human life: to glorify God and to enjoy God in communion and 

community."6 The implication for the God of the Bible is further 

underscored when Adams suggests that with this concept one might 

identify a true god as one who attends to what other gods are saying 

in deciding about policy. Adams is on to something important here for 

the understanding of divine sovereignty and cosmology as we 

encounter it in Scripture. While he does not allude to the divine council 

in this context, he correctly sees rooted in this kind of polity basic 

notions of divine sovereignty and specifically the images of God as 

king, judge, and warrior.7 I was struck by his lifting up of these 

images, for their centrality is not always acknowledged, especially the 

image of God as warrior, which Adams refers to in other contexts.8 I 

have argued that each of these three images is a primal aspect of the 

presentation of God and divine rule in the Old Testament and each one 

has its connection to the functions of the divine council: 1) The divine 

council is the court of the divine ruler who governs the cosmos (see 

Isaiah 6). The divine ones render praise to the Lord here and 

elsewhere (see ending of Psalm 103). 2) In Psalm 82, the divine 

council is gathered as a judicial assembly, and God stands in the midst 

of the assembly as judge to announce judgment against the other 

gods because of their failure to care for the poor. 3) Many texts attest 

to the heavenly host as the army of the Lord in battle. Indeed that is 

the context of the most familiar Old Testament epithet: the Lord of 

hosts. The image of God as king is a claim that the cosmos is not a 

scene of chaos and disorder but the creation and subject of one who 

has power for the sake of rule and whose rule is possible because of 

the divine power. And that rule has a particular character to it. It is a 
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just rule, even to the extent that the whole divine world is condemned 

to death because of the absence of justice on the part of the gods (Ps. 

82). And the image of warrior is a way of saying that the one who 

governs justly has the power to enact such rule in the cosmos.9

All of this is by way of trying to uncover what Adams sensed in 

this political imagery. And while he does not go in depth into the 

symbolism of the divine council in the Old Testament in his essays, 

there is an important anecdote told by Max Stackhouse in the 

introduction to On Being Human Religiously that shows he was well 

aware of the carry over of the Mesopotamian symbolism into the Old 

Testament. Max reports a classroom debate around the problem of 

the one and the many. He identifies a number of issues that were 

discussed, summarized in the sentence: "What is our basic situation: 

chaos needing order, or uniformity needing diversity." At that point, 

Adams points out that "the biblical authors knew that the Lord God 

speaks in a council. There is a center, but it is heard in the midst of 

diversity, and most clearly only in community.'" Here is his 

discernment that at the heart of reality, we do not choose between 

the one and the many. The center is heard in the midst of diversity; 

community has a center. The interaction of complexity and 

coherence, the individual and the communal, the personal and the 

social is a feature of the cosmos, reflected in the divine world and in 

all human endeavors and engagements. "We belong to a cosmos 

that is social"-beginning with its creator and ruler. I remember early 

on hearing that one of the interesting things about Adams was that 

he was a Trinitarian Unitarian. I do not know to what extent that is 

the case, but to the degree that it is true of his theological 

perspective, I am confident that it is rooted in this perception, for 
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the interaction of plurality and oneness is a feature of the divine 

reality from the beginning of Scripture to its end. I have called this 

faith of ours "a strange kind of monotheism."11 For Adams it is not 

strange. As Max Stackhouse summarizes his perspective: "Adams 

often points out that any monolithic definition of reality is wrong, for 

it cannot take account of genuine diversity. A pluralistic definition is 

necessary, but it is suspect if offered dogmatically or if it provides no 

coherent center."12 This is not for Adams simply a sociological 

insight. It has to do with reality from the top down ( or from the 

bottom up if one wishes to be more inductive). As such, it is a basic 

contribution to biblical theology. 

II. From Covenant to Voluntary Association 

Seventy-five years ago this past summer, the Old Testament 

scholar Walther Eichrodt published his multi-volume Theology of the 

Old Testament, the much-debated heart of which was that the 

covenant between God and Israel occupied the "central position in the 

religious thinking of the OT" and that the structural unity of the OT 

message could be discerned by working out from this center. In one of 

his prefaces, Eichrodt wrote: "The actual term 'covenant' is, therefore, 

so to speak, only the code word for a much more far-reaching 

certainty, which formed the very deepest layer of the foundations of 

Israel's faith, and without which indeed Israel would not have been 

Israel at all."13 As yet, I have not spotted any allusions to Eichrodt's 

work by Adams, but no one that I have seen in the last 50 years 

outside of Old Testament scholarship has perceived as well Eichrodt' s 

point both about the centrality of covenant for shaping the divine 
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human relationship, beginning with Israel, and about it being a concept 

that is rich and deep, effectively determining the character of biblical 

faith. Adams recognizes here a socio-political structure that operates 

as a kind of ordering principle in two senses: ordering of lsrael/the 

people's life and providing a context for the institutionalization and 

rationalization of such things as prophecy, the law, leadership, and the 

like. While later Old Testament scholarship has not tended simply to 

buy into Eichrodt's claim, it has continued to underscore the centrality 

of the covenant for biblical theology. Adams' analysis and 

interpretation of the character and function of the covenant is a basic 

contribution of his work not only to ethics and liberal thinking but to 

the interpretation of scripture and especially its resonance with and 

effects on the way we live and function.14 Let me suggest some of the 

primary aspects of his interpretation of covenant. 

1. Through the covenant, the meaning of life is found in the instigation 

and maintenance of "agreement that provides order and continuity 

in the society."15 Here he recognizes that the heart of the matter is 

commitment, making and keeping promises. "The bonding and 

binding quality of covenant, the ordering principle, is promises. God 

is the promise-making, promise-keeping reality upon which we 

ultimately depend .... Accordingly to be human is to be able to 

make a commitment in response to the divine promise.'" In various 

places we hear the covenantal claim: "I will be your God and you 

shall be my people" (Exod 6:7; Lev 26:12; Jer 7:23; 11 :4; 30:22; 

Ezek 36:28), a shared commitment. The most dramatic example of 

Adams' point is the "summary of the reciprocal vows that seal the 

covenantal relationship between the Lord and Israel" in 

Deuteronomy 26:19.17
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Today you have obtained the LORD'S agreement: to be your God; 

and for you to walk in his ways, to keep his statutes, his 

commandments, and his ordinances, and to obey him. 18 Today the 

LORD has obtained your agreement: to be his treasured people, as 

he promised you, and to keep his commandments; 19 for him to set 

you high above all nations that he has made, in praise and in fame 

and in honor; and for you to be a people holy to the LORD your 

God, as he promised. 

And more than once we hear that "God remembered his covenant" 

(e.g. Exod 2:24; 6:5). What Adams suggests is that this structure of 

reciprocal promise and agreement discerned from the biblical story 

is characteristic of our whole existence. Once more, it is cosmic in 

scope18 and is the conceptual context and theological reality in 

which all our structures for life are to be located---family, "the 

individual, the middle structures, the government, the society, and 

the divine creative ground of meaning" These are "held together by 

covenant." As a member of the Reformed tradition, I recognize that 

there are significant theological connections here.20 Adams, however 

does not develop his interpretation as a Reformed theologian but as 

a biblical theologian. Without reference to the biblical story but in its 

light, he speaks of the promise-breaking creature and the divine 

reality that "makes new beginnings possible, and thus is the 

promise-renewing power in life."21 His move into the ethical, into the 

sociopolitical is immediate and direct: "This power is manifest not 

only in interpersonal relations; it can appear also in institutional 

behavior, even if only ambiguously and incompletely. The separation 

of powers in society makes possible intervention in the name of the 

9



promises, intended to prevent bondage to any finite power. "22 In 

this covenantal reality and its commitments he sees the possibility 

of keeping the first and second commandments. 

2. A key aspect of the covenantal structure for Adams is its character 

as a voluntary association. Participation in this social cosmos, 

characterized as covenant is not forced but voluntary. That means 

specifically that the human community consents to the reciprocal 

promise. It is not forced obedience. That point is evident in the 

covenantal narrative of Exodus 19 and following where the 

Commandments are spoken to the people. "So Moses came, 

summoned the elders of the people, and set before them all these 

words that the Lord had commanded him. The people all answered 

as one: 'Everything that the Lord has spoken we will do.' (Exod 

19:7- 8). While the Commandments seem to belong to a divine 

command ethic-and indeed they may be so interpreted-if so that 

does not preclude voluntary consent. Adams appropriately draws on 

Whitehead here to lift up his emphasis on persuasion rather than 

coercion. He cites Whitehead's comment that "The creation of 

civilized order is the victory of persuasion over force."23 That is 

specifically true of the covenant where proper participation is a 

matter of sensibility and very pragmatic. Keeping the agreement is 

something that both sides seek to persuade the other party of the 

covenant to do. This is evident especially in the prominence of 

motive clauses in the law by which again and again the law is 

rationalized and the community is encouraged to keep it for its 

good, because that makes sense and works out, because it 

produces good results. Such tools of persuasion are present in the 

statutes and ordinances of the Book of the Covenant, the Holiness 
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Code, and the Deuteronomic Code, which describe how Israel is to 

live in the covenant. But they are already very present in the 

Commandments. There are sanctions identified for disobedience 

"The Lord will not acquit anyone who abuses his name" (Third 

Commandment) and promises identified as growing out of 

obedience: "that your days may be long in the land" (Fifth 

Commandment). Reasons are given to indicate the purpose and 

usefulness of the command: "so that your male and female slave 

may rest as well as you" (Fourth Commandment). "The people are 

not simply told to obey. They are persuaded, by negative and 

positive means, by explanation and appeal to compassion, by 

rational argument and common sense."24 This enactment by 

persuasion, however, is not a one way street. For the Old 

Testament is full of conversations and prayers on the part of 

persons addressing the deity in which they use all kinds of 

arguments and reasons to seek to persuade the other party in the 

covenant to remember and keep the promises "for your name's 

sake," for example. The voluntarism of the covenant is evident both 

in the presence of rationales and the need for them. Adams speaks 

of passive power as well as active power, citing Chester Barnard's 

interpretation of power as "requiring two-way communication, that 

is, as requiring the yielding to influence as well as the exercise of 

influence."25 In the covenant, there is two-way communication, 

influence yielded to as well as exercised. 

3. We note with Adams that the covenant holds together the 

personal/individual and the communal or social. "When the nation is 

unfaithful, God has a controversy with his people as a people [Mic 

6:2; cf. Hos 4:1]. Thus their responsibility is for institutional as well 
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as for individual behavior. This ethos, however, is not a purely 

externalized, institutionalized one. It is rooted in inward 

commitment of the individual as a party to the covenant. It is 

significant that the Ten Commandments are couched in the second 

person singular."26 This last observation is important, for the 

Commandments function as the basic guidelines or principles of the 

covenant relationship. And they are announced to the whole 

assembly oflsrael, that is, to the corporate body. But in their 

formulation, they are, as Adams observes, set in the singular, so 

that they have to do with individual relationship with God and 

neighbor but as a community. Thus all the associations are in view, 

and that is evident as the Commandments and the statutes and 

ordinances that grow out of them have to do with family relations, 

offices and structures of the assembly, neighborhoods, owner and 

tenant, war procedures, the courts, and so on. While Weber 

differentiated the "natural community of the family" from the 

"politically organized or recognized powers" and saw them as 

involuntary associations in distinction from the voluntary ones, 27

Adams notes that even though one may recognize the family as 

such as one of the primary human associations and calls it a 

"domestic symbol" that"can point to a more intimate interpersonal 

cathexis than the political symbol ( as, for example, in Hosea's 

use),"28 the concept of covenant in the Bible "includes also the 

family."29 Here he rightly recognizes that the biblical concept of 

covenant is both political and familial metaphor. Frank Cross has 

spoken of covenant as "kinship-in-law" and notes that "the 

language of kinship used in marriage, adoption, and covenants of 

individuals and groups is put to use even in parity treaties and 
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vassal treaties negotiated at the international level between 

independent states."30 This is especially demonstrated in the 

covenant book par excellence, the Book of Deuteronomy, whose 

resonances with the Assyrian and other treaties has been long 

recognized. That same book sets much of its regulation and 

narrative in the context of the family, and the neighbor category is 

"brother" there, significantly sealing the family and neighborhood 

structures together. The neighbor in the covenant relationship is a 

member of the family. 

4. Anyone familiar with Adams' work would be aware that among the 

primary themes are love, fellowship, power, and freedom.31 These 

are all interrelated in various ways, but I want in this context to 

pick up particularly his extensive emphasis on freedom, for it is 

rooted in the covenant structure and relationship. What Adams 

makes clear is that freedom is out of the power of God-so the 

Exodus-but the human being and especially the human community 

participates in that freedom-so the Commandments and the rest of 

the Torah. "It is response, as with Abraham and Moses, to a call, to 

a divine initiative."32 Freedom, however, is not just individual. Once 

again, it is collective and requires institutional framework or space. 

The community that is redeemed learns to live as not just a free 

people but a freed people. As Adams says, "freedom at its most 

profound levels is, ironically closer to responsibility and purpose 

than to license and anomie."33

The image of space is central to Adams' understanding of freedom, 

and he is right. Space is in some ways the primary image for freedom 

in the Old Testament. First of all, it is particular space, that is, place. 

God's setting free a people involves and is not complete without the 

13



provision of space for life, including institutional space. So much of the 

Old Testament story from Exodus onward is about this space and how 

it is that one is to live as a freed people and a free people in that 

space, that place. Second, the spatial image for freedom is not 

confined to the particular experience of Exodus, wilderness, and 

Promised Land. In the Psalms, one of the primary images of freedom 

is "a broad place," (e.g. 18:19; 37; 118:5; 119:45). For example, 

"You gave me room when I was in distress" (Ps 4:2), or, "He brought 

me out into a broad place; he delivered me ..." (Ps 18:19). Christoph 

Barth, in his treatment of the motif of deliverance from death in the 

Psalms, says that of the three groups of verbs that have to do with 

deliverance from death, the first and strongest and most frequent are 

those verbs that describe deliverance as a spatial movement.34

Adams' treatment of covenant, power, and freedom enable us to 

ask and respond to the question as to whether covenant, discussed 

by him much as "symbol" and "political metaphor," is only to be 

regarded as figurative, to which present modes, institutions, and 

structures are analogous but only that. One may answer that 

question from various aspects of Adams' writing. I will cite one 

passage-leaving out some sentences and interspersing my own 

comment in brackets-that seems to me to be indicative of his 

approach: 

"The power that is worthy of confidence, the power that alone is 

reliable, has a world-historical purpose, the achievement of 

righteousness and fellowship-[Note his use here of the word 

"fellowship." I don't think it is satisfactory to associate Adams with 

voluntary association without recognizing his weight upon fellowship or 

community]-through the loving [Here is one of his primary uses of 

14



love.] obedience of its creatures .... The divine purpose is manifest not 

in abstract, timeless entities but rather in historical events and 

patterns of events ... .In the past God had chosen Israel and made a 

covenant in order to carry out his purpose in a special way. He had 

delivered Israel from bondage and slavery. Freedom from bondage is 

the working of a divine power, freedom from domination. But it brings 

with it the demand for a new commitment. The divine power, the 

reliable power in history, forms men into universal, righteous world 

community. [Clearly Adams is starting from and building on Israel's 

story, the covenant, and the giving of the law to create a righteous 

community. But it also is not simply the historic community oflsrael in 

view. He goes on to say:] Where true community is being formed, 

there the divine power is working. Indeed this is a way in which we 

identify the divine power. [So the covenant is manifest and discernible 

in the world and reality as we encounter it. It is not simply a piece of 

the past or a figure of speech. Finally, he says here:] Prophetic religion 

is a historical religion not only in the sense that it is concerned with the 

struggle between good and evil in history but also in the sense that it 

looks toward the creation of a historical community of memory and 

hope with respect to God's working in history."35 Covenant, therefore, 

is a combination of history (the story of Israel and the early church), 

metaphor (a complex and coherent figure by which we may probe into 

the character of human community and association),present reality 

(the continuing way of the divine reality at work in and through and 

with the human community), and future hope. I am not altogether 

sure what Adams' means when he talks, as he does several times, 

about "a/the covenant of B/being," but I think this is the point he is 

making. The covenant of Being has to do with "fundamental reality."34
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While such a covenant can be interpreted non-theistically, for Adams 

"the covenant is with the creative, sustaining, commanding, judging 

transforming Power."37

5. A final word about Adams' repeated and careful delineation of the 

structure and use of covenant. It has to do with an apparent 

contradiction in his different formulation of his views, particularly 

the two places where he seeks in some detail to describe the main 

characteristics of covenant.38 One of his primary claims is that 

"the covenant includes a rule oflaw." In one instance, however, he 

goes on to say "It is a legal covenant."39 while in the other essay 

he says, "but it is not fundamentally a legal covenant"40 One 

might simply assume he changed his mind, but the essays in 

which the contradicting formulations occur were published within 

a year of each other. And I think the later formulation is less 

clearly where Adams' thought ends up. On the one hand, the 

presence of law and thus a legal dimension at the heart of the 

covenant is both indisputable and very important for 

understanding the covenant structure. When, however, Adams 

says that "it is not fundamentally a legal concern," he clearly 

wants to resist a reductionism of the covenant to a legal 

phenomenon. For in both instances where he refers to the rule of 

law as being characteristic of covenant, he goes on to say that 

there is an affective dimension to covenant, the element of love 

and trust. In yet another formulation he makes this clear: 

"The covenant brought with it a law to be obeyed. Yet it was not a 

merely legalistic metaphor. Like the covenant, it was a gift from 

the mercy of God, engendering gratitude and trust. Violation of 

the covenant was not so much a legal crime as a betrayer of trust. 
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This aspect of the covenant introduces an affectional element."41

The affectional element is a dimension of the covenant that is being 

recovered. It is at the heart of the Shema: "Hear O Israel, you shall 

love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and 

with all your might." But most of us have ignored the affectional 

dimension here in favor of defining love as keeping the law. Indeed 

that is its manifestation, but to assume that there is not an affectional 

dimension to that kind of activity would be equivalent to saying that 

because a man does all the things that are proper to his relationship 

with his wife, his "love" of her is a matter of following rules. This is 

especially strange in a context like Deuteronomy, for example, where 

we hear twice that God "set his heart" upon Israel (Deut 7:7; 10:15), 

and not because of any characteristics but just "because the Lord 

loved you." What I think I hear in Adams' interpretation of law and 

covenant is that when we sing that old hymn "Trust and Obey," we are 

not speaking about two things but one inseparable way of living before 

God.42

III. From Prophecy to Liberal Critique 

For James Luther Adams, the connection between prophecy and 

covenant is an intimate one. Prophetic criticism is the producer of 

covenant. I would be inclined to reverse that sequence, for the 

prophetic criticism is deeply rooted in the teaching or law that is the 

substance of lsrael's covenantal obedience. The radical social justice 

of the prophets is a call to the people to be faithful to the righteous 

and just ways that are defined by the Commandments and the 

statutes and ordinances that grow out from them. Adams is correct, 

however, that the line from the prophetic criticism of Scripture to the 
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liberal critique of the modem ecclesia in ecclesiola is a direct one. The 

prophetic criticism is a defense of the freedom wrought by the power 

of God and maintained in the human enactment of those modes that 

empower human beings to live as freed creatures. As his colleague, 

Paul Lehmann, put it in his last book on the Decalogue: "Seeing that 

you are who you are, where you are, and as you are, this is the way 

ahead, the way of being and living in the truth, the way of freedom."43

There are two aspects to Adams' focus on prophetic criticism 

that perdure and are in no small way counter to how the prophets are 

often contemporized. The first, of course, is his insistence on the 

prophethood of all believers, a phrase that serves as the title of one of 

his collections of essays. Here Adams has perceived something in 

Scripture little noticed or emphasized, indicators that prophecy, largely 

understood as a very individual calling, as it often was, also was to be 

something toward which the whole community pressed. What Adams 

calls the radical laicism in the idea or doctrine of the priesthood of all 

believers is matched by the fact that all members of the church are as 

much members of the prophetic guild as they are of the priesthood.44

The prophetic liberal church is meant to be an embodiment of this 

doctrine, the call of all its members to the radical critique of 

contemporary society in behalf of"human decency and justice"45 In 

both narrative and prophetic oracle, we encounter a hope for the spirit 

of prophecy to come upon all God's people (Num 11:24-30; Joel 3:1-2 

[Eng. 2:28-29]. Moses says to Joshua: "Are you jealous for my sake? 

Would that all the Lord's people were prophets, and that the Lord 

would put his spirit on them!" (Num 11 :29). The community of 

prophecy is well-known in the Bible in the form of the prophetic guilds, 

the "sons of the prophets," but we know little about how they function. 
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More important is the expressed hope and then the anticipated future 

of a time when the Spirit of God will come upon all God's people and 

they will prophesy. Adams has taken this note of Scripture, whose 

importance is evident in the quotation of Joel 3: 1 ff in the story of the 

beginning of the church in Acts 2, and recognized its determinative 

role in the formation of the Christian community. At the beginning was 

created the prophetic liberal church. Some of us may identify it with 

particular denominations, but Adams is after something deeper. The 

prophethood of all believers is the present form of the eschatological 

community-the community of those set free in God's activity in and 

through Israel and Jesus of Nazareth (see Luke 4: 16ff.).46 "Every 

believer has the responsibility of achieving an explicit faith for free 

men," Adams writes. That does not preclude the specific call of anyone 

in our midst to be the bearer of the prophetic word, but that will 

always be part of the prophethood of all believers. What participation 

in that prophetic community may mean for any one of us always 

remains to be seen. We can turn to Elijah and Amos, Jeremiah and 

Ezekiel, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Luther King to get some idea of 

outcomes of that participation. 

Finally, if the doctrine of the prophethood of all believers is this 

ethicist's contribution to a better understanding of biblical prophecy 

and from that the character of the covenant community, there is a 

feature of that prophethood that he lifts up in distinction from and over 

against most efforts to connect biblical prophetic activity with 

contemporary analogues or manifestations of the prophethood of 

believers. That is his insistence that "the prophets have been 

foretellers as well as forthtellers."47 Most efforts to find a resonance in 

the contemporary world to biblical prophecy focus on the prophetic 
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critique, a matter of no small moment for Adams, and his own work is 

read with that emphasis in one of the introductions to one of his essay 

collections.48 Adams, however, puts his weight down particularly on 

the responsibility "to interpret the signs of the times and to see into 

the future."49 He sees in the great prophets a kind of epochal thinking, 

the power to see the beginning of a new age, a new pattern of life 

coming into being. Here he is deeply biblical in his perspective, for all 

the great prophets spoke of the future, of the former things and the 

latter things, of a future when God's redeeming work would create a 

new time when the days are surely coming when God will do a new 

thing. 

Adams summed up his point well when he wrote: "Hope is a 

virtue, but only when it is accompanied by prediction and by the 

daring of new decisions, only where the prophethood of all believers 

creates epochal thinking." Adams was a great social ethicist. Here he 

is as much a biblical theologian, and indeed an exemplar of the 

prophethood of all believers. 
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