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THE SIGNS OF THE TIMES 
By Fr. Donald Paradis, M.S. 

 
In the Introduction to the Constitution on the Church in the Modern World we read:  
 

“The Church must continually examine the signs of the times and interpret them in the light of the 
Gospel. Thus she will be able to answer the questions that people are always asking about the 
meaning of this life and of the next and about the relation of one to the other, in a way adapted to 
each generation” (n. 4).  

 
John XXIII had already used this expression in Pacem in Terris to indicate the direction which the 
aggiornamento should take. The four parts of this encyclical sum up these signs of the times as so 
many manifestations of evangelical values which stimulate contemporary historical development from 
within: the emancipation of the laboring classes, the recognition of women’s place in public life, the 
emancipation of peoples that once we or still are colonized, universal planning, the unification of the 
world and the progressive socialization of various aspects of human life – aspects that are economic 
as well as cultural and spiritual. 
 
1. Signs of the Times as a Theological Source 
 

It is not much the mere reference to the signs of the times that strikes us in these texts as the fact that 
they have become a theological source. As Paul VI put it to the theologians gathered in Rome in 
September of 1966:  
 

“The Council exhorts the theologians to develop a theology which is both pastoral and scientific; 
which keeps in close touch with the patristic, liturgical, and especially biblical sources; which 
respects the teaching authority of the Church and particularly of Christ’s vicar; which is related to 
humanity, as it is lived in concrete historical actuality” (L’Osservatore Romano, September 26 and 
27, 1966). 

 
This insistence on the signs of the times is connected with another important factor in the 
development of contemporary theology: the acute awareness of the Church that she exists and lives 
within the historical process. She does not exist as a static quantity apart from the dynamic 
developments around her; she is in the world. Change, history, time, and development are not 
external phenomena, a kind of changing decor to unchangeable human beings; they are part of our 
inner reality. There are no two histories, one secular and one sacred. That is why the signs of the 
times are an integral part of the history of salvation.  
 
When the theologian tries to see these signs in the perspective of salvation, he is not just trying to be 
fashionable or up-to-date or to avoid “preaching” in the pejorative sense. As Marie-Dominique Chenu 
has related, one of the Council fathers pointed out during the debate on revelation that tradition cannot 
be looked on as a deposit which preserves the past intact, as if only that past could be taken as the 
revealed truth; it rather must be regarded as “connected with world events, with the various historical 
cultures in which the Church is involved in the course of events” (François Marty, Archbishop of 
Rheims, at the ninety-third General Session of October 2, 1964). He pointed out that it was customary 
to point to the connection of the revelation with the concrete history of Israel, but that one should also 
point to the bond between the living tradition and God’s guidance as manifested in later history. 
 
2. The Implications 
The signs of the times have therefore become intensely significant in contemporary theology, 
particularly when related to the theology of the secular. It is not every event that can be called a sign 
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of the times. This expression, to be fully significant at all, presupposes at least two elements: and 
accumulation of facts that all point in the same direction and the fact that people are aware of this 
direction.  
 
How closely these two elements are connected can be seen clearly in the events that are related in 
the Old Testament. That the flight from Egypt was more than a mere escape or that the Babylonian 
exile was more than a matter of prisoners of war was realized consciously first of all by the prophet. 
He interpreted these events and he could do so because he saw how these events converged upon a 
new future, a “promised land.” M.-D. Chenu illustrates this with the French Revolution: “As the action 
of a small band of Parisian rebels, the taking of the Bastille in 1789 was relatively unimportant and 
similar to many events of the same nature, but it became and was “significant: so that for over a 
century it became a symbol throughout the world” (loc. cit. sup., p. 32). In this sense Arnold Toynbee 
speaks of history as a challenge to every culture and every religion. When a given culture or religion 
no longer understands these challenges or can find no answer to them, it is finished, in his view. 
Something similar happened at Vatican Council II. 
 
3. The Importance of Schema XIII 
 

The discussions about Schema XIII at the Council give one hope that the Church understood the 
challenge, accepted it, and so created a new outlook for the future. One of the striking moments of the 
Council occurred when Cardinal Léon Joseph Suenens suggested at the end of the first session that 
the Church should not merely be dealt with in her internal structure but also in her relation to the 
world. This was welcomed with an enthusiasm that was reinforced by the general pastoral concern of 
the fathers and the realistic, positive, and universalist view of things which animated the leaders.  
 
It was only during the debates on Schema XIII that Pope John’s prophetic view of Church renewal 
came into its own. For it was not just a matter of the Church stretching out a helping hand to the world 
in order to make it more inhabitable, but rather of the Church’s acceptance of the world’s challenge 
and of seeing the signs of the times as an integral part of her own nature. And this took place at a time 
when a scientific and technical civilization was demanding more recognition for the secular world and 
thereby contributed to the disappearance of the sacralized world of the past. 
 
In this secular world, human beings realize that the key to their earthly existence lies in the 
humanization of this world. They know that they are responsible for the future of humanity and that, 
because of their knowledge and technical ability, they are better equipped than ever before to 
shoulder the responsibility for the future. If we want to effect a meeting between moderns and the 
Church, it will have to take place in the sphere where people take charge of the future so that they and 
the Church together can work out how this future can bring salvation and fulfillment. 
 
This vision was not yet embodied in the first draft of Schema XIII. It was still largely a repetition of the 
statements contained in previous social encyclicals. But if Schema XIII was to follow the line laid down 
by Pope John XXIII, it could not be a doctrinal statement; it had to be, above all, a prophetic vision. In 
this connection it has been pointed out that every paragraph but one of Pacem in Terris contains a 
reference to some document of Pope Pius XII. And yet, there is a great difference; a keen insight into 
reality turns these references into something very different from a mere application of abstract 
principles. 
  
Only at the Council’s last session on December 7, 1965, was a draft of Schema XIII submitted where 
the tasks of this world were recognized as tasks in their own right and at the same time as part of the 
work of salvation. 
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The Third World, which was then taking shape, could not be split up into various section but had to be 
understood as a whole. It is this unity, this socialization, this emancipation, which the Church must 
learn to recognize as a sign of the times. In these sections the Church no longer enjoys a privileged 
position, they constitute, as M.-D. Chenu said (loc. cit. sup., p. 39), the working capital which believers 
and unbelievers have in common. The faith provides convinced Christians with a kind of aerial through 
which they can listen in to the modern world if they abandon the doctrinaire and paternalistic attitude 
of those who already have all the answers. 
 
In order to be truly “Church” the Church should keep away from ideologies. This is why Schema XIII is 
not so much the formulation as the approach with which Vatican Council II came to accept the reality 
of this world as a sign of the times. Insofar as the formulation is concerned, Schema XIII was not 
intended to be definitive. It will need to be revised constantly, step by step, and always starting from 
the reality and experience of the Church in the historical world. This is perhaps the first time in the 
history of the Councils that such a “provisional” text is offered to all men and women as a service to 
the world. 
 
This new awareness of her historicity and of the signs of the times did not fall out of the sky. It was 
influenced by a conception of time which derived not only from contemporary philosophy but also from 
a scientific study of salvation as history in both the Old and New Testaments. What Oscar Cullmann 
has said in his Christ and Time about the sense of historicity and the understanding of the signs of the 
times show that this is not merely an academic matter but one of extreme practical importance. 
Moreover, it is closer to the scriptural attitude toward history than the newness of the term would lead 
one to suppose. 
 
4. The Scriptural Background 
 

Lohfink has pointed out that history can be seen as repetition or as a way toward freedom. A classical 
culture like that of the Greeks never clearly understood this matter of time and history because it could 
only see history as an unceasing repetition, a circular process from which nothing new could be 
expected. With its unshakable trust in history as essentially the realization of the promise in the 
future., Israel’s approach is diametrically opposed to that of the Greeks. In order to understand what is 
meant by the signs of the times, it might help to take a little closer into this expression. 
 
Both Greeks and Jews put down their original historical experiences in a vast literature which survived 
the centuries and is still part and parcel of any civilized person’s cultural possession. Blind Homer 
expressed the primitive experiences of the Greeks in his Odyssey. It is the story of a man’s many 
wanderings. Ulysses leaves home, does battle in Troy and spends his life roaming the seas. But in the 
end he returns to Ithaca, to Penelope, to the security of his home. He finds rest in the place he started 
out from; the place of his goodbye becomes the place of his final reunion. The circle is complete. 
History will repeat itself, and is symbolized by the serpent that swallows its tail; ritually it is celebrated 
in the regular return of the seasons. It is the motif of the constant return which permeates even the 
literary work of Ecclesiastes, the preacher, whose scriptural contribution shows Greek influences: 
“There is nothing new under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:9-10). 
 
Israel, too, reflects on her beginnings. But here we find the opposite of the eternal return and the 
consolidation of the past.  
 
 
Abraham the pagan is called by God out of the paganism of the Amorites. He is plucked out of his 
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home country and familiar environment to plunge into the adventure of an uncertain future. Looked at 
objectively, this is no more than what every nomad or gypsy does: a constant moving from one place 
to another. But this simple fact is seen by Israel as a sign. Scripture does not see this departure of 
Abraham as a mere adventure, but rather as the concrete expression of that faith of Abraham which is 
eulogized in the Letter to the Hebrews. It is seen as a first exodus. This first exodus will not only 
remain the model of all later kinds of exodus that occur in scripture, but also becomes an attitude that 
is typical of God’s people. Immediately after the transition to Christianity – to “those on the way,” as it 
is called in Acts – the author of the Letter to the Hebrews will still refer to this event as the pure and 
primitive form of faith: “By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place which he 
was to receive as an inheritance; and he went out, not knowing where he was to go” (Hebrews 11:8). 
 
Abraham leaves and never returns to the oaks of Mamre from where he started. Ulysses returns to the 
security of his Ithaca. These two views of history show two totally different attitudes. Israel’s exodus 
motif, the way ahead, shows a complete contrast with the circle motif of the Greeks. This exodus motif 
permeates the whole of salvation history. Even the banning from the earthly paradise, where two 
cherubim bar the return to the original security of Eden, shows the same idea: a departure without a 
possibility of return, but with trust in an obscure and uncertain future. When the Hebrew text of the 
sacred books was translated into Greek, this motif was expressed in a “technical” expression of its 
own: exodus. This happened in the third century B.C., mainly in view of the Jews who lived in the 
diaspora, surrounded by Greek culture. The second book of the Pentateuch was then entitled Exodus, 
a term which was loaded with religious implications. 
 
Objectively, one might call the departure of the settled Hebrews from Egypt quite simply a “flight.” But 
Israel saw this flight in another light by interpreting it in the light of God’s presence in a calamitous 
situation. Does not the name “Yahweh” imply more than a too metaphysical-sounding “he who is”? 
Does it not really have the connotation of “he who is present” – he who is present in a very real sense 
at this happening so that the Israelite need never be afraid of history, as the man of classical culture 
was? The same holds true for various details of the exodus such as the passage through the Red 
Sea, the experience of life in the desert and the feeding of the pilgrims with God’s manna. One after 
another, these facts are seen as signs of the future. 
 
To show how this motif was continued in the New Testament, it should be enough to point to some 
significant details. For instance, the great self-affirmations of Jesus in the Gospel according to St. 
John, which remind one at once of the exodus: “I am the life, I am the light, I am the way, I am the 
bread.” They are even difficult to understand in their formulation unless one remembers that passage 
through the desert, that column of light which led the Israelites, and the manna given in the desert. 
  
The great epiphany of Jesus on Mount Thabor introduces the heroes of the exodus, Moses and Elijah, 
the prophet of the desert experience. “Two men were talking with him, Moses and Elijah, who 
appeared in glory and talked about the ‘exodus’ which he was to accomplish in Jerusalem” (Luke 
9:31-32).  
 
This hurried survey of the exodus motif in both Testaments shows clearly that this is not a mere 
literary motif. This exodus, this belief in the future, shows the pattern of life not only of the Israelite, but 
also of the Christian who, according to Acts, adheres to “the way.” They see the history of events as 
salvation history. This shows how the expression signs of the times corresponds to the contemporary 
interpretation of scripture. 
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5. Theological Implications 
 

There is a danger that these signs of the times are seen simply as some pious interpretation of 
events. M.- D. Chenu (loc. cit. sup., p. 34) warned against this: “When Christians, as a body, a 
Church, want to interpret events according to God or the Gospel, they cannot subconsciously sever 
them from their actual, worldly reality; they cannot merely spiritualize them. These events are signs in 
their own full and inner meaning. It is in these events, as they are in reality, that the Church sees 
something that is crying out for the Gospel. These facts must therefore be respected and are not to be 
used for apologetic purposes. They must be listened to according to their own nature; they must not 
be glibly given a supernatural varnish. This leads too easily to mystification. 
 
The depopulation of churches in the Netherlands and in Western Europe generally, for example, must 
first be accepted as a fact and studied sociologically. Such a depopulation, as we now well know, was 
harbinger to the wholesale closing and merging of parishes closer and closer to where we live. To 
understand signs such as this one, a prophet may be more useful than a professor or a sociologist.  
 
A few days before he was executed in 1945, Alfred Delp, a priest and sociologist, wrote in his Berlin 
prison cell: “The really great figures of history all had to pass through the solitude of the desert in order 
to find a new answer to the basic questions which a person faces there. Only they who can face the 
desert can speak.” Those who have not gone through the desert can only repeat what they have 
heard others say; they can find no new meaning for old words and can discover no new words. We 
are back then in the circle movement of the classics and there will be no exodus toward freedom and 
the future. There is then only a plundering of the world’s culture, of the “spolia gentium, the treasures 
of the pagans” (Exodus 12:33-36), but this is not the material with which to build a new altar for the 
worship of God. 
 
This reading of the signs of the times is therefore in no way an easy matter for theology, particularly 
since these signs usually retain a certain ambiguity. What Edward Schillebeeckx said is only too true:  
 

“In some cases there may be several solutions that are valid from the Christian point of view; in 
others it may be that there is only one that is morally valid and which then becomes morally 
obligatory in order to lead humankind in certain given circumstances to more human values, while 
this one concrete solution cannot be derived from the Christian and human norms which the 
Church has to put before us. Schema XIII ought to put this clearly: that the limits of the 
ecclesiastical hierarchy in connection with the concrete attempts to improve the world on a human 
basis are not necessarily also limits for the faithful who live in this world. Often it will only be history 
that can decide whether one or other ‘worldly’ decision was the fruit of prophetic witness or merely 
of confused understanding.” 

 
 


