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At the end of the millennium a growing number of people have an interest in `futures studies'.  Conversation and team-teaching have suggested to us that the emerging discipline of futures studies provides new ways of conceiving of the nature and significance of prophecy, while the old but always-renewing-itself study of prophecy offers a theological framework for futures studies' own work.

Futures Studies

Making assumptions about the future is part of everyday life.  The moment individuals and organizations plan ahead they have to take implicitly or explicitly a view of the future.  Even those who are habitually focused on the present will be making some assumptions about what lies ahead - that nothing can be done about it, for example, or that it is sufficiently benign not to worry about.  On the basis that what is done implicitly can frequently be done better explicitly, futures studies seeks to explore the future in a systematic way.  Whether or not futures studies should be regarded as a distinct academic discipline is a matter of debate, similar to the debates that always surround the emergence of new fields of study which draw heavily on other disciplines.  Suffice to say that on both sides of the Atlantic there are scholars who regard futures studies as a discipline in its own right.  Britain's first master's degree in the subject is co-ordinated by Graham May at Leeds Metropolitan University.   
For some, the value of futures studies lies in its ability to provide an outline glimpse of tomorrow.  This is not the same as predicting the future.  Too many predictions by those in the know have proved spectacularly wrong for one to have confidence in forecasts.  Bill Gates's remark in 1981, `640k ought to be enough for anybody' is a recent example.  Of course the further into the distance one peers, even less certain does the future become.  But for those who need some view of the future for planning or policy-making purposes, futures studies supplies techniques for exploring a range of possibilities.  Strategies can then be devised which are robust in the face of alternative outcomes.  For instance, an insurance scheme (advocated by many) to cover the costs of long-term health-care would need to take account of the possibility that chronic disease among the elderly may actually decline, as well as that it will increase.  Knowing the extent of uncertainty will alert policy-makers to the need for a highly flexible scheme, in which contributions can be regularly adjusted as our understanding of the future pattern of disease grows.   
For others, futures studies is a means of shaping the future.  It provides techniques which enable them not only to have an idea of some of the ways the future might unfold, but also to envisage what would be a desirable future.  Planning then focuses on how this desired future can be created.  An example would be those Agenda 21 initiatives, spawned by the Rio Summit, which have involved people coming together to envision a sustainable future for their local community.   Finally, for other people the main benefit of futures studies is that it can provide insights into the present.  History enables the present to answer the question, `Where have we come from?'  Futures studies encourages the present to ask, `Where are we going?'.  Both are important.  Both give a different angle on what is significant in the here-and-now.  So to remember that past developments in information technology have been driven heavily by the military may give added significance to reports that the Pentagon is currently taking a great deal of interest in the process of human ageing.  The assumption that life expectancy will continue to lengthen significantly (according to one forecast, those born in the UK in 2015 can expect to live for 100 years\ ) has considerable implications for how we plan our lives today.   
There are many ways in which the future can be studied, over a variety of timescales\ .  One technique widely used is scenario planning, which involves the construction of - normally - between two and four scenarios for the future.  A scenario has been defined as `a description of a "possible future" based on a set of mutually consistent elements, within a framework of specified assumptions.  It will typically encompass both quantitative and qualitative elements' .  The stress on mutually consistent elements is important.  It ensures that scenarios are plausible (which is not the same as saying that they are likely to happen).  It is most unlikely that one scenario would contain all the good things, such as low taxation and the narrowing of income differentials, and a second all the painful ingredients, such as high taxes and a wide gap between the rich and poor.  Neither scenario would be likely to be internally consistent: it is improbable that the rich/poor gap will be narrowed without higher taxes.  Scenarios, then, are plausible futures.
Typically they are constructed in one of two ways.  Input-driven scenarios start with the present and work forward.  They identify drivers of change which are likely to have a major impact on the future.  These drivers are frequently ranked according to the degree of impact they are likely to have and the certainty or otherwise of their effects.  Scenarios are then constructed by taking into account the possible effects of these drivers of change.  Differences between the scenarios are based on exploring the different outcomes of those drivers whose impact is uncertain.  So different scenarios for Britain's relations with the European Union over the next ten years might hinge round two or three dates for joining the monetary union, and consider what might happen if we did not join at all.  By contrast, output-driven scenarios start with potential futures (the potential outputs) and work backwards to the drivers of change which produced those futures.  They start with a future (desired or otherwise) and ask, `How did we get there?'  `In 2010,' for example, `Britain is much more closely integrated into Europe.  What would have happened to bring that about?'  
Scenario planning gained much credibility from its effective use by Royal Dutch/Shell in the early 1970s.  Scenarios were developed in 1972 and early 1973 designed to challenge senior managers' assumptions that the oil supply would remain stable at roughly the existing prices.  The scenarios anticipated a disruption to oil supplies considerably later than when it actually occurred in 1973.  Nevertheless, they had challenged managers' assumptions so convincingly that Shell was able to react more quickly than its competitors to the disruption when it happened.  Managers were less inclined to see the oil price hike as a temporary phenomenon.  This gave the company a substantial competitive advantage and helped it to outperform its rivals over the next few years.   More recently, scenario-building contributed to the reconciliation process in South Africa.  In 1991 twenty-two members from right across South Africa's political spectrum came together to talk about the future.  At the first meeting they were told, `We're not going to discuss what you would like to happen.  We're going to discuss what might happen.'  In sub-groups they were asked to come up with stories of what might happen to South Africa, seen from the vantage-point of 20 years in the future.  Thirty such scenarios were presented in the plenary.  During the presentations only two types of interruption were allowed: `Why does that happen?' and `What happens next?'  A presenter who could not answer those questions had to sit down.  The story was no good.  This began the narrowing process of pruning the number of scenarios from thirty to four.  After the presentations the group was asked, `Which of these stories are useful to tell to an audience?'  In other words, what did their audience need to think about?  After much discussion, during which both conservatives and radicals kept coming back because they felt they were learning a great deal, the scenarios were whittled down to four distinct stories. Each focused on the nature of the political transition.  Everyone present, despite their very different political views, endorsed all four scenarios not as desired futures, but as valid mental models of how the future might unfold.  The scenarios were subsequently presented to the Cabinet and to the ANC leadership, as well as to other groups, and are credited with encouraging the ANC to rethink aspects of their economic strategy.  

Prophecy

How might the emergent discipline of futures studies illuminate the nature of prophecy and be illuminated by it?   First, prophecy resembles futures studies in offering imaginary projections of what could be, and alternative futures from which the audience can choose.  It is designed to stimulate action.   Prophecy might seem the opposite, a divinely-declared statement of a divinely-determined future.  Rhetorically that is often how it presents itself.  But in its warnings of calamity it does that in order to be self-falsifying and thereby to fulfil its true vocation, and in its promises it does that in order to inspire the response which makes it possible for the promise to come true.   This is most explicitly the Deuteronomistic understanding; the classic statement of the point comes in Jeremiah 18.  If calamity is to come upon a nation and it turns from wrong ways, Yhwh will have a change of mind and not inflict the calamity upon it.  Conversely, if well-being is to come upon a nation and it turns to wrong ways, Yhwh will have a change of mind about that.  The classic illustration of the point comes in the story of Jonah.  For all his shortcomings as a prophet and theologian, Jonah has grasped it, and knows very well that the unequivocal nature of his announcement of disaster for Nineveh conceals a divine assumption, that of course if it should provoke a change of mind on behalf of the Ninevites (who also understand the rhetorical convention), that will in turn provoke a change of mind on the part of God. 
Prophets describe the future in order to provoke human beings to action which will verify vision and falsify nightmare.  Like futures studies, they invite audiences to see the future as both inevitable and open.  It is inevitable that there will be a future, and it is stupid to ignore the fact; but the future is not yet determined, so it is unnecessary to hide from the fact.  Further, if we take no action some futures will inevitably emerge.  Prophecy assumes that we shape the future and are responsible for it.  Like futures studies, it offers alternative futures (as Jeremiah 18 does) in order to urge people to choose their future.  
Second, prophecy resembles futures studies in working by offering imaginary scenarios.  Post-biblical apologetics have given an important place to the `argument from prophecy': the fact that such-and-such events took place in conformity with such-and-such prophetic words proves that the prophetic words came from God and/or more broadly proves the truth of the faith-position.  There are various difficulties with this understanding of prophecy and event, such as the fact that unfulfilled prophecies are as easy to list as fulfilled ones.  The difficulty we are concerned with here is that this approach to prophecy obscures its own nature as the offering of imaginary scenarios.   Many of the promises in Isaiah 40-55 provide examples.  These envision wondrous provision for the community as it is taken from the place of disaster to the place of restoration.  It is usually assumed by interpreters that whatever their authorship, many of these promises relate to the needs of the Judean deportee community in Babylon in the sixth century.  Yet there are surprisingly few concrete indicators of this, so that there is currently a revival of the view that all the promises relate to the community in Judah itself.  Talk of departure, journey, carving of a road, and provision in wilderness involves the imagination, in two senses.  It emerges from the prophet's imagination, nurtured as it was by earlier prophecy and story.  And it appeals to the audience's imagination, demoralized as it is by pain and loss.  Like futures studies, prophecy is designed to change people's thinking, distancing them from the present and and enabling them to re-look at it from the perspective of a decade's time.   It does that not by offering something like a (divinely-inspired) architect's or surveyor's or engineer's drawing of a projected building or road, but by offering a (divinely-inspired) dream.  Its veracity derives not from its outward correspondence to some physical events but from its inner correspondence to the meaning of some events.  It is this which then makes possible its re-use to symbolize further events in some other century.   
Third, prophecy resembles futures studies in having the capacity to move from the present to a predictable future which issues from it, or from a more desirable future to the developments from the present which need to be cultivated if it is to come.   Prophecy has several models for understanding Yhwh's involvement in events: Isaiah 9 illustrates the ones that follow.  Sometimes it emphasizes Yhwh's personal and passionate activity as direct initiator of events.  Sometimes it presupposes the conviction that right and wrong bring their own results by an immanent process.  To put it one way, Yhwh's wrath sets the world on fire; to put it the other way, wickedness sets the world on fire.  Events are both logical and "natural" and personal and felt.  In addition, the prophets of course speak of human activity in a way which presupposes that we retain responsibility for our acts.  Our acts reflect inbuilt and divinely-willed processes, but those do not make us mere victims of personal or impersonal forces outside ourselves.  Futures studies draws attention to the first of these models, which is partial but significant.  Futures emerge from presents as fruit from blossom.  It is worth looking for what good or bad fruit the blossom harbingers.   Prophecy may also hold before the community some desirable future which has no prospect of simply emerging from the present.  The restoration of the community pictured in Isaiah 40-55 provides an example.  The community then has to look at what action on its part may open up that future.  This is not just a matter of turning from evil ways and embracing right ways.  It is a matter of standing in the right place, or rather leaving at the right time.   

Can one compare the usefulness of prophecy with that of futures studies?  One might be tempted to the view that this is the saddest aspect of a comparison of the two.  One cannot see that prophecy made a difference in the way futures studies sometimes has.  Northern Israelite prophets failed to avert the fall of Samaria.  Judean prophets failed to avert the fall of Jerusalem.  Babylonian and Second Temple prophets failed to elicit much response to promises of restoration. But perhaps that puts the matter too bleakly.  Prophets inspired the economists and policy-makers whose practical proposals appear in a work such as Deuteronomy.  And the fact that the prophets' community survived for centuries after their time in part reflects the insights expressed in their visions which that community preserved.  The fact that we still turn to their work also reflects that vision's power.   
This leads us to the reverse set of issues.  What questions does prophecy raise for futures studies?  How does it illumine the latter's task?  Futures studies could pretend to be a value-free enterprise, like the counselling of the 1970s with its commitment to unconditional acceptance.  It suspends morals in a way parallel to the suspension of belief elsewhere.  It simply seeks to suggest projections.  In considering alternative futures, however, it is inevitably involved in the question what vision for the future a society wishes to affirm.     
Central to the prophets' concern is a moral and religious vision for society.  In Old Testament terms, futures studies is an aspect of Wisdom thinking; it was a happy chance that the two of us who write this paper first taught together in connection with the Book of Daniel, for Daniel is a book with links both with wisdom and with prophecy.  In prophets such as Isaiah, wisdom thinking with its pragmatic orientation is the object of attack, yet Isaiah's other tack is to become a wisdom teacher, to utilize wisdom thinking in a positive way by putting it into touch with the Yahwist vision.  An Old Testament book such as Proverbs (or Daniel) does the same by harnessing the practical concerns of wisdom to religious and moral concerns.  It insists that the former are set in the framework of the latter in the conviction that they belong in the same world, in Yhwh's one world (see programmatically Proverbs 1.1-7).   Futures studies will not be value-free.  To pretend that is perhaps an obvious trap.  A less obvious one is the assumption that enlightened liberal or socialist or conservative values are identical with prophetic or biblical ones.  Margaret Thatcher's famous declaration about the supreme biblical principle of tolerance provides an example.  Students of the prophets and students of futures studies need to analyze the values of the latter and test them by the former.  Probably little will need discarding, but setting values in the context of other values may substantially reinterpret them  
Futures studies and theology need to be interrelated.  Some of the techniques of futures studies enable us to make sure that the content of our theological education continues to have an eye to the future.  In particular, they help us to approach social theology by identifying systematically issues that are likely to be on the social agenda tomorrow, so that we can explore them from a theological perspective in advance.  Futures studies also provides an important bridge between some of the modes of thinking about the future in scripture and the practicalities of today.  Scripture contains both visions of the future which are designed to shape people's behaviour in the present, and expectations that people's current behaviour will align the future more closely with those visions.  Futures studies offers techniques, especially that of scenario planning, which can help individuals and organizations to do that in a more systematic way.

