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HE CONTOURS OF ELLUL’S life have
been documented well enough in several
places,! but since he “never writes ideas—only my experi-
ences,” a brief synopsis is in order. Born as an only child in
1912, Jacques Ellul inherited both the aristocratic values and
chronic poverty of his grandparents and father, both of whom
had once been wealthy only to experience extreme poverty
during the depression years. He recounts this experience as
decisive for understanding his development. In order to sup-
port his family, Ellul began working as a young teenager and
by age eighteen was giving three to four hours of lessons daily
in German, French, Latin, and Greek.
About this time Ellul happened to read a copy of Marx’s
[Das Kapital, borrowed from the library, an experience which

I See his autobiographical works: In Season, Out of Season; Perspectives
Cn Our Age; and Ce que je crois, which Eerdmans Publishing Company is

XXt
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he found almost revelatory for it provided him not only with a
global interpretation of the world but also an explanation of
his everyday practical experiences, such as his father’s unem-
ployment. Although Ellul never joined the Communist Party,
like Marx he remained convinced that understanding the
material forces of society holds the key to interpreting our
world. For him the constituent element of society is technique,
and he suggests that if Marx were alive today he would study it
and not money.

About this time Ellul underwent another conversion,
this time to Jesus Christ. Having had virtually no religious
uphringing (he describes his father as a Voltairian), Ellul read
the Bible and experienced a conversion which he refuses to
discuss except to say that it was “sudden and violent.” This
commitment to Jesus Christ supplied what he found sorely
lacking in Marx. Marx, he said, could explain his material
situation, but not his personal condition or the larger existen-
tial questions of life, death, love, and the meaning of human
life and history. Though he remains “quite influenced” by
Marx, he is “extremely critical” of his thinking for another
reason. Marx’s thinking was more passionate than scientific
and thus blind to its own biases—seen, for example, in his
beliefs in the inevitable progress of history and the reduc-
tionistic characterization of human identity to work.

Thus, Marx and Jesus Christ form Ellul’s two “real
sources” and catalyzed a lifelong dialogue:

[ thus remained unable to eliminate Marx, unable to
eliminate the biblical revelation, and unable to merge the
two. For me, it was impossible to put them together. So |

publishing in English translation in 1989. For the primary and secondary
works see Joyce Hanks' definitive Jacques Ellul: A Comprehensive
Bibliography (Greenwich, Conn.: JAI Press, 1984), which has a
supplemental volume due out in the future. Ellul has also written an
autobiography which remains unpublished.
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began to be torn between the two, and I have remained so
all my life. The development of my thinking can be
explained with this contradiction.?

Again:

I was thus placed in a contradiction because I did not create
two separate domains. I realized that Christianity was a
totality implying an ethic in all areas, and that Marx too
claimed to be a totality. I was sametimes torn between the
two extremes, and sometimes reconciled; but I absolutely
refused to abandon either one. I lived my entire intellectual
life in this manner. It was thus that [ was progressively led
to develop a dialectical mode of thinking which I constantly
made my foundation.3

This double conversion forms the key to understanding
Fllul's work, and we shall examine his dialectical method
below. From the very beginning Ellul set himself to under-
stand the concrete sociological realities of the world and the
revelation of Jesus Christ contained in the Scriptures, for the
peculiar nature of people is that they exist simultaneously as
both matter and spirit and must be studied as such.

After receiving a doctorate in law from the University of
Hordeaux Faculty of Law (1936), Ellul taught at Montpellier
(1937) and the University of Strasbourg at Clermont-Ferrand
(1938-40). In 1940 the Vichy government fired him for his
resistance to Marshal Pétain’s government, after which he
returned to Bordeaux. Within three weeks the Germans
arrested his father and a friend informed him that his wife was

! Jnc .l\ng;s‘é_llul, In Season, Out of Season (San Francisco: Harper and
How, 1982), p. 16.

! Jucques Ellul, Perspectives On Our Age (New York: Seabury, 1981), p.
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likewise targeted (she was born in Holland and carried a
British passport). Out of necessity he “vanished into the
countryside” to Martres, some fifty kilometers from Bor-
deaux. For the next few years he participated actively in the
Resistance movement while supporting his family by farming
with peasant people, Ellul tending the corn, potatoes, and
sheep while his wife raised chickens and rabbits. During these
years Ellul also pastored a church, an experience he would
repeat in the future, and studied theology through
Strasbourg, although he never wrote the thesis for the formal
degree.
~ In 1943 Ellul was awarded the “agrégation.”* After the
war he served a stint as a deputy mayor of Bordeaux
(1944-46), believing that a true revolution of society from the
ground up would be possible due to the war having demolished
almost every facet of society’s infrastructure. This he counts as
one of his greatest misjudgments, for it was not many years
before the political and economic status quo once again
controlled all power. The mayoral experience thoroughly
disillusioned Ellul and, because of his firsthand experience,
convinced him forever of the absolute powerlessness of poli-
tics to bring anything but cosmetic changes to society. In
1947 he assumed a post at the Institute of Political Studies in
Bordeaux, where he remained until his retirement in 1980.
During this time he also served at Bordeaux’s Faculty of Law
(1943-80). '
Throughout his life Ellul has incarnated his belief that

“intellectual interest means concrete commitment.” His
whirlwind of constructive engagements has taken him far
beyond the professor’s lecturn or writing desk (50 books and
1500 articles, with translations into at least a dozen foreign
languages). From 1947-51 he served with the World Council
of Churches, an affiliation he discontinued because of what
4. The “agrégation” is the highest competitive exam for university

professors in France. Ellul’s award was based on an examination and his
book on the French Reformed churches (see bibliography).
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he considered its platitudinous pronouncements and blind-
ness to the paralyzing effects of ideology. For twenty years he
labored on the National Council of the Reformed Church of
France, giving special attention to the revision of seminary
curricula (1951-70). Environmental concerns (he used to
take regular camping trips with his students) led him to help
form the “Committee for the Defense of the Aquitainian
Coast,” which Ellul served for a term as president. The group
protested the government’s commercial development of the
Aquitaine coast near Bordeaux. From 1945-55 he directed a
film club in Bordeaux which analyzed current cinema. Since
1970 he has edited the journal Foi et Vie.

Two projects, though, have brought special satisfaction
to Ellul.5 First, along with his wife he helped to establish a
parish in Bordeaux composed of working-class people. Begun
in 1953 in Ellul’s home, the church grew from ten people to
over fifty families. In 1960 the church built its own building
and obtained a pastor. Second, in 1958 he began to work with
the delinquent youth of Bordeaux with Yves Charrier (al-
though he always contends that we need to question whether
it is the person or society that is maladjusted).6 Far ahead of
their time, they formed clubs, recruited a staff, and developed
a “philosophy of prevention” which, instead of making youth
adapted to society, helped them to become “positively malad-
justed.” This eventually led to the National Committee for
Unity between Clubs and Teams of Prevention, which Ellul
headed until 1977.

Before moving on to discuss Ellul’s dialectical method,
his corpus, and The Presence of the Kingdom, mention should
be made of two other formative influences on his intellectual
development that complement Marx. He writes that his deep

5. See my “Interview with Jacques Ellul,” Media Development (2/1988):
26-217.

6. See his Jeunesse délinquante, in collaboration with Yves Charrier; and
Chapter 9 of In Season, Out of Season, “With the Street Gangs.”






