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coNTouRS oF ELLUr-'slife have
I been documentedwell enough in several
I'l;rccs,lbut since he "never writes ideas-only my experi('nces,"a brief synopsisis in order. Born as an only child in
| ') | 2, Jacques
Ellul inheritedboth the aristocraticvaluesand
. lrronic poverty of his grandparentsand father, both of whom
lr,r.lonce been wealthy only to experienceextremepoverty
,lrrringthe depressionyears.He recountsthis experienceas
,lt't'isivefor understandinghis development.In order to supIr''rr his family, Ellul beganworking as a young reenagerand
I'r' rrg€eighteenwasgiving three to four hoursof lessonsdaily
rrr(lcrman, French,Latin, and Creek.
About this time Ellul happenedto read a copy of Marx's
l),n KaPiccl,borrowedfrom the library, an experiencewhich

I St.c his autobiographical works: In Season,Out of Season;Perspectdues
r r,r( )ur Agc; and C)equeje crois,which EerdmansPublishingCompany is
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he found almost revelatoryfor it provided him not only with a
global interpretation of the world but also an explanation of
his everydaypractical experiences,such as his father'sunemployment. Although EUul neverjoined 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 elementof society iscechnique,
and he suggeststhat if Marx werealive today he would study it
and not money.
About this time Ellul underwent another conversion,
this time to JesusChrist. Having had virtually no religious
up[ringing (he describeshis father asa Voltairian), Ellul read
the Bible and experienced a conversion which he refusesto
discussexcept to say that it was "sudden and violent." This
commitment to JesusChrist supplied what he found sorely
lacking in Marx. Marx, he said, could explain his material
situation, but not his personalcondition or the largerexistential questionsof 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 passionatethan scientific
and thus blind to its own biases-seen, for example, in his
beliefs in the inevitable progressof history and the reductionistic characterizationof human identity to work.
Thus, Marx and JesusChrist form Ellul's two "real
sources"and catalyzeda lifelong dialogue:
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began to be torn between the two, and I have remained so
all my life. The developmentof my thinking can be
explainedwith this contradiction.2
Again:
I was thus placed in a contradiction becauseI did not create
two separatedomains. I realizedthar Christianity was a
totality implying an ethic in all areas,and that Marx too
claimed to be a totality. I was sometimesrorn between the
two extremes,and sometimesreconciled; but I absolutely
refusedto abandoneither one. I lived my entire intellectual
life in this manner. [t was thus that I was progressivelyled
ro developa dialectical mode of thinking which I constantly
made my foundation.s
This double conversion forms the key to understanding
l'llul's work, and we shall examine his dialecrical method
I'clow. From the very beginning Ellul set himself to underrr;rnd the concrete sociological realities of the world and the
rn'clation of JesusChrist contained in the Scriptures, for the
I'ct uliar nature of people is that they exist simultaneously as
l,orh matter and spirit and must be studied as such.
After receiving a doctorate in law from the University of
ll.rrtlcaux Faculty of Law (1936), Ellul taught at Montpellier
( | ') l7 ) and the University of Strasbourg at Clermont-Ferrand

In 1940the Vichygovernmenr
fired htm for his
1l()18-40).
I thusremainedunableto eliminateMarx, unableto
eliminate the biblical revelation, and unable to merge the
two. For me, it was impossible to put them together. So I

publishing in English translation in 1989. For the primary and secondary
works see Joyce Hanks' definitive Jacqws Ellul: A Comprehensdve
Bibliography(Greenwich, Conn.: JAI Press,1984), which has a
supplementalvolume due out in the future. Ellul has also written an
autobiographywhich remains unpublished.

rr'\rsranceto Marshal P6tain'sgovernment, after which he
r"trrrned to Bordeaux. Within three weeks the Germans
,rrrr.sredhis father and a friend informed him that his wife was

.' l.rrtlucs Ellul, In Secson,Out of Season(San Francisco:Harper and
l (. , ' . , I 9 8 2) , p . 1 6 .
| 1.,(rfrfcsEllul, Percpectiues
On Our Age (New York: Seabury,l98l), p.
l"
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likewise targeted (she was born in Holland and carried a
British passport). Out of necessityhe "vanished into the
countryside" to Martres, some fifty kilometers from Bordeaux. For the next few yearshe participated actively in the
Resistancemovementwhile supportinghis family by farming
with peasantpeople, Ellut tending the corn, potatoes,and
sheepwhile his wife raisedchickensand rabbits.During these
yearsEllul also pastored a church, an experiencehe would
repeat in the future, and studied theology through
Strasbourg,although he never wrote the thesisfor the formal
degree.
In 1943 Ellul was awardedthe "agrCgation."4After the
war he served a stint as a deputy mayor of Bordeaux
(1944-46),believing that a true revolutionof societyfrom the
groundup would be possibledue to the war having demolished
almosteveryfacetof society'sinfrastructure.This he countsas
one of his greatestmisjudgments,for it was not many years
before the political and economic status quo once again
controlled atl power. The mayoral experience thoroughly
disillusionedEllul and, becauseof his firsthand experience,
of po[iconvinced him forever of the absolute powerlessness
[n
to
society.
changes
cosmetic
but
tics to bring anything
1947he assumeda post at the lnstitute of Political Studiesin
Bordeaux, where he remained until his retirement in 1980.
During this time he also servedat Bordeaux'sFaculty of Law

( re43-80).

Throughout his life Ellul has incarnated his belief that
"intellectual interest means concrete commitment." His
whirlwind of constructive engagementshas taken him far
beyond the professor'slecturn or writing desk (50 books and
1500 articles, with translationsinto at least a dozen foreign
languages).From 1947-51 he servedwith the World Council
of Churches, an affiliation he discontinuedbecauseof what
4. The "agr6gation" is the highest competitive exam for university
professorsin France. Ellul's award was basedon an examination and his
book on the French Reformed churches (see bibliography).
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he consideredits platitudinous pronouncementsand blindnessto the paralyzingeffectsof ideology.For rwenry yearshe
laboredon the National Council of the ReformedChurch of
France,giving special attention to the revision of seminary
curricula (1951.70). Environmental concerns (he used to
take regularcamping trips with his students)led him to help
{irrm the "Committee for the Defense of the Aquitainian
Ooast," which Ellul servedfor a term as president.The group
protestedthe government'scommercial developmentof the
Aquitaine coast near Bordeaux. From 1945.55 he directed a
film club in Bordeauxwhich analyzedcurrent cinema. Since
1970he has edited the journal Foi etVie.
Two projects, though, have brought specialsatisfaction
r. Ellul.5 First, along with his wife he helped to establisha
parishin Bordeauxcomposedof working-classpeople.Begun
^ 1953 in Ellul's home, the church grew from ren people to
.ver fifty families.In 1960 rhe church built its own building
;rndobtaineda pastor.Second, in 1958he beganto work with
the delinquent youth of Bordeaux with Yves Charrier (although he alwayscontendsthat we need to questionwhether
rt is the personor socieryrhat is maladjusted).6Far aheadof
rheir time, they formed clubs, recruiteda staff, and developed
;r "philosophyof prevention"which, insteadof making yourh
,r.laptedto society,helpedthem to become"positivelymalad;rrsted."This eventually led to the National Committee for
[lniry betweenClubs and Teamsof Prevenrion,which Ellul
lrcadeduntil 1977.
Beforemoving on ro discussEllul's dialecticalmethod,
lris corpus, and The Presence
of the Kingdom, mention should
I'c madeof two other formative influenceson his intellectual
.lt'velopmenrthat complementMarx. He writes rhat his deep
5 See my "lnterview wirh JacquesEllul," MediaDeoelopmenr
(2/1988):
:6.27.
('. See hisJeunesse
dAlinquance,
in collaboration with YvesCharrier; and
t 'lrapter 9 of In Se4son,Out of Season,"With the Street Gangs."
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and distant roots are "nourished in the ever fertile soil of
Soren Kierkegaardand Karl Barth."7 He refers to Barth as
"the secondgreat element" in his scholarly pilgrimage, and
expressesamazementat those who consider him pass6. Instead, Eltut finds him a rich resource whose theological
implicationsare yet to be exhausted.sIt is simply misleading,
though, to label Ellul a Barthian (or anything else for that
matter), for in many wayshe divergesfrom the Swissthinker.e
Justas important for understandingEllul is the influence
of Kierkegaard, perhapsseenbest in his work The Subversion
of Chrdstianity,which David \7. Gilt has rightly observed
restates for the twentieth century the question which
Kierkegaardraised for the previousone: why is Christendom
so little like bibltcal Christianity? Vernard Eller may well be
correct to contend that it is the melancholy Dane and not the
Swiss theologian whom Ellul most resembles.l0Still, Ellul
freely and often charts his own courseso that any implication
of a slavish adherenceto Barth or Kierkegaardsimply gener'
atesmisinterpretations.
Ellul\ Dialectic
Perhapsthe single most important factor for
Ellul interpretation is an understanding of his passionate
adherenceto dialectic. "I am a dialecticianabovealh I believe

?. JacquesEllul, Living Fcich(San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1983)'
p. ix.
b. S". "Karl Barth and LJs," Sojourners(December 1978) and Geoffrey
Bromiley'sessay"Barth's Influence on JacquesEllul" in lacqucsEllul: .
InterpretiveEsscys,edited by Clifford Christians and Jay M. Van Hook
(Urbana: University of lllinois Press,1981).
9. See my TheologicalMethodinJrc.quesEllul (Lanham, Mar.: University
Pressof America, 1987), pp. 10-13.
10. Vernard Eller, "Ellul and Kierkegaard:Closer than Brothers,".in
Christians and Van Hook, p. 52.
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norhing can be understoodwithout dialectical snrlysis."lI
More recentlyEllul has wrirten:
[T]hereis a dialecticwithin my work,and it is entirely
centralin that I havediscovered
progressively
that in the
worldwe live in thereare no meansof thinking and
acquiringknowledgethat are not of a dialectical
nature.. . . I becameconscious,
as I workedand thought,
tz
that I neededro interpretall thingsdialectically.
A'y unwillingnessor inability ro appreciaterhis aspectof his
rlr,rughtalmost alwaysends up grosslydistorting his works.
lhc continual charge that he is a fatalistic pessimisr,for
,'xirmple,fails to see thar for Ellul, like Hegel, there is a
|.sitiviry in the negative, and that he is, in fact, an un,rlri15[.6optimist who believesin the universalsalvationof all
r rcation.
In a generalsensedialectic implies an exchangeor a
,fr:rltrgue(dialcgein),such as that which Ellul intends ro
I'r.,vokervith his readers.More specifically,"dialectic is a
l,rrrcedurethat does not exclude contraries, but includes
rlrt'rn."ll As we hinted above,Eltut'sroots in dialectic reach
l',rr'k to his double conversion. For Marx, of course,history
dialecticallyby meansof the interplayof compettlr()gressed
ilrt:()rconrradictoryelementswhich did not nullify eachother
I'rrrrather gaverise to a new situation. Perhapsmore imporr,rrrris Ellul'sviewof biblicaldialectic.tilThileonemight speak
,,1,liirlecricoriginatingwith Heraclitus,Zeno,or the like, he
, , 's11gnd5
that the Hebrewsof the eighth century B.c. were
rlrt' rnr€ progenitors."only dialecticalthinking can give a
I'r.l)cr accountof scripturalrevelation,such revelationitself
: I l.rt.t1u€s
Ellul, "lnterviewswith JacquesEllul," in David C.
r'l, rrrrnger, "Technique and Politics:The
Political Thought of Jacques
I lllrrl" (l'h.l). diss.,Universityof California, Riverside,I974), p. ZZ4.
l'llrrl, In Secson,Outof Season,
pp. 201-202.
t I llrrl, l)erspeccives
On Our Age,p. 7.
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being fundamentally and intrinsically dialectical."14In the
Bible, he writes, "we constantlyseetwo contradictory,apparently irreconcilablethings affirmed, and we are told that they
alwaysmeet to wind up in a new situation."l5 He givesseveral
examplesto illustrate this: God is beyond time and history,
but with the incarnation He entersboth. Dialectical tension
exists between the Already and Not Yet of the eschaton.
Salvation is by grace alone (Eph. 2:8'9\ but also by works
(Phil. 2:12-13).Finally,history is the arenaof God'sactivity
and for that reasonnot unimportant or negligible,but it does,
nevertheless,move toward decisive judgment and catastrophe.to Obviously,when Ellul readBarth, he found a theologi'
cal counterpartto the role Marx playedfor him on the social
scientific level.
Dialectic in Ellul's thought functions at three interre'
lated levels.At what we might call the historical and epistemological levelsthere is "a dialectic of ideas,but perhaps
also a dialectic of facts, of reality."l?In other words,dialectic
for Ellul refersto a descriptionof reality, the real in history,
and a mode of thinking or way of knowing by which we
understandthat reality. Related to both of these is his theo'
logical dialectic which combines both the epistemological
and the historical in a dialectical hermeneutic to interpret
Scripture and an agonistic "style of life."
On the historical level, Ellul contends that dialectic
"alwaysclaims to have to do with the real, to be a meansof
taking accountof the real."l8 Contradictory factorsinhere in
the very nature of reality, positive and negative elements
which do not cancel out each other but interact so as to
modify a situation. As we noted above, Ellul refersto Hegel
14. JacquesEllul, "On Dialectic," in JacquesEllul: InterpretiueEssays,p.
304. Thts is Ellul's most conciseexplanationof dialectic, and Chapter 4
in Ce queje crois(Paris:Grasset, 198?), entitled "La dialectique," is an
almost verbatim repetition of it.
On Orrr Age, p. 8.
15. Ellul, Perspectiues
16. All theseexamplesare taken from Ellul's "On Dialectic."
17. Ellul, "On Dialectic," p. 293. Mv emphasis.
18. Ibid.
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Ircrc,seeingthe contradictoryelementsin history ashaving a
,r lr,'lly positivefunction (which is not to say,like Marx, that
lr|\r()ry is "progressing,
" which positionEllul rejects).Indeed,
rlr. cocxistenceof mutually opposingfactorsconstitutesthe
r n('(luanon of a healthysociety,while historicalsclerosis
and
,ilr(()nrested
homogeneitymark a totalitarianor evenutopian
rrfu;rrionwhere the possibilityof meaningfulhistory ceases.
llrt' "supremeevil" is "paralysis,entropy,repetition, identi, .rfnt'ss,unity, duplication."19Ellul's denunciation of tech.
,ffrlfrt', for example,is not directed at technique
per se,but at its
lrr'11t'nronizing
and heteronomouseffects on society which
I'r'xrcssivelyeliminate all dialectical tensions in favor of
, rrlrrrr:rlrrssimilation.This view of history, then, placesa
6rr',rtpremium on human choices and decisions,for fate
,,l,r.rirfcq
when peoplegive up. Dialectic as the real in history
rrrrplics
the certitudeof human responsibilityand thereforea
Ir,'r',lom<>fchoiceand decision."2o
What, exactly, are the dialectical componenrsof hisr,,r\ ' Iloli-Bennert,observingthat for Ellul dialecticconsti.
rurr.\ "the very fabric of life . . . the very core of reality,"
1,,..11t.s
five facrorsin Ellul'sdialecticof socialreality.Dialecrr, ,rl rcnsionexistsbetweenideologyand reality, action and
, "n\(.(luences,the whole and the parts, social and spiritual
rr'.rlrty,and in the radical ambivalenceof action.zt In his
, ' 'fnffrcnt:rryApocalypseEllul suggesrs
that the book of Revel.rrr.n is rhe book of all human history,and that this history is
^'f r hc product of chance or mechanistic causality but the
,l,.rl,'tricaI interplayof the will of the Lord, the will of men,
rrr,fr t'rtain "abstractforces",22Later in the samebook he
r; r'r rlrt.ssix concretecomponentsdriving history'sdialectic:
1,,lrrrt;rlpgjygr,economic power, forcesof destructionand
I I llrrl, In Season,Out of Season,p. 223.
I l l r r l ," ( ) n D i a l e c t i c , p
" .297.
r l,'lrr ll.li-Bennetr, "The Absolure Dialecticsof JacquesEllul," in
rr,rr,',lr rrr l'hrlosophyantlTbchnology,
edited by Paul T. Durbin, vol. 3
r , , . , ' n w r ( hC
, o n n . : J A I P r e s s1, 9 8 0 ) ,p p . 1 7 1 . 2 0 1 .
' rr rfrft's
I
llllul, Apocalypse;The Book of Revelation(New York: Seabury,
, |. l, 5(r.
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negation, the \Uord of God, the prayersof his people, and the
setting apart of God'speople (Eltut doesnot intend the list to
be exhaustive).Given his view of history, it is easyto seewhy
Ellul has devoteda whole track of his studiesto sociological
propaganda,potitics, and
investigations( primaril y technique,
referredto Ellul as a
has
even
human institutions).2: Temple
"phenomenologist,"by which shemeansnot anyadherenceto
the school of philosophy by that name but his endeavor to
locate and analyzethe real phenomenaof everydaylife.24
Dialectic alsoappearsin Ellul's work asan epistemological tool. That is, not only is reality itself fraught with
contradictory and opposing elements,but so is our meansfor
apprehending that reality. Several nuances are apparent in
Ellul's useof dialectic as an epistemologicaltoo[.
Etlul'sthinking is dialecrical in the Socraticsenseof the
word in that like Kierkegaard, whose admiration for Socrates
is well known, all of Ellul'swritings have a maieutic function.
Their purposeis to provokea critical dialoguewith the reader
'A[l Socrates'
in order to force him or her to make a decision.
teaching," writesEllul, "takesplacewithin the frameworkof a
dialogue, in which rwo speakersprovide each other with the
opportunity to find themselvesand be born."25Furthermore,
he refusesto provide readerswith answers,insisting that this
is their unique responsibility. The Socratic dialectic also
requiresthe criticism of commonplaceopinions' something
for which Ellut is infamous (cf. his Critique of the Netr
Playing the role of the Socratic gadfly who
Commonplaces').
helpspeopleto shakeoff the perilsof deadlyslumberand gain
23. Ellul's five-volumemagnum opus, Histoire desinstitutions,continues
as a standard text in French universities.
24. See Katharine Temple, "The Thsk of JacquesEllul: A Proclamation of
Biblical Faith as a Requisite for Understanding the Modern Project"
(Ph.D. diss.,McMaster University, Canada, 1976), especiallyChapter 2,
"Fact, Reality, the Sacred,and Myth."
25. JacquesEllul, The Humiliatian of theWord (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1 9 8 5 ) ,p . 3 8 .
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rrcw levels of critical awareness, his works are "a call to the
.lceper to awake)'26 Again, failure ro understand this goal of
l:llul has led to misinrerpretations. His consrant barrage of
r ritical opinions have never intended to castigate.
The motive was alwaysto help my friends progress.But in
generalI was interpreted just the opposite. The moment I
beganto criticize Barth, I was an anti-Barthian. When I
criticizedthe socialistsI was a rightist. It wascompletely
contrary to my desirewhen I criticizedthe socialists-it was
to help them make some progress.2T
Ellul's epistemology is dialectical in anorher sense. Ar
unres he rejects Aristotelian linear logic as a fully adequate
t.'ol. Care should be taken, though, nor to imply thar he
,lrs;rarageshuman reason or logic as useless.He simply wants
t. r 11pg2iI
the hubris sometimes associatedwith its use. Temple
r rghtl y observes:
Reason,in short, [for Ellul] is a relative faculty, but not a
nonfaculty. In order to confront reality, people needto use
reason. . . . To give up the function of reasonaltogether
leadsto the retreat into the irrational. At the same time, he
warns against the tendency to try to force reason ro exceed
i rs l i mi ts.28
llrrrnan reason must recognize its boundaries and avoid, as
I.r.pl e obser ves, t he f allacies of bot h r at ionalism and
r lr ; r r i o n a l i s m .
The influences of Marx and Barth have generared an,' rl rcr and l ar ger epist em ological dialect ic: t hat bet ween
I llrrl'.ssociology and theology. Marx convinced Ellul of rhe
.'f, f;rcques
Ellul, TlvTechnologlcal
Sociery(NewYork:Knopf, 1964),p.
r r\il1.

l:llul, in Clendenin, "lnrerview with JacquesEllul," p. 28.
."{ K.tharine Temple, "The sociology of JacquesEllul," in Research
in
l'l,rlrrrrph)andTbchnology,
vol. 3, p.225.
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need for a rigorous, strictly social scientific study of the
material conditions which shapeour lives. The biblical revelation providesthe dialectical counterpoint to this asthe basis
for studying people as spiritual beings. According to Ellul,
thesetwo perspectivesmust neverbe separatedor synthesized.
They must continue to coexist in a relation that is dialectical
and mutually critical.
In a sensethesetwo tracks of study are separate.No faith
commitment is required for his sociological analyses;they
stand or fall as strictly social scientific studies and do not
dependon any theologicalbiases.Likewise,the biblical revelation speaksa word of its own. Nevertheless,the sociological
and theologicalstudiesare very much related in a reciprocal
fashion:
of the
I foundmyselfforcedto affirm both the independence
analysisof contemporarysociety,and the specificityof
theology,both the coherenceand importanceof the world in
which we live and alsothe truth without commonmeasure
of the revelationin Christ-two factorsboth alienand yet
alsoindissolublyboundto one another.The relation, then,
couldonly be dialectical.. . . I wasthus led to work in two
separatespheres,one historicaland sociological,the other
theological.

. . . Each work would have to be exactly equal

and as immune as possible from contamination

by the

other.29

The two realms exist not merely to complement each other
but to provide a framework of confrontation and mutual
criticism
Sociology servesa critical function on behalf of theology
in at leastthree ways.First, it forcestheology to be relevant by
identifying the pertinent questionsand strategicfactorsthat
shapehuman life at any given point. It alsoforcestheologyto
remain concrete, for its constant temptation is to drift qff into
29. Ellul,"On Dialectic,"pp. 305-306.
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rhe purely abstractand ideal, askingmetaphysicalquestions
srrbspecieaeternitatisit can never answer.Third, sociology
hclps the church community to examine itself in order to
,.lcterminethe degreeto which it functionspurely in a sociohrgicallydeterminedfashion withour any Christian distinct ives. In other words, it helps the church to avoid blatant
r'onformityto the world. To summarize:
We nrustseekthe deepestpossiblesociological
understandingof the worldwe live in, applythe bestmethods,
refrainfrom tamperingwith the resultsof our research
on
the groundthat they are "spiritually"embarrassing,
maintainingcompleteclarityandrealism-all in orderto
find out, aspreciselyasmaybe, wherewe areand what we
are doing, and also what lines of action are open ro us.30
But theologylikewiseprovidesa critical counterpoint for
r.I isl6gy,primarily by forcing it to be wholistic. Many soci, rhrgistsclaim to be puristswho disavowany interestin values
'r nle?oing and who attempt a neutral appraisalof phenom('n;r which results in a mathematical conclusion. Besides
I't'irrg idealistic and naive, this approachtends to become
rt'rluctionistic-defining people, for example,only in relar rr)rrship to their work (homo faber) or economic activiry
In the process,the spiritual nature of
llr,rrrrooeconomicus).
rple
is
neglected.
I't'r
When we look at Ellul'sentire corpuswe seethe resultof
rlrrs consciouslyconceived dialectic as an epistemological
r,,r,l ro comprehend reality. With a methodologicalplan
, {'n( cived as early as 1947-43,and from which he has never
l, 1r.1p1cd,
Ellul'sworksform a whole:
I-hewriting I had undertakenin a tenrativeframeof mind
,rtsumed
a progressively
bettersrrucrure.
The wholeof it is a
( ()mposition in counterpoinr. Every sociological analysis of
t
''

llllul, "Mirror of theseTen Years," The Christian Century
f.rt..1rrcs
, ' ( l ; t . h r u a r y1 8 , 1 9 7 0 ) ,p . 2 0 1 .
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(not in the senseof replying,but in that of
mine is answered
noting the otherdialecticalpole)by a biblicalor theological
I
analysis.I
To The TechnologlcalSociet) correspond The Meaning of the
City (the city epitomizing human technique)and Apocalypse,
which "setsforth the dialectical position I can have in regard
to society, human works, and especially technique."32The
Politics of God and the Politics of Man brings a dialectical
counterpoint to ThePolicicallllusion.The consequenceof this
overarchingdialectic throughout all of his works is that one
must
' read widely in his corpusor risk misinterpretation.
At a third level, the theological one, the historical and
epistemologicaldialectics combine. According to Ellul the
biblical revelation provides the prototypical dialectic, for
dialectic "is specificallya biblical concept," in contrast to
philosophical thinking which tends to resolveand eliminate
contradictions.33This biblical or theological dialectic functions at both of the levels just discussed:it is a mode of
rhinking, an epistemologicalorientation by which one understandsthe scriptures,and a mode of Christian existenceor
"style of life" within history itself.
In addition to the five examplesof biblical dialectic
alreadymentioned,severalothersdemonstratejust how thoroughly Ellul carriesout this hermeneutic. He interprets the
Bible asa whole and eachof im individual topicsdialectically.
His works on 2 Kings (The Politicsof Cod and the Politicsof
Man) and Revelation (Apocalypse)stand in dialectical relation to other books in his corpus, and the text itself, in its
structure,movement,organization,and relation to culture, is
read dialectically.r+
\7e alsoseethis by looking at how Eltul treatsscriptural
themes.Fourexamplesstandout. His commentson natural or
3 1 .l b i d .
p. 13.
32. SeeApocalypse,
33. Ellul, Humiliationof tlv'Vord, p. 253.
pp. 52.54.
34. Ellul, APocalyPse,
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p'sitive law leadone to think he is an absoluteiconoclast,but
.r t krserreadingwhich takesaccountof the dialectic shows
rlr;rthe considerscivil law to be ordainedby God, servingnot
,rrrly a useful but indispensablefunction.35A reciprocal
r.l;rtionship exists between divine and human law which
any dichotomy betweenthem, and thus the Chrisf'r.l1i['1i1r
f r,rnmust cultivate a "double attitude" to civil law.36\Uhile
r.t ognizingthe God-appointedroleof civil law,the Christian
n('\'crimaginesthat it can embodytrue justice or goodness.
llrrrrranlaw existsas "an intermediateentity'' betweenGod's
,rrl.rro2lcovenant and the final eschaton. It is a relative
rrrrtitution,but not merelyrelative,"becauseGod endowsit
,r rrlrdignity."lTOnly the dialecticalperspectivedoesjustice
r,r lroth perspectives.
Closely related to this treatment of divine and human
l.rrvis Ellul'spositionon the state. "The biblical perspective
,r'r.srhe stateasordainedby God, in harmonywith the divine
,,rrlt'r,and at the same time as the Beastof the Abyss, the
( ,rt'r[ Babylon."38It hasbeengiven the swordto restrainevil
rn(llrromotegoodbut at the sametime hasinflicted pain and
rrrllt'ringupon untold millions. While many Christians are
rlrrrt k to justify the statebasedon passages
suchasRomans13,
I llrrl, without denyingthosepassages,
drawsour attention to
rlrt'orherpoleof the dialecticby pointing out passages
suchas
| \;rnruel8, Zechariah1l:6, Ecclesiastes,
Matthew 4:9 and
.' | 4, :rnd I Corinthians l5:24-all of which castthe statein
r r,nrewhatnegativelight and challengeits validity. Chrisr r,rn\rnustneverseparatethemselves
from the political arena,
l, ,r r lurt would grant the state more uncontestedpower, but
rlr.rr involvementmust involve "a subtleinterplayof No and
\, ,, ot'approval and rejection, of caution and support, of
| ', l.r..1rrcsEllul, The TheologlcalFoundotionof Law (New York: Seabury,
, r , , r )P, . 6 8 .
r / l l ' r , 1 .p, . 1 0 0 .
I l l ' r , ,f p . 9 4 .
i ' l.r,,;rrcsEllul, Violence;Reflectionsfrom a Christian Perspective
(New
, , | :t.;rlrrrr!,1969),p. 2.
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impulsion and restraint."39 In short, the hermeneutic of
dialectic issuesforth in a dialectical mode of life.
A third exampleof this biblical dialectic is money:"The
Bibte contains contradictory texts about wealth."4oSeveral
New Testamentpassages
seemto condemn it and refer to it asa
god,
while someOld Testamenttexts "present
demonor false
wealth as a blessing,willed by God and pleasingto Him."4l
A final exampleis Ellul'streatment of "the world." Ellul,
aswe havenoted, is infamousfor his reputednegativism,and
it is easy to see why some label him as a world-denying
pessimist. But this reading of him is possibleonly to the
exrent that one disregardshis dialectical interpretation of
Scripture which demandsthat one embrace"the Bible'sdouble affirmation" about the world, that it is both loved and
lost.azThe dialectic seesthe world as the realm of absolute
rebellion and radical evil, but still of infinite value to God
becauseof his irrevocable [ove.a3His teaching on the city
likewisereflectsthe "double attitude" requiredby the biblical
text. The city is the purest form of technique,the epitome of
human pride and self-sufficiency,but at the same time the
model of the heavenly Jerusalem. Those who neglect the
dialectic either baptize the world without discrimination or
categoricallycondemn it and withdraw-neither of which,
accordingto Ellul, doesjustice to the text.
In addition to serving as an epistemologicaltool, the
theological dialectic issuesforth as a style of life within
history itself; it requires a peculiar mode of Christian existence. Dialectical tensions characterizethe Christian [ife:
"'We are invited to take part in a dialectic, to be in the world
39. JacquesEllul, The Ethicsof Freedom(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,

pp.434-435.
1976),

(DownersGrove,Ill.: InterVarsity
Ellul, MoneyandPower
40. Jacques
Press,
1984),p. 35.
4 1 .I b i d .
p. t72.
42. Ellul, Violence,
43. SeeEllul'sarticle" 'The \Uorld'in the Gospels,"Kaallagete5.l
(Sprine1974\:16-73.
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lrrrtnot of it,"44To usethe metaphorof the city, Christians are
r, l'recity dwellersbur not city builders,fully participatingin
rr\ life but maintaining "a dialectic between staying and
Ir':rving,preservingand judgment."4s
Christian existenceoperatesat the juncture or boundary
lrt'tw€€Dtwo realms, the Already and Not Yet of God's
I rngdom,and this forcesthe Christian into what Ellul callsan
";rgonistic"style of life: literally, a contesr or struggling.+o
I lrus,the believerlives "at the point of contact betweentwo
r rrrrents:the will of the Lord, and the will of the world.rt4?
By
lrving out this boundaryline existence,which is admittedly
.rgtrnistic,
the Christian reintroducestrue dialecticaltensions
,rrrrlcreative,revolutionarypossibilitieswithin the historical
I't()cess.In short, the Christian acts as a fermentingfactor
rrrrhin history,and should, when the dialectic is lived out,
playthe mostfruitful, the mostpositive,the mostoriginal
role possible:putting the tension into societyand thus
keeping it alive. He restoressociety'sability to develop. He
offersa truly revolutionary interprerarion of life. And it is
preciselyhe alone who can play this role. He causespositive,
living, and fruitful contradictionto gush forrh in the heart
of a society which prefersto be simplex and which pretends
rtl deny and resolvethe contradictions . . . This
contradiction is not something to avoid. It needsrather to
he brought out as strongly as possible,not for opposition's
sake,but in order that this man, this society, this state, even
if one is opposedto rhem, should live; for without this
c()ntradictionthey would die.18
I I l i fl u l , W o l en c e ,p . 2 6 .
f ', fircquesEllul, The Meaningof theCiry (Crand Rapids:Eerdmans,
r ' t , ' r ) )p, p . 7 4 - 7 5 ,8 4 .
f t' f.rcquesEllul, The Presence
of the Kngdom (Philadelphia:
r \ r s r n ) r n s r €1r ,9 5 1 ) ,p p . 2 0 - Z l .
f , l l ' r . 1 .p, . 2 ? .
f ', f.rcques
Ellul, ToVillandto Do (Philadelphia:Pilgrim Press,1969),
il t07-109.
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Armed with a dialectical interpretationof Scripture, the
whole of Christian existenceworks out a dialectical relationship in the world.
The Presenceof the Kingdom
First published in 1948 (Geneva: Roulet),
and later in England (London: SCM Press, 1951) and the
United States (Philadelphia: rVestminster,1951; then New
York: Seabury, 1967), Prl,senceau monde moderne:Probllmes
is one of Ellul's shortest but
de Ia ciuilisationpost-chrd,cienne
mest seminal works. He has often remarkedthat it servesasan
introduction to his entire corpus.This is so not in a formal but
of cheKingdomcontains in
in a material way, for The Presence
germinal form ideas and themes which in later works reach
fu[ maturity and find specializedtreatment. For this reason
its republication is an especiallywelcomeoccasion.
The book deservesa wide readershipnot only becauseit
is the necessaryprimer for all Etlul study (it is the first book
one should read by him), but becauseit examinesissuesthat
remain perennial problems in church and society. Far from
about trendy issues(as
being a popular writer who generalizes
is sometimessaid of him), Etlul demonstratesin this book a
timelessquality in his ability to examineissuesfar aheadof his
time in a creative way. Despite its having been written a
generation ago, The Presenceof the Kingdom will provoke new
dialoguetoday (seehis Preface).Severalof its themesdeserve
specialmention.
According to Ellul, human history does not unfotd by
any logical or causal process,and much less by any divine
predeterminism (he would never consider the question from
that perspectiveanyway). Rather, he contends that history is
open, that there is an ambiguity in its direction that depends
in a radical way upon the choicespeople make. If in the past
Ellul hassoundedasif he believesthat history is locked.into an
undeviating courseof despairand fatalism, that is only be-
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t ,rrrs€
he judgesthat we havepersisrentlymadepoorchoices,r, wors€still and more often the case,no choiceat all ("fate
('l)crates
only when peoplegive up").
In his most recenrwritings, Ellul drawsour artenrion to
rlrc idea that, accordingro the biblical revelation,today we
lrvc in the seventhdayof creation.aeThis is the dayof "God's
rt'sr"when human activity assumes
eternal importance.This
vrcwrejectsthe God of mechanisticprovidence(ashe saysin
l'lv Presence
of the Kingdom, God does not drive history as a
, lrrrufferdrives a car), but neither does ir imply that God is
rrr..lifferent
or absent,for he is supremelya God of love.Once
,rg;rin,w€ are in the presenceof a deeply personal and
,lr;rlccticalrelationshipbetweenGod and humanity. AccordrnHro the biblical revelation,God neverconstrainsus.He is a
t i,'tl who shocksus by repenting of planned judgment, who
. lr:rngesHis plans according to human decisions,who an\\r'(.rsprayer, who refusesto violate us, and who patiently
.rrllcrsour folly. Nevertheless,history is not a random se'lrr('nceof eventswithout a goal, nor are peoplecompletely
',,lcpendentbeforeGod. Indeed, the universalsalvationof
,rII c rearionis a fact of which Ellul iscertain. !7e find ourselves
r 'rlf lenged with "la grande proclamation"5Ofound in Deurr'ronr)rrr)and repeatedthroughout the prophets:"l have set
I'r'lorc you life and death, the blessingand rhe curse. So
r lr,ose life in order that you may live" (Deuteronomy30:19).
I lrt' lmbiguity of history awaitsthe choiceswe make.
Ellul'.s
sociologicalstudieshaveled him to concludethat
,r','lrrve madeand continue to makepoor choices,so that in a
,r.ry we have indeed set ourselveson a path of collective
.,rr.itle.His apocalypricvision of the world is well-known,but
rr rs[r)od to examineit here. In a sensea type of "necessity"
lr,rrI riurophed.Again, this hasno connotationwhatsoeverof
,rr.lrrcrable
destinyor deterministiccausality.It meansthat
f , '.r'e his Ce queje crois,Part III, Chapter l, "Le septidmejour," pp.
r.'Jl.
I llrrl, Ce queje crois,p. 209.
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responsiblehuman freedom has capitulated and refused to
make difficult choices.
\Ue can illustrate this surrender of human freedom
through Ellul's treatment of technique. Ellut is by no means
an anti-technist. In fact, he hassaidon severaloccasionsthat
we might well be served by more, not less, technique; and
forty yearsago, in the presentvolume, he declaredthat God
can usetechnique. Technical progressis "neither exclusively
positivenor totally negative. . . [andl I would certainly never
wish to maintain that technologywas to be dep[ored."51The
questionis one of meansand ends.Ellut definestechniquenot
asmachineryor anydeviceor procedure,but as"nothing more
than meansand the ensemblc
of means."52
The problem arises,
though, when meansand endsareseparated,so that technical
means no longer have any end except absolute, rational
efficiency ("the one best way'') and are no longer sublect to
outside value judgments. "The one best way'' of efficiency is
alwaysthe self-selectingand self-justifyingend. At this point
people no longer have a choice, becausetechnique choosesfor
them, and a[ proposedends becomesuperfluous.Thus technical means have become totalitarian and landed us in an
apocalypticsituation.53We have madeour own bed and now
we must sleepin it.
Ellut contends, however, that another option remains
open to us: the Christian way,which refusesto separatemeans
and ends. In JesusChrist the meansand the end are joined.
51. JacquesEllul, "The Technological Revolution and lts Moral and
Political Consequences," in The EvolvingVorB andTheology, edited by
JohannesMetz (New York: Paulist Press,1967), pp. 100, 10?. For other
of
refutations of the charge that Ellul rejects technique, see The Presence
the Kingdom(pp. 24, 87), Perspectives
On Our Age (pp. 70, 82, 108),
Autopsy of Rewlution (New York: Knopf, 1971, p. 275\, and Hope in Time
of Abandonment(New York: Seabury, 1973, pp. 73?-238).
52. Ellul, The TechnologicalSociety,p. 18. Ellul's emphasis.
53. For a fuller treatment of technique, consult Ellul's trilogy: The
TechnolngicclSociety ( 1954), The TechnologicalSystem (1977\, and I-e
( 1988). The third volume movesfrom examining
Bluff technologie
techniqucto analyzingtechnologleor the various discoursesand studies of
technique, which studies Ellul considersto be an enormous bluff.
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I h is waydemandsa revolutionarystyle of life and "presence"
r'rrhin human history and sreadfastlyrefusesro cave in to
,lcspair.what rhe world needsmosr Christianity alone can
,'flt'r-a rrue revolution within history today. According to
l:llrrl, modennattempts at revolution are dead, and he has
\rrrrren their auropsy.5a
For Ellul, who is perhapsthe firsr
"lrlrclslisn theologian," christianity is nothing if it is not
r.r',rlutionary.But we need to be careful about how we
.rrr(.rtrpr
to facilitatethe revolution.
contrary to advocaring withdrawal from the world or
,rsrng a lifeboar erhic, Ellul challengdsus to embraceand
l,rcscrvethe world. God alonewill effecrour separarionin his
, '\r'nIime. This resoluteengagement
requiresa dialecticaland
,r|:r)ni.sric
style of life which remainsvery much in the world
,'\'('nas it rejectsworldliness(cf. John l7). To be in the world
.rl',' lsqsires us to understandit in both its material and
.l'rrirualaspecrs,a task Ellul has undertakenin his sociologi,,rl ;rnd theological works and which he challengesus ro
l'r'rr.r. 81'rejectingthe twin perilsof spiritualization(which
rr.glccrsrnarerialrealities) and capitulation (which simply
,rrlt ,|r5 one of the world'smany different options that appears
t,' l1;11p6nize
with Chrisrianity), the Christian playsa truly
r rr',rriverole and gives meaning and direction to history,
,rlrr,.'hotherwisehas no logic or certitude.
Furthermore,what is first requiredof the Christian is not
,r,rr()^(althoughthat cannot be neglected)bur a presence,a
rt r lt' .f [ife, an attitude, a special mode of existence. Few
r*r rJrlg,of'course,will find this advice very heartening,but
rlr,rrr,rrlyrevealsour irrepressiblepredispositionfor and en,l,rr..rcnt ro rhe alternativeof absolutetechnical efficiency.
\,rr lrt'nricChrisrian existencetrustsin the powerof the Holy
'.1rrrr t() give
our "presence"a revolutionaryand explosive
r,,r,r' rn history. By incarnating their God-given identity as
I,;'lr| , urlt, and sheep,Christians effecta presentreality of the
| ,'11r1rrr
.f God which will be culminatedin the future.
' | ' ,,
.' lr is r\urpr) of Reuolution(New York: Knopf, 19?l ).
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There are no guarantees,of course, that Christians will
effect this revolution. In fact, our track record is mixed at
best. But that indicts our own choices, not God's character.

Thus:
A Christian ought to understandhis responsibilityin this
adventure,for Christianity (and God) will nor acr ipsofacn
in this sense.This advenrureis not the cburseof history,
which will go on, whether we wish it or not. It may be
realized,and it may not be realized.God may acr, or He may
not act, and when God wishesto acr He ought to find
instrumentswhich are suppleand obedient,readyfor His
use.We ought to remind ourselvesconstantlyof the lesson
given us in the Scriprures,that God rarely actsin a
transcendentmanner;on the contrary, as a rule He chooses
a human instrumenrro accomplishHis work. Now in this
work of God, which is actuallydecisive,will God find the
[peoplelHe needsls5

choosing life and integrity for this call to responsibility
constitutesrhe only possibilityfor meaningfulhistory today.
DeNrel B. CISNoENTN
VlilhamTyndoh Collcge
FarmingtotrHilb, Michigan
January1989

55. Ellul, Presance
of .tv Kindgom,p. 90.
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