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      Introduction

      
         
         On Trying to Speak in Babel

         
      

      
      The contemporary West is marked by the breakdown of communication at the highest institutional
         level.[1] There is no need to imagine some past golden age in which all parties existed in
         harmonious agreement; recent events have amply demonstrated the malfunctioning of
         the legal and communicative frameworks which structure communal western life. Indeed,
         a prominent law professor interprets the degraded status of verbal reasoning in our
         political processes as part of “the perfect verdict on our times.”[2] Jonathan Turley, Shapiro Professor of Public Interest Law at George Washington University,
         laments the egregious misuse of his own testimony (and the figure of James Madison,
         on whom Turley is an expert) by both political parties in the presidential impeachment trial in early 2020. Turley’s words
         were ripped from their original context, separated from his intentions and conscripted
         simultaneously into opposing sides in a political war: “It was the first entirely
         dubbed trial where advocates simply supplied the words that fit with their case rather
         than reality.” He described the “real takeaway” of the trial thus: “It really did
         not matter what anyone had to say.” Turley saw neither communicative speech nor active
         listening in the event, writing that “The trial was like watching a movie where the
         audience heard only the lines that they came to hear,” and “the trial could have had
         the sound turned off for the purposes of most viewers.”
      

      
      These mediatized descriptions in Turley’s account merit attention. He notes the unfortunate
         role played by news and cable networks, who construct and transmit simple, contradiction-free
         narratives telling their target audience precisely what they want to hear. It is worth
         asking to what extent Turley’s experience—of having one’s words and images turned
         against one’s own intentions—is simply one instance of generalized communicative conditions
         in a society deeply impacted by the invention of the camera and the tape recorder.
         But most importantly, Hurley highlights the crucial role of representation in such
         a trial. If anyone is to blame for this lack of communication, it is the people, the
         viewers, us: “We are all to blame.” In this televised “echo-journalism,” the words show trial take on a more literal and visible meaning than ever before. As a lawyer, Turley describes
         what he sees as an unfortunately accurate case of political representation. In his
         account, the impeachment trial (and the government as a whole) portrays a divided
         American people closed off to discussion, for whom a string of incommunicative bipartisan
         accusations and blocked ears replaces any careful consideration of argument, evidence,
         or dialogue.
      

      
      If Turley’s description is taken as a “sign of the times”—giving this term the full
         theological weight implied in Christ’s usage thereof (Matt 16:3)—the question of how
         to interpret this sign naturally follows. As Christ’s statement points back to the
         prophet Jonah, the present essay will seek an interpretive guide in the writings of
         a modern-day prophet, the twentieth-century French historian of institutions and theological
         ethicist Jacques Ellul.
      

      
      To diagnose and respond to these communicative crises, this book proposes an original
         reading of Ellul’s works, focusing on the theme of presence as a potential resource for theological communication ethics for the present time.
         Ellul’s use of this tricky term (which I will address below) spans his entire oeuvre,
         which he intended as an ensemble to be grasped as a whole. In addition to offering
         resources for contemporary theological communication ethics, examining this theme
         allows us to understand Ellul’s corpus in a new way. Analyzing this term in Ellul’s
         work brings out his important but overlooked response to a generation of thinkers
         with their own complex and critical relations to the term ‘presence’—Michel Foucault,
         Jacques Derrida, Jacques Lacan, Gilles Deleuze, and other French intellectuals in
         the nineteen-sixties and seventies, who were more or less associated with terms such
         as “structuralist,” “poststructuralist,” or “postmodern.” Because this generation
         of thinkers has been highly influential in much subsequent Anglophone academic theology,
         drawing out Ellul’s response provides a critical foil for examining other theological
         responses and appropriations of these thinkers’ work. I argue that giving Ellul a
         new hearing can make a fruitful intervention in these theological and communicative
         conversations. My whole study attempts to avoid what Kierkegaard called “the basic
         error of modern times”: “that everywhere people are occupied with the what they are to communicate—not with what communication is.”[3] 
      

      
      In the remainder of this introduction, I will briefly describe the reception of this
         twentieth-century French thought in anglophone theology, show why Ellul is a helpful
         figure to help us explore this relation, and offer some clues as to what ‘presence’
         might mean for Ellul.
      

      
      Theologically Questioning an 
Intellectual Inheritance
      

      
      The US Senate is not the only forum in which communicative relations are in question.
         A quip by Cambridge theologian Sarah Coakley—who, during her keynote presentation
         at the Society for the Study of Theology Conference in April 2016, asked “Am I the
         only Lacanian in the room?”—offers an entry point to the communicative issues linked
         to the Anglophone theological reception of this strand of twentieth-century French
         thought.[4]  That Coakley assumed a general familiarity with the rather arcane writings of the
         twentieth-century French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan implies that she probably was
         not, in fact, the only Lacanian in the room. This throwaway remark left me, a first-year
         doctoral student in theological ethics, with the question: why assume that Christian
         theology should be aware of, in dialogue with—or as Coakley’s remark seems to imply,
         somehow appropriating—the thought of Jacques Lacan? To what extent is such a dialogue
         possible?
      

      
      The question came again in September 2017 during French feminist philosopher Michèle
         Le Dœuff’s keynote lecture at “The Power of the Word International Conference V: The
         Prophetic Word: Poetry, Philosophy, and Theology in Conversation” (organized by the
         Heythrop Institute for Religion and Society, together with Regent’s Park College at
         the University of Oxford). As an interdisciplinary conference, there are sound reasons
         for such an important dialogue between these disciplines, though the encounter and
         attendance seemed weighted towards the theological voice. But after listening to Le
         Dœuff’s presentation, I had the impression that she had no idea why she was invited.[5] She clearly was not interested in (or hopeful that there could be) a constructive
         dialogue between philosophy and theology; she recounted having once tried to read
         the Bible with another philosopher, then spent the rest of her time reminiscing about
         feminist political involvement in the late twentieth century. Far from pursuing any
         nuanced or inclusive dialogue with theologians, these latter comments instead visibly
         offended the continental catholic female scholars seated across from me, who rolled
         their eyes and sighed as Le Dœuff lauded the expanded access to abortion granted during
         late-twentieth-century sexual liberation movements in France. It seemed to me that
         Le Dœuff was not at all interested in dialogue; why, indeed, was she invited?
      

      
      Expanding my focus on Lacan to include the generation of French thinkers associated
         with labels such as “structuralism,” “post-structuralism,” “critical theory,” or (perhaps
         the most slippery of these titles) “postmodernism,” it becomes evident that a significant
         amount of the academic theology produced in the United Kingdom in recent decades engages
         this “golden age of French theory.”[6] These two examples could be supplemented with many other western theologians on both
         sides of the Atlantic who draw significantly on Lacan, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault,
         Jean-François Lyotard, Emannuel Levinas, Gilles Deleuze, and other members of this
         generation.[7] I am not implying that this is a unified tradition of theology interacting with a
         unified philosophical tradition; both traditions are diverse in their engagement.
         I only wish to point out that however one understands this engagement, much of contemporary
         theology in the United Kingdom and North America views itself as in dialogue with
         structuralism. Of course, Christian theology has been in some form of dialogue with
         philosophy since the former’s inception; I am investigating one form this relation
         takes today to see if, and in what manner, such dialogue might bear fruit.
      

      
      A major emphasis of this book is the inseparability of the word from the speaker.
         The questions discussed are ethical because they relate to life, particularly as they
         have arisen in my life. It would be dishonest and counterproductive to pretend to
         a purely objective and detached discourse. This book grows out of my own intellectual
         journey, from a fairly standard version of contemporary North American evangelical
         Christianity, through a critical turn in confrontation with the writings of Jacques
         Ellul, followed by intense self-questioning in confrontation with structuralism and
         some of its contemporary incarnations. It is fair to say that after my master’s studies
         in what is now the Division of Philosophy, Art & Critical Thought (PACT) at the European
         Graduate School—where structuralist thought forms a curricular focus, and faculty
         have included Derrida, Baudrillard, Lyotard, and Žižek—I was surprised at how well
         I was prepared to understand much of contemporary academic theology.
      

      
      For example, an incarnational question in this vein concerns the relation between
         bodies and language, between the word and the flesh. In her contribution to the recent
         volume Lived Theology, McClintock Fulkerson writes: “I used poststructuralism to destabilize fixed meaning
         . . .”[8] She notes that “Lived theology is about bodies,”[9] implying bodies as opposed to texts, and focusing on non-linguistic elements of communication. She ends by questioning
         the “final authorizing factor” of theological claims, but notes that “any attempt
         to portray real closure in our reflective musings on the faith would be at odds with
         the open-endedness of our lives and God’s creative and redemptive activity in the
         world.”[10] This use of structuralist thought, whose critical power often derives from intensely questioning
         human-language relations, seems faithful; but does not such use finally undercut her
         ability to speak? If theology is primarily a ‘reflective musing’ defined by open-endedness
         and lack of closure, isn’t ethics hamstrung from the outset?[11] Her faithful use raises further questions: to what extent is this simply direct appropriation of structuralism? If so, is it appropriately critical, or indiscriminately appropriative?
         In what sense is such use meaningfully theological? What, if anything, is the difference
         between theological and philosophical discourses? To what extent can such appropriation
         happen without detriment to either philosophy or theology? In what way might such
         a strong body/language opposition be faithfully theological?
      

      
      The present book thus understands itself as an exploration of a relation between contemporary
         protestant Christian theology and the influential ‘structuralist’ tradition in continental
         philosophy, in a charitable manner that tries to take both seriously.[12] Specifically, I intend to explore in what way the former can or should engage in
         dialogue with the latter. As such, I aim to contribute toward an inquiry about contemporary
         theological ethics of communication, posing questions about theological dialogue and
         the meaning of the word for faith, today.
      

      
      Because my exploration takes shape through a reading of Ellul (himself a contemporary
         of this philosophical tradition), this is a consciously one-sided exploration. While
         I attempt to treat structuralism fairly, the reader who expects long developments
         on the thought of Derrida or Deleuze will be disappointed. Instead, I examine Ellul’s
         writings to draw out his confrontation with this generation of thinkers and elucidate
         his response, examining it as a resource for theological ethics of communication today.
      

      
      One-Sided Dialogue? 

      
      It is an open question whether this theology/philosophy interaction might be a one-sided
         dialogue (as I have suggested regarding Le Dœuff), with theologians appropriating
         philosophers who ignore or even despise them and Christian faith. Slavoj Žižek provides
         a good case for study. When interviewed for Bad Subjects magazine, Žižek described
         himself as “a fighting atheist”:
      

      
         Bad Subjects: You’ve also left some of your readers scratching their heads over the
            positive things you’ve been writing about Christianity lately. What is it in Christianity
            you find worthy?
         

         
         Žižek: I’m tempted to say, “The Leninist part.” I am a fighting atheist. My leanings
            are almost Maoist ones. Churches should be turned into grain silos or palaces of culture.[13] 
         

      

      His books clarify his strategic engagement with Christianity. He begins The Fragile Absolute thus: 
      

      
         One of the most deplorable aspects of the postmodern era . . . is the return of the
            religious dimension in all its different guises . . . How is a Marxist, by definition
            a ‘fighting materialist’ (Lenin), to counter this massive onslaught of obscurantism?
            . . . instead of adopting such a defensive stance, allowing the enemy to define the
            terrain of the struggle, what one should do is to reverse the strategy by fully endorsing
            what one is accused of: yes, there is a direct lineage from Christianity to Marxism;
            yes, Christianity and Marxism should fight on the same side of the barricade against
            the onslaught of new spiritualisms—the authentic Christian legacy is much too precious
            to be left to the fundamentalist freaks.[14] 
         

      

      This trend continues in his introduction to The Puppet and the Dwarf, which explicitly suggests that shunned historical materialist thought ought to speak
         in theological language to receive a new hearing.[15] 
      

      
      Taking Žižek at his word, it is unsurprising to see him pursuing theological themes
         or engaging with theologians. But this engagement is explicitly and avowedly ironic
         (i.e., not intended to be taken at face value) as concerns his own relation to belief,
         and subversive towards those who claim to believe in a non-ironic sense.[16] In The Monstrosity of Christ, co-authored with theologian John Milbank, Žižek sees in Christ’s cry “My God, My God,
         why have you forsaken me?” Christianity’s admission that there is no God, its own
         ironic self-undermining. Reviewing Monstrosity, John D. Caputo summarizes:
      

      
         Just as in psychoanalysis, Žižek says elsewhere, the treatment is over when the patient
            realizes there is no “Big Other” (God or Man, Nation or Party, Father or Big Brother,
            Lacan’s symbolic order or what Derrida called the “transcendental signifier”). For
            Milbank . . . Christ represents a magnificent monstration of God’s love for the world,
            which takes the form of the excessive “paradox” of God-made-man. For Žižek . . . Christ
            is the monstrous moment of the death on the cross in which God himself loses faith
            and confesses the death of God, which is the theological result demanded by the “dialectic.”
            So the whole book unfolds as a theological and Christological bidding war aimed at
            deciding whether paradox or dialectic holds the most chips when it comes to making
            matter matter more. In this corner Milbank’s radically orthodox theology with a straight
            face, in that corner Žižek’s radically ironic, heterodox and subversive theology.[17] 
         

      

      
      Caputo describes this as more of a fight, a “bidding war,” than a dialogue. The fight
         is not unproductive: the book is a “first rate exchange” with substantial agreement,
         with both authors’ eccentric readings of Hegel constituting the book’s core. He notes
         that Milbank seems to perceive that Žižek is up to a certain mimicry, “offering us
         an atheism that takes every opportunity to mime theology.” According to Caputo, Žižek
         thinks “Milbank’s ontology of peace is so much fantasy . . . Žižek is a realist in
         the sense that he is encouraging us to realize that help is not on the way, that no
         one is going to save us, save ourselves.” 
      

      
      Overall, Caputo finds the dialogue frustratingly ironic for both authors:
      

      
         What strikes me first about the debate is the irony by which both positions are sustained,
            both the ironic materialism of Milbank and the ironic religion of Žižek. Milbank makes
            no bones about the fact that the goal of his argument is to lie down in green pastures
            with his friends on the other side . . . [Žižek’s] whole point, as he says elsewhere,
            is subversive: to build a Trojan-horse theology, to slip the nose of a more radical
            materialism under the Pauline tent of theology in order to announce the death of God
            . . . For truth to tell, Žižek doesn't think there is a God himself who dies. Never
            was. The treatment is over when we realize that . . . He discusses Christian doctrines
            like the Trinity, the Incarnation and the Crucifixion the way an analyst talks with
            a patient who thinks there is a snake under his bed, trying patiently to heal the
            patient by going along with the patient’s illusions until the patient is led to see
            the illusion . . .[18] 
         

      

      Caputo returns to the fight metaphor, noting the debate’s violence. 
      

      
         I move finally from irony and incredulity to alarm—about the violence of this book.
            Žižek has not the slightest compunction about invoking violence . . . Milbank . .
            . batters our ears with a barrage of rhetorical violence, with the vintage violence
            of theological imperialism . . . a disturbing and dogmatic theological dismissiveness
            of anyone who disagrees with him . . . Milbank and the authors who swim around him
            in the “school” of “Radical Orthodoxy” flatter themselves with the insufferable conceit
            that the entire world may be divided into either medieval Thomistic metaphysicians—or
            nihilists! They remind us, in case we might have forgotten, why no one trusts theology.
         

      

      While perhaps Caputo’s polemic unhelpfully represents other Radical Orthodoxy writers,
         he seems to read Žižek in line with the above citations. Caputo’s commentary nicely
         encapsulates my question: is this, or can this really be, a dialogue at all? And if
         theological speech is violent, has there not been a wrong turn somewhere? 
      

      
      Žižek seems to think it was not a dialogue, or that it stopped being one. God in Pain, written with theologian Boris Gunjević, starts with Gunjević citing an e-mail exchange
         between Milbank and Žižek:
      

      
         Time to conclude. When, at the beginning of his reply to my reply, Milbank claims
            that, in my previous reply, I merely reiterated my main points, without properly engaging
            with his specific arguments, my reaction is that this, exactly, is what he is doing
            in his second reply—a clear sign that our exchange exhausted its potentials. So, since
            we are both reduced to reiterating our positions, the only appropriate way for me
            is to conclude the exchange.[19] 
         

      

      As in the US impeachment trial, the dialogue seems to have failed. Far from suggesting
         that there is no fruit to glean from theological engagement with Žižek or post-structuralism—on
         the contrary, I think that I have generously reaped benefits of such engagement—I
         am questioning if, at the moment, dialogue with structuralism might be precisely what theology should not desire. 
      

      
      In this inquiry, I seek a response to structuralism that upsets a binary laid out
         by James K.A. Smith. In a popular work, Smith provocatively analyzes what theology
         must be after taking postmodernism seriously (perhaps justifying Caputo’s wider critique
         above): “a ‘radical orthodoxy’ is the only proper outcome of the postmodern critique
         . . . ”[20] In a more academic register, he allows two options: “there are two ways to be postfundamentalist:
         emergent or catholic.”[21] On the following page, he recounts beginning with the “emergent,” “anti-institutional
         trajectory,” then gravitating towards the “catholic” side. He cites “a criticism often
         levelled at my work by a certain stream of theologians, often emerging from Scotland
         . . . from the Barthian tradition that does not entertain the possibility of a Christian philosophy . . . ”[22] Without commenting on the possibility of Christian philosophy, this book (in tandem with structuralist thought) interrogates
         the role philosophy plays in ethics, language and community. In other words, Smith
         might be right, but only if one accepts the terms laid out in the “postmodern critique”;
         the binary emergent/catholic response already assumes that speech operates within
         a philosophical framework.
      

      
      In some ways, this book is prefigured by Smith’s comment: it emerges from research
         undertaken in Scotland, from a more or less Barthian tradition, and if decidedly not anti-institutional, does stem from a specific approach to institutions that will come
         out in due course. However, I believe my treatment is original—it is expressed in
         a register more Kierkegaardian than Barthian, and my entire interest is in how these
         seemingly philosophical questions bear on our time. In this book, I describe elements of what I see as a distinctly protestant response.
         It is protestant in the true sense of protest. To borrow from Žižek as cited above,
         it will refuse to allow the enemy to define the terrain of the struggle. Or more precisely,
         leaving the fight metaphor, it refuses to fight, but perhaps also to speak. I propose
         to accomplish this through an original reading of Jacques Ellul.
      

      
      What Does Bordeaux Have to Do with Paris? 

      
      Why choose Jacques Ellul to examine the theological and communicative issues surrounding
         structuralism? Ellul, who is better known for his critical sociology of technique than for any philosophical dialogue, might seem a surprising interlocutor for this
         inquiry. He admittedly lacked the interest and vocabulary for profound engagement
         with philosophical thought.[23] Moreover, he often expressly refused using philosophical works—he refused employing
         Heidegger’s thought, as he was already aware in 1934 of the German philosopher’s National
         Socialist affiliations.[24] He polemically speaks of “ . . . the very great Heidegger, where everything is so
         profound, seductive, innovative, but who lacked the minimal lucidity to discern what
         national socialism was at its foundation. The several months of his adhesion to Nazism
         suffice for me to consider the rest of his work as nothing.”[25] 
      

      
      In fact, Ellul is an excellent choice for several reasons. First, his anti-philosophical
         approach in no way implies ignorance of philosophy. On the contrary, Ellul’s works
         are full of criticisms of Sartre, references to Bergson, dialogue with Ricœur, readings
         of and references to Nietz­sche, Jürgen Habermas, Jean Baudrillard, Adorno, Lacan,
         Deleuze, Simone de Beauvoir, and Foucault—not to mention his having read all of Kierkegaard’s
         and Marx’s works. 
      

      
      Second, there are important similarities between Ellul and structuralism. Both sharply
         criticized early and mid-twentieth-century European humanism. Many structuralist thinkers
         directed themselves against reigning intellectual institutions, to which they were
         often outsiders—like Ellul, a Bordeaux professor who often targeted Parisian intellectuals
         en bloc.[26]  Both Ellul and many structuralists viewed their projects as anti-philosophical,
         attacking metaphysical or ontological approaches, preferring to think within the confines
         of temporality, finitude, and limitation.
      

      
      Among secondary examinations of Ellul’s work, it is fitting to mention several authors
         who have compared Ellul to structuralist thought. Frédéric Rognon has masterfully drawn out Ellul’s
         dialogue with Nietz­sche, Ricœur, Freud, and Heidegger, all of whom play important
         roles for structuralist thinkers.[27] Patrick Chastenet has suggested that Ellul prefigured Deleuze, Foucault, Negri, Bourdieu,
         and Michel Serres.[28] Wagenfuhr has highlighted Ellul’s use of Claude Lévi-Strauss.[29]  The late Ellul scholar Darrel Fasching, Wagenfuhr, George Ritzer, Jacob Van Vleet
         and I have all juxtaposed Ellul and Lyotard.[30] Ritzer only briefly suggests a comparison; Wagenfuhr treats Ellul together with Lyotard’s
         The Postmodern Condition, coming close to a theme which I develop at length below (without the language of
         myth or narrative) in suggesting that “Lyotard’s narrative creates a myth of postmodernity
         that enables a self-justification that Ellul’s metanarrative finds both naive and
         dangerous.”[31] Van Vleet writes: “Ellul agrees with thinkers like Lyotard and Foucault for the most
         part. However, unlike these postmodern thinkers, Ellul is convinced that the solution
         to our technological predicament lies in the spiritual realm rather than strictly
         in the political sphere.”[32] He sees a rapprochement between Ellul and Foucault (on propaganda), Heidegger, Habermas,
         and Lyotard, and—unique among introductory treatments—puts Ellul alongside Herbert
         Marcuse and Paul Virilio, helpfully bringing Ellul into wider continental dialogue.[33] I will return to Fasching below.
      

      
      In a tribute after Ellul’s death, Stanley Hauerwas suggested Ellul’s similarity to
         Foucault:
      

      
      
         The only figure I can think of comparable to Ellul’s courageous imagination is that
            of his fellow Frenchman, Michel Foucault. They each looked on the world with a courageous
            imagination that allowed them to see the world as it is without flinching. The power
            of Foucault’s work is undeniable, but . . . many of us had been well prepared to face
            the realities of which Foucault’s work directed us by the courage of Ellul . . . what
            Ellul offers that Foucault cannot, is hope. Such hope is not based on false utopianism,
            but rather resides in the very intervention by Ellul’s work through which we know
            God matters.[34] 
         

      

      
      David Lovekin, treating Ellul’s theology as philosophy, joins Hauerwas to make a pair
         who recognize something interesting in Ellul’s use of language. Lovekin writes: 
      

      
         For Ellul, it is the poet using “traditional language” who holds the key, a notion
            that may be abstracted from the whole of his work but is found explicitly in no one
            work . . . In traditional language, the context is given by the community, by tradition,
            or by the body; in technical discourse, the word has only a systemic and contextual
            meaning that eschews the individual speaker or reduces words to the ravings of the
            merely individual, for example, to the discourse of the mad, which so fascinates many
            French intellectuals from Lacan to Foucault.[35] 
         

      

      And Hauerwas: “I was in seminary when I read The Presence of the Kingdom. I am sure I did not understand it then and I am not sure I ‘get it’ now, but I understood
         enough to see here Christian language was working.”[36] 
      

      
      Gilbert Vincent gives the only essay-length treatment of Ellul and Foucault.[37] Vincent notes both the labor involved in juxtaposing the two thinkers, and their
         overlap. Both transcend disciplines, employ “phenomenological” styles, and reject
         traditional philosophy, shared radical epistemological critiques, “engaged themselves
         in converging progressions, not hesitating to interrogate the proud self-confidence
         of the modern subject . . .”[38] Both “renounce the paradigm of the instrument, paradigm of the human grip on the
         world . . . to recognize a strongly disturbing novelty, that of technique.”[39] Both are anti-Cartesians, believing that technique can alter who we are. The unclassifiable
         nature of both is their strength.[40] Crucially, their respective “anti-humanisms” proceed from critiques of all “onto-theology,”
         decisively establishing broad commonality between Ellul’s thought and Foucault’s Nietz­schean
         critiques. Vincent notes that Ellul’s Barthianism allowed him a “theological anti-humanism.”[41]  For Vincent, studying Foucault adds a historical component to reading Ellul.[42] He importantly asks whether the critiques of both thinkers overwhelm subjective freedom
         altogether, and also notes that Ellul precedes Foucault with something similar to
         the latter’s “biopower.” Finally, he notes the analytic and prophetic force of Ellul:
         “we should admit his intellectual power of anticipation to be among the most remarkable.”[43] 
      

      
      Ellul—A “Religious Postmodernist”?

      
      Though he ignores Ellul’s theology, Vincent establishes Ellul as closer to structuralist
         tradition than his readers may be wont to think. This book addresses Ellul’s theology,
         and it is precisely here that things become more interesting. Fasching, who does include Ellul’s theology (which he knows very well) dubs Ellul’s theology “post-Christian,”
         positioning Ellul and Lyotard on the same side of the barricade.[44] With a nod to Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition, Fasching focuses on the liberating force of decentered metanarratives, by which “Globalization
         created the postmodern city . . . The collapse of a metanarratives does not mean they
         disappear but that they function differently.”[45] Fasching traces this collapse to Nietz­sche, suggesting that “the social sciences
         did not just report the death of God, they provided the knife with which God was murdered.
         In such an apocalyptic world, Nietz­sche argued, norms would have to be replaced by
         the will to power and the transvaluation of all values . . .”[46] 
      

      
      For Fasching, “Ellul’s work can be understood as an exercise in postmodern, post-Christian
         theology.”[47] Viewing The New Demons and Apocalypse respectively as the “Rosetta stone of Ellul’s authorship” and Ellul‘s “crowning theological
         work,” Fasching compares Ellul’s critical approach to Derrida’s deconstruction, juxtaposing
         Derrida’s late work and Ellul.[48] Crucially, Fasching claims: “Ellul is a religious postmodernist. His religious postmodernism
         is able to deconstruct the endless dialectic of absolutism and relativism (the totalist
         temptations that feed each other in a technicist civilization) that plagues secular
         postmodernism and so exorcise the “new demons” of the postmodern world.”[49] Fasching develops this ‘religious postmodernist’ Ellul, emphasizing the repeated
         biblical injunction towards hospitality: “Hospitality is the direct embodiment of
         the holy” and “God is not found in sameness but in difference.”[50] Crucially, Fasching interprets a phrase in Ellul’s Humiliation of the Word (“. . . projects, utopias, intentions and doctrines—all these belong to the order
         of truth, and are known and created by the word”) as a “startling statement,” a “rehabilitation”
         of utopia.[51] He concludes the section thus: “Ellul’s apocalyptic critique. . . opens the door
         to the participation of Christians in the invention of a global ethic that might assist
         in helping human beings of all religions and cultures give birth to their utopian
         hopes.”[52]  Finally, Fasching proposes the postmodern city realized as utopia/eschaton: “Even
         the contemporary postmodern global technicist city, once desacralized, becomes open
         to its truly utopian destiny as the City of God, in which (to paraphrase the story
         of Pentecost) each speaks his or her own language and yet each is understood by all.”[53] 
      

      
      All of the secondary treatments mentioned have treated Ellul and structuralism as
         parallel lines, intersecting thematically but never actually. This is demonstrable
         with reference to Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition: despite various comparisons to Ellul’s thought, the secondary literature never notes that Lyotard’s book cites
         Ellul’s The Technological Society and The Technological System.[54]  The present book, by contrast, sees Ellul as contemporary with structuralism, seeking
         Ellul’s approach to these thinkers and his explicit and implicit responses to them.
      

      
      A Different Ellul? 

      
      My reading offers a different portrait of Ellul from that presented by 
Fasching. While Fasching is right to have juxtaposed Ellul and structuralism, his
         approach to both is worthy of investigation. I will emphasize the dynamic aspect of
         Ellul’s work: his views change over time, an element that has not received sufficient
         attention in interpreting his work.[55] 
      

      
      Ellul admits to a dynamism in his work, one that might furnish Fasching’s view of
         Ellul as a comfortably ‘religious postmodernist’—for example:
      

      
         I am not a ‘Calvinist,’ and if my reading of Calvin influenced me for a time, I have
            since distanced myself from him very significantly. Nevertheless, it is certain that
            the failure of almost all the attempts that I was able to make in a direction that
            I considered revolutionary gave me a very strong feeling . . . that radical political
            change is impossible. Has this modified my theology? . . . my evolution goes from
            a negative radicalism towards a more open theology, and I believe, since about 15
            years ago, more humanized. I do not think I have grown soft but I am less sectarian.
            In 1940 and again in 1945, theologically speaking, I was intransigent, I thought that
            there is “one” theological truth. I no longer believe this at all. My evolution has
            been in the direction of an opening . . . I thought that the world is separated from
            God, thus, ‘bad.’ I still believe this. But while I believed in a division in the
            judgement of God between lost, condemned men (to manifest the justice of God), and
            others who would be saved (to manifest his love), I am currently convinced of universal
            salvation, and I firmly believe that human history finally ends in the new creation
            with the resurrection.[56] 
         

      

      
      He elaborates the personal significance of this change: 

      
      
         This was a considerable mutation of my theological perspective, as is my absolute
            certainty that the encounter with Jesus Christ is not situated only at the level of
            a clear explanation of the faith but at the level of life . . . Insofar as I have
            come to this certitude of universal salvation, the explicit confession of Jesus Christ
            is not a condition of salvation . . . In these conditions, is it still worth the effort
            to proclaim Jesus Christ and talk about him? I reply yes, without hesitation, for
            when I find myself in the presence of completely hopeless people, crushed by woe,
            by the absence of a future, by injustice or loneliness, I must transmit to them the
            reason that I have found myself to hope and to live. In other words, the proclamation
            is no longer “Convert, or I’ll kill you,” but “You want to kill yourself, convert
            so you don’t kill yourself.”[57] 
         

      

      
      Ellul’s theology thus clearly shifts from a Calvinist double-predestination towards
         a firm belief in universal salvation. It remains an outstanding question whether Ellul’s
         comments on his new openness simply describe a change internal to his Christian faith
         and its effects on him, or concern all theological truth (more akin to Fasching’s
         reading). 
      

      
      Within Ellul’s corpus, Fasching is correct that Ellul’s Apocalypse: Architecture en movement (1975) marks the full manifestation of this change. Chastenet supports this reading:
         citing a personal letter from Ellul, he writes, “It is only in the course of a series
         of studies on the Apocalypse, begun in 1965, that he oriented himself towards the
         thesis of universal salvation.”[58] So, from the mid-1960s to 1975, Ellul undergoes a serious theological shift culminating
         in Apocalypse, in which reading Ellul as a theological “religious postmodernist” is plausible.
         I develop why Apocalypse brings this movement to a climax, constituting a break with most of Ellul’s previous
         theological approach. With this in mind, my treatment focuses on Ellul’s works before Apocalypse to examine how his theology shifted leading up to 1975.
      

      
      This reading casts fresh light on a standard reading of Ellul which emphasizes a dialectic internal to his work. It has often been said that Ellul’s work can be divided into two broad categories—one
         sociological and the other theological. These two ‘tracks’ employ two different methods
         of research which cannot be integrated with one another. There is certainly a great
         deal of truth to this, and it corresponds to how Ellul conceived of his work from
         the beginning. In his later work (i.e., 1970 and afterwards), Ellul places increasing
         emphasis on dialectic as a key to biblical interpretation, Jewish thought, and understanding
         his own work. But what exactly does dialectic mean? Certainly, it expresses a certain
         irreconcilable tension; but is this tension closer to a conversation, a dialogue, or to a logic, a principle of temporal development?
      

      
      This book is the fruit of a chronological reading of roughly 40 of Ellul’s books and
         some 250 of his articles. My treatment of Ellul is therefore extensive (but not comprehensive).
         In this chronological reading, I was struck by the palpable difference between Ellul’s
         earlier and later theological works. To make sense of this change, I offer a reconstruction
         of his thought showing that dialectic is not a static element in Ellul’s work; it
         wavers between these two filiations, shifting from an early dialogue of presence to a later theological dialectic (in the sense of a logical development over time). This unique account of Ellul’s shifting—of a specific absorption of presence into
         dialectic—marks this book’s most original contribution among secondary works on Ellul,
         one that makes sense of Ellul’s later, more blunt assertions of universal salvation.
         In order to make sense of both the strong structure of Ellul’s planned oeuvre and
         its dynamism over time, borrowing Apocalypse’s subtitle, I suggest that Ellul’s oeuvre is an architecture in movement. It has a structure whose different parts mutually illuminate one another, but it
         is not static; it changes over time, and the movement as much as the structure reveal
         its meaning.
      

      
      Ellul in Crisis

      
      Beyond elucidating how presence and dialectic shift over time in Ellul’s work, this
         book also highlights an unexplored element of Ellul’s life: his personal wrestling
         with structuralist approaches to language. My reading unearths a clear admission of
         personal crisis. An examination of this crisis exposes a more finely-grained account
         of Ellul’s theological transition. Ellul opens his 1972 L’Espérance oubliée (literally, Forgotten Hope; translated as Hope in Time of Abandonment, 1973) by recounting having passed through “. . . a severe trial by which everything,
         once more, was put in question. And not only in my most personal affections, or in
         the meaning of what I could attempt to undertake, but also in what has constituted
         the center of my person—or at least what I believe, which constitutes the center of
         my person, this faith so indisputable and that I experience as so fragile.”[59] He relates the shift manifested in this book as arising from this crisis, describing
         a move from an “intellectual formalism” towards more living theology, and a concomitant
         distancing from Barth: “This didn’t cause much of a stir and it was legitimate: a
         simple affair of ‘good’ theology (i.e., Barthian), because it was all already there
         in Barth. But I didn’t know what I was saying. There is an intellectual formalism
         which, while transmitting the words richest in meaning, voids them of their meaning.”[60] 
      

      
      Ellul never explicitly elucidates this crisis. Considering his life and works during
         this period, I suggest four items which may have combined to constitute a crisis:
         first, the death of his friend and mentor Jean Bosc in 1969, and the failure of their
         work with the French Reformed church; second, the 1970 death of Yves Charrier, with
         whom Ellul worked with troubled youth, and this demanding work itself; third, the
         political and intellectual climate of France in May 1968, which saw his hopes in Czechoslovak
         Marxism crushed, and nation-wide student riots, which for Ellul reflected fragility
         and fear; and finally, the rise of structuralism in the mid-late sixties. I examine
         these at length in chapter 4. It is conceivable that items one and two alone could
         have constituted a serious personal trial. His experience with disenfranchised youth
         forced him to reconsider the notion of humanity employed in his theology as too abstract,
         and item three represents disappointment and change of focus. In any case, this list
         is not comprehensive. But the fourth item is most interesting for my inquiry, and
         the least explored.[61] 
      

      
      While Fasching’s “religious postmodernist” reading is plausible if Ellul’s work in
         and after 1975 is emphasized, I argue that Fasching situates Ellul and structuralism
         too comfortably close to one another. This permits Fasching to present a sanitized
         version of structuralism and a reading of Ellul lacking the nuance of Ellul’s full
         trajectory. An important division between Ellul and structuralism concerns their respective
         approaches to language, which share similar analyzes, yet take more or less opposite
         positions.[62] In Victor Vitanza’s reading, Lyotard’s goal (and that of postmodernity in general)
         is “community outside of language.”[63] Especially in Libidinal Economy, Lyotard aimed for a community with no outside, no exclusion—inclusion of all singularities.
         While this may evoke a generally accepted postmodern goal, Vitanza’s suggestion for
         what Lyotard meant by ‘singularity’ was not a Disney-esque view of each one as unique
         and special, like a snowflake; rather, Vitanza proposes the killer in the film Silence of the Lambs, who captures women in order to remove skin from various parts of their bodies to
         make a female suit to wear. In other words, in this book, Lyotard recognizes that
         the dream of full inclusion means a certain death to societal community. While Lyotard
         later distanced himself from this treatment, it is a significant admission on his
         part, and in this book he even desires such an outcome.[64] Clearly, this desire does not bode well for the utopian postmodern global city described
         by Fasching in his closing sentence cited above.
      

      
      Presence as a Hermeneutical Key

      
      I have mentioned that dialectic has often been touted as a hermeneutical key to Ellul’s works; of all available options,
         why focus on presence instead of, say, the relation between freedom and necessity, or between hope and abandonment?
         First, I focus on presence because it forms a central element of Ellul’s oeuvre from
         its conception to its conclusion.[65] From the beginning, Ellul conceived his oeuvre with a structure, forming a whole
         but not a system: “I have not actually written a wide variety of books but rather
         one long book in which each ‘individual book’ constitutes a chapter.”[66]  Presence in the Modern World (1948) was Ellul’s intended introduction, and Reason for Being (1987) his conclusion. For the former, presence is clearly the driving factor; I show
         in chapter 1 that presence is at the heart of the conclusion as well. Furthermore,
         I include my interpretive summary of an unpublished handwritten article from 1936,
         “The Dialogue of Sign and Presence (Notes for a Christianity Learned by Heart),” to
         show that presence had a definitive content from the very outset (see Appendix I).
         Second, presence puts Ellul in dialogue with structuralism: many of these thinkers
         draw heavily on a Nietz­schean critique of presence in their works, which for Ellul
         represented and contributed to a crisis of western civilization. And third, following
         his confrontation with structuralism, Ellul’s theology of presence shifts—allowing
         us to see the movement of his work’s architecture. There have been numerous treatments of Ellul’s theology and work as a whole, yet none
         have adopted presence as their primary focus.[67] 
      

      
      So what does Ellul mean by presence? I will not attempt a precise definition here,
         though a few remarks might helpfully situate Ellul’s use of the term. It may be instructive
         to start with how Ellul understands God’s presence. Unlike certain Christian traditions
         which heavily emphasize the eucharistic bread and wine as the “real presence” of Jesus
         Christ’s body and blood, Ellul’s thinking—while not outright ignoring or scoffing
         at this approach—accentuates the Holy Spirit’s indwelling of the Church as constituting
         the privileged locus of Christ’s present action and lordship.[68] God’s presence thus grounds an ethical call for the church’s presence—i.e., to constantly
         attend to the guidance of the Holy Spirit as she lives out her role as ambassador
         of the Kingdom of Heaven vis-à-vis the world, as a sign of God’s current presence among humans. Stemming from his conversion experience,
         Ellul understands the Holy Spirit not as a principle of community or a permanent feature
         of creation, but as a person of the triune God acting freely in the world at specific
         times and places of the Spirit’s own choosing. Consequently, this approach to God’s
         presence means that a constant thrust of Ellul’s theology is the inability to ever
         grasp, control, or fully explain the freedom of the Spirit—despite what Ellul sees
         as the church’s constant attempts to do so, whether by capturing it in an institution,
         enclosing it in a theology, or installing it as a predictable and logical principle
         of historical events. This also explains Ellul’s concern with technique: as precisely
         this process of systematic grasping and controlling, technique excludes presence.
      

      
      Ellul’s protestant reading of biblical theology, furthermore, foregrounds God’s spoken
         Word as God’s chosen mode of presence with humans, the privileged medium for God-human relations. Ethically, the church should thus live the Word, should be the bodily presence of God’s word in space and time, in the hic et nunc. A theological ethic of presence is thus indissociably linked to the modalities and
         characteristics of the presence of God.
      

      
      These summary remarks show that presence closely intertwines with several other themes:
         spoken language, embodiment, signification and meaning, a certain understanding of
         space and time, free action, etc. The difficulty of presence comes from trying to
         think all these themes together. But if this thinking is done, it becomes plain that
         understanding presence will have ethical implications for thinking of and relating
         to language, the human body, space and time. Adapting Kierkegaard’s description of
         Christianity as an existence communication, we might say that presence is Ellul’s attempt to describe preconditions for the
         communication of Christianity—and to do so in a historical moment in which these conditions
         are less assumed than ever. These preconditions include bodily presence, in space
         and time, and meaningful spoken discourse. This simple trio offers a schema to diagnose
         the problems which major late modern developments in media and communications pose
         for Christian witness, and thus a ground for discussing what form such witness might
         take under these new conditions. I must note that while my treatment of Ellul on presence
         might border on a metaphysical description or criteria for ‘true’ or ‘real’ presence,
         it is not intended to give a systematic theology of presence, but to highlight what
         presence meant ethically for Ellul.
      

      
      Scripture already notes a close link between space, time, the spoken word, and Christ’s
         presence, as in statements like that of Paul in Rom 10:6–8 (citing Deut 30:14):
      

      
      
         But the righteousness that comes from faith says, “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who
            will ascend into heaven?’” (that is, to bring Christ down) “or ‘Who will descend into
            the abyss?’” (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). But what does it say? “The
            word is near you, on your lips and in your heart” (that is, the word of faith that
            we proclaim).
         

      

      
      At its most basic, this book aims to be nothing but an extended meditation on these
         themes. The communication ethics which I find in Ellul invites the church to abandon
         philosophy and eschew propaganda, to speak as the church, in temporal, embodied, and
         hopeful communication rooted in God’s faithful presence.
      

      
      Summary of Argument

      
      This book is divided into two sections: architecture and movement. In Apocalypse, Ellul thinks that the only way the book of Revelation can be understood is through
         a global understanding of the book’s symbolism in its overall biblical context, combined with a look at what the movement of the book does with this symbolism—i.e., the book’s
         symbolic architecture and its movement.[69]  I emulate this in my reading of Ellul, arguing that presence allows us to see both
         the architecture and movement of his theological ethics. “Architecture” describes
         constitutive elements of Ellul’s thought necessary to comprehend the study of Ellul’s
         historical evolution in “Movement”: grasping the movement presupposes a study of the
         structure. It is helpful to note that “Architecture” treats presence indirectly, laying
         the groundwork for understanding the term; the fullest discussion of what presence
         means comes in chapter 3.
      

      
      Chapter 1 of “Architecture” focuses on Ellul’s 1987 book Reason for Being: Meditations on Ecclesiastes, naming presence as a central theme in this conclusion to Ellul’s corpus. I argue
         that Reason most clearly displays the epistemological core of Ellul’s theology. Ellul reads Qohelet
         (Ecclesiastes’ prime narrator) and Kierkegaard through each other, seeing both as
         ironic anti-philosophical thinkers who wrestle with temporal limits. Kierkegaard’s
         focus on “contemporaneity with Christ” forms a central element of Ellul’s understanding
         of time, but Ellul modifies this by reading Kierkegaard through Qohelet. This describes
         the present time within which presence as an ethical term takes on meaning, showing
         how this present links time, language, and humanity. This treatment locates the concrete
         theological source and explanation for the relation of God to the world within which
         Ellul’s ethics is situated. Further, Ellul’s Qoheletian reading of Kierkegaard modifies
         Kierkegaard’s irony. While Kierkegaard wrote with an ironic relation between his words
         and his life, often saying the opposite of what he meant, Ellul’s irony is serious
         and self-critical. This serious relation to words makes structuralism’s emphasis on
         the separation of word and speaker so crucially problematic for Ellul.
      

      
      Chapter 2 of “Architecture” examines the other side of the dialectic, featuring Ellul’s
         approach to Marx and his institutional studies and tracing Ellul’s sociological account
         of the destruction of language. Even in Ellul’s sociology, the present links time,
         language and humanity. Ellul thus has sociological (in addition to theological) reasons
         to oppose static thought, implying that the sociology-theology ‘dialectic’ in Ellul’s
         thought is irreducible to either mode of thought. Rather, it is often a matter of
         discerning whether Ellul makes a given move for primarily sociological or theological
         reasons. Further, societal institutions are a present work of God in Christ, linked
         to language; propaganda and the societal destruction of language are thus dangers
         for the communal life of western society.
      

      
      Chapter 3 (the first of “Movement”) focuses on presence in Ellul’s theological ethics.
         Ellul’s theology and experience of presence led to a Christian ethics of signification.
         I demonstrate how presence operated in Ellul’s works before his crisis and interaction
         with structuralism (which happens around 1965–70) by focusing on Ellul’s major ethical
         works before these dates. I especially focus on two untreated works: Ellul’s unpublished
         1936 article “The Dialogue of Sign and Presence (Notes for a Christianity Learned
         by Heart),” and the recently published second half of To Will & To Do.[70] Ellul used the word presence to name a mutually-implicating triple dialogue between
         sign and presence, body and spirit, and time and space. This triple dialogue and the
         themes in Dialogue recur and give shape to Ellul’s entire ethical corpus.
      

      
      Chapter 4 treats France’s societal and Ellul’s personal crises in the 1960s. I contextualize
         the instability of French intellectual life within the rise of new media, a changing
         university structure, and the rapid rise to prominence of structuralism. The latter
         is understandable as a Nietz­schean critique of presence, implying critiques of the
         human, history, and language. Ellul’s copy of Michel Foucault’s The Order of Things (1966) is examined, detailing his reactions from his margin notes. I draw out Ellul’s
         reactions to Foucault and structuralism in his writings from this period, demonstrating
         sociological critique and intense theological questioning of presence. I then show
         the beginnings of Ellul’s theological response in his discussion of Christ’s cry,
         “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?,” interpreting it as expressing hope and
         grounding communication which takes presence seriously, even in apparent abandonment.
      

      
      Chapter 5 uses what has been learned to elucidate two of Ellul’s post-crisis books,
         L’espérance oubliée (1972) and La parole humiliée (1981), as responses to structuralism. In the former, Ellul recasts his theological
         ethics with hope as the new mode of presence. If before, Ellul’s theology of presence led to an ethics
         of signification, at this juncture, his theology of hope as presence leads to a revised
         and restricted ethic based on Kierkegaard’s communicative incognito. In the new situation, the church will often refuse to speak its faith, but can still
         indirectly communicate its hope. Humiliation offers a linguistic approach focusing on speech as the fragile and non-violent expression of truth and the best hope for human community,
         rehabilitating language against structuralist emphases on text or image, critiques
         of language as violent, and hope for community outside of language. Treating Ellul’s
         Autopsy of Revolution (1969) and Apocalypse (1975), I draw out Ellul’s critique of Marx and Hegel as inscribing history within
         a dialectical progression, mechanizing it. This elucidates why Apocalypse constitutes a dramatic shift: Ellul reads Revelation as concerning the work of the
         eternal in history, but reads Marxist time into the biblical account, explicitly viewing
         Jesus Christ as the ‘synthesis’ of the work of God and human history. This departure
         from his earlier view of presence grounds the certainty of his belief in universal
         salvation.
      

      
      I conclude by summarizing what this approach offers ethically to our current communicative
         situation, before reflecting on theological communication in dialogue with 1 Corinthians.
         Throughout, citations from French texts are my translation unless otherwise noted.
      

      
      Notes
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                  “L’espérance comme provocation et comme invocation,” in Jacques Ellul, une théologie au présent (Le mont sur-Lausanne: Éditions Ouverture, 2016), 53–73.) Daniel Cérézuelle focuses
                  on the element of incarnation, a crucial ingredient of Ellul’s presence. (Daniel Cérézuelle,
                  “De l’éxigence d’incarnation à la critique de la technique,” in Ibid., 74–94.) I develop
                  a notion of presence that goes beyond these treatments, carrying their questions further
                  and including some of them. 
               

               

            

         

         
            68. T.F. Torrance sees the eucharist-focused conception of presence as a Lutheran adaptation
                  of the “Patristic doctrine of the communication idiomatum” and conceptions of presence derived from Aristotle by Occamist thinkers. Torrance
                  views this conception as creating an ultimately problematic separation of space from
                  time, and sees it at the root of many contemporary theological problems. Cf. Thomas
                  F. Torrance, Space, Time and Incarnation (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1969, 1997), esp. 32–40. Indeed, while doing so remains to
                  be developed in a future endeavor, setting my reading of Ellul’s ethical approach
                  to space and time against Torrance’s account might qualify Ellul’s approach as a distinctively
                  Reformed ethics of space time. However, this would be far from a clean integration
                  of the two theological thinkers; Torrance’s emphasis on scientific method and an ontological
                  order of creation would certainly give Ellul pause. This critique is not dissimilar
                  from that expressed in Philip G. Ziegler, Militant Grace: The Apocalyptic Turn and the Future of Christian Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018), esp. 114–120.
               

            

         

         
            69. Cf. Apocalypse, 20. 
               

            

         

         
            70. See Sources.
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      Chapter 1

      Reason for Being

      
         
         
         Ellul’s Existential Epistemology of the Present

         
      

      
      What is time? What is eternity? What does it mean to say that God is the Eternal One?
         Much philosophical and theological ink has been spilled in response to questions such
         as these, in part because much of how we talk about God is at stake in them. T.F.
         Torrance nicely notes some of these stakes by asking how we can “speak about the Incarnation
         as act of God . . . without illegitimately projecting our creaturely time into God?”[1]   In these questions we confront one of the “ultimate boundaries in thought”; we
         are interrogating the very conditions of our speech and thought, without being able
         to “step outside” of these conditions.[2]   
      

      
      Far from claiming to answer these questions, this chapter looks at how Ellul explored
         them by explicating the existential grammar of the present in Ellul’s thought. If we are to perceive the movement of how Ellul’s thought changes
         over time, the present gives us the theological architecture structuring his work. In his 1987 book Reason for Being, Ellul carries out a Kierkegaardian reading of Ecclesiastes. He sees its narrator,
         Qohelet, as an ironic anti-philosopher who incorporates Greek philosophy into his
         meditations to undermine this philosophy, emphasizing the limits which time and death
         impose upon human knowledge. On this basis, Ellul rejects metaphysical or ontological
         ways of thinking as too fixed for the fleeting nature of the present. In other words,
         we can only ever know time from the inside, as creatures bound by it; a philosophy
         which can satisfactorily answer the questions posed above undermines our ability to
         exist as time-bound creatures. Next, Ellul reads Kierkegaard via this anti-philosophical
         Qohelet. Consequently, Kierkegaard’s chief theological-ethical category, ‘contemporaneity
         with Christ,’ is stripped of any philosophical abstraction or fixity. What remains
         is a humble dialogue with Christ as the temporal presence of God; this is Ellul’s
         theological present. This work prepares the way for a critical examination of Ellul’s use of Marx in
         chapter 2, and to analyze Ellul’s ethics as driven by presence in chapter 3. 
      

      
      Another change effected by this specific reading regards words. Ellul reads Qohelet
         as taking words very seriously. Consequently, what for Kierkegaard was pseudonymic
         irony—a mask in the form of a pseudonym distancing the speaker from their spoken word—becomes
         for Ellul a serious address, inseparable from the speaker’s life. Tracing the contours
         of Ellul’s critique of enlightenment epistemology (exemplified in the Cartesian cogito), I highlight differences between Ellul and structuralism (developed in chapter 4),
         prefiguring his response to these thinkers (developed in chapter 5). This chapter
         yields both an ethic of theological thinking which opposes the use of philosophical
         categories, and the beginnings of a Christian speech ethic emphasizing the relation
         between a Christian’s life and their words.
      

      
      Why Reason for Being? 
      

      
      Why use a book written some twenty years after the rise of structuralism in France
         to recapitulate Ellul’s work, much of which happened long before the rise of structuralism? Reason for Being is the most concise gateway to understanding Ellul’s corpus because his personal and
         meditative engagement with Ecclesiastes spanned his entire career, and almost his
         entire life. At twelve years old Ecclesiastes was already among Ellul’s favorite reading.[3]  In the opening pages of Reason, Ellul says his only qualification for writing it “is that I have read, meditated on,
         and prayed over Ecclesiastes for more than half of a century. There is probably no
         other biblical text which I have searched so much, from which I have received so much—which
         has reached me and spoken to me so much. We could say that I am now expressing this
         dialogue.”[4]  Since this claim was published in 1987, his ‘dialogue’ with Ecclesiastes must have
         begun as early as 1937—one year after the publication of his doctoral work, and thus
         at the beginning of his writing career. Moreover, Ellul had long planned this study
         as the “last word” of his works. “Some forty years ago, I envisioned that a contemporary
         meditation on Ecclesiastes could serve as an adequate conclusion to the lifework I
         was beginning to foresee . . . if Presence in the Modern World was the general introduction to all that I wanted to write, Ecclesiastes will be
         the last word.”[5] Though it only materialized in a book late in his life, Ellul’s reading of Ecclesiastes
         informs his entire œuvre.
      

      
      Taking his statements here seriously should translate into a careful approach to Ellul’s
         corpus which properly weighs and attends to his lifelong dialogue with Ecclesiastes.
         In my reading, therefore, Reason for Being summarily expresses the epistemological present which guided Ellul while he wrote
         his earlier works. 
      

      
      Ellul: “Kierkegaard in the Twentieth Century” 

      
      It is no secret that Kierkegaard ranks among Ellul’s chief intellectual influences.
         Jean-Luc Blanc even proclaimed that “Ellul is Kierkegaard in the twentieth century!”[6]   Nowhere in Ellul’s corpus is the Danish thinker’s stamp more clearly visible than
         in Reason.[7]   To spot it, one need look no further than the title of Ellul’s first chapter, “Preliminary,
         Polemical, and Contingent Postscript” (a clear reference to Kierkegaard’s Concluding Unscientific Postscript). To fully inquire into Ellul’s presence and his relation to structuralism, it is
         first necessary to delineate how Ellul reads Ecclesiastes and tease out his reading
         of Kierkegaard.
      

      
      My approach to this relation nuances and furthers extant treatments of Ellul’s Kierkegaardian
         lineage which see Kierkegaard as the chief of Ellul’s three major influences.[8]   Chapter 2 will draw out Ellul’s tense relation to Marx; in a late statement, Ellul
         said that while “Regarding Barth himself, I have always taken a critical distance,”
         when Kierkegaard speaks, “I only listen.”[9]   Kierkegaard’s works are thus plainly the extra-scriptural well at which Ellul has
         drunk most deeply.
      

      
      Ellul’s Kierkegaardian Qohelet

      
      Given his careful “listening” to the Danish thinker’s voice, it is no exaggeration
         to say that Ellul reads the narrator of Ecclesiastes, Qohelet, as an ironic Kierkegaardian
         anti-philosopher. Without trying to fully detail how Reason reflects this Kierkegaardian lineage, a few items ought to be mentioned.
      

      
      Ellul’s distinction of his approach to Ecclesiastes from “almost all (not all!)” secondary works on this biblical text resonates with Kierkegaardian
         themes.[10]   First, he faults readers for assuming “the necessity of formal, logical coherence
         in a text,” viewing such an assumption as “just another aspect of the principle of
         noncontradiction.”[11]   This excludes seeing paradox or contradictions as inherent to the meaning of the
         text, which Ellul thinks precludes comprehending Ecclesiastes. In this approach, one
         might hear echoes of Kierkegaard’s opposition to systematized thought. Second, other
         readers adopt a “naïve reading”: they refuse to acknowledge a unified intention behind
         the text and refuse plumbing beyond surface-level meaning. This approach ignores ironic
         and nuanced intentions that Ellul sees throughout the book. By contrast, as in many
         of his biblical studies, Ellul short-circuits many interpretive possibilities—as well
         as historical-critical problematizing—by looking for the unified intention of an intelligent
         author or editor, which allows deeper meanings of a text to flourish.[12]   I will demonstrate below that this approach resembles Ellul’s reading of Kierkegaard
         himself. Finally, most commentators read Ecclesiastes as inauthentic, a Hebrew imitation
         of Greek thought. Instead, consonant with his belief that Greek thought had been in
         Palestine for some time, Ellul reads the text as including Greek thought, enacting
         a “fundamental reversal and redirection, the interior inversion of that very thought”—much
         the same as Kierkegaard intentionally imitated philosophical thinking to undermine
         it.[13]   Ellul views the text as a polemic against all that both its contemporary readers
         and Ellul’s readers believe “to be serious, important, and useful” (a striking statement
         when juxtaposed with Ellul’s studies characterizing western society by technique,
         which emphasizes exactly the dimension of usefulness).[14]   Ellul concisely summarizes the main items of agreement among the dozen commentaries
         he read in writing Reason: the writing is roughly dated to between 350–250 B.C.; therefore, the writer was
         not Solomon; the etymology of Qohelet, as deriving from qahal, meaning ‘to assemble’; and the text’s rather poor written Hebrew. 
      

      
      An “interior inversion” of thought from within is the sort of multi-layered Kierkegaardian
         irony which Ellul finds laced throughout Ecclesiastes. Kierkegaard’s irony was “not
         the truth, but the way”;[15]   Qohelet’s irony “conducts man not in the truth, but perhaps to the foot, to the
         start of its path, to the edge of its woods, to the junction and crossroads of the
         decision.”[16]   One two-pronged element of this irony is directed against the author of the text.
         The first prong touches Ellul as the author of Reason: in this book, Ellul is “writ[ing] a reflection in the form of a book, about a book
         that warns against writing books . . . I take this statement as the fitting conclusion
         to what I could call ‘my work.’” Recognizing in advance that his book “falls under
         the judgment: ‘All is vanity,’” Ellul admits that he “is not a wise person,” as he
         is trying to add to the firmly set nails which are the words of the wise. He is doing
         what he acknowledges to be vain, with “no explanation or justification”—proceeding
         based on a “strong feeling” that God might “possibly preserve one page, among so many.”[17]   The second prong of this irony marks Qohelet with the same vanity. Ellul revels
         in the contradictions surrounding ‘Qohelet,’ which he understands as a pseudonym:
         here is an “assembler” who writes “a solitary book for solitary people,”[18]   indirectly identified as Solomon—who Ellul believes could not have written the
         book.[19]   These contradictions ironically undermine the author’s presence, leaving only the
         presence of God: 
      

      
         . . . the contradiction of the two pseudonyms expresses the basic contradiction in
            the work itself . . . the opposition between the writer who is the philosopher, skeptic,
            and poet . . . on the one hand, and the affirmation of faith, on the other. This opposition
            is radical and unyielding: the appearance of the transcendent puts an end both to
            common wisdom and to lyrical evasion. But wisdom and lyricism have also constituted,
            time and again, an approach for returning to the simplicity of the proclamation of
            the unique and transcendent God, whose presence is the meaning, the goal, the origin, and the end of the entire work.[20] 
         

      

      Ellul’s Qohelet exhibits irony in form and content towards all that humanity held
         and holds sacred or meaningful, revealing the presence of God as the driving force
         and message of this book of wisdom. To the extent, then, that Reason communicates something central to Ellul’s whole epistemological approach, the presence
         of God is at its heart. 
      

      
      Defining moves of Ellul’s own writing present themselves in his Kierkegaardian reading
         of Qohelet. Ellul views Qohelet as a ‘skeptic’ in the sense of demolishing illusions,
         questioning everything except the presence of God.[21]   Qohelet stares harsh realities in the face without evading their squalor or resorting
         to distractions in describing his own experience—a feature which resembles “Christian
         realism,” an early term Ellul applied to his own thinking. Further, Qohelet’s doubt
         is more radical than the doubt of Marx or Descartes.[22]   Ellul asserts that Qohelet expresses the limits and possibilities of human knowledge:
         “I believe he gives us the model of what a man seized by God can understand and know
         of man and society . . . The reality is that everything is vanity. The truth is that
         everything is a gift of God. This is Qohelet, as I have heard him.”[23]    To understand the pair “truth/reality” here, reality might be equated with Qohelet’s
         “under the sun”—which would represent an approach to things in themselves, apart from
         God—and truth, with knowledge according to God’s revelation, in light of God’s presence.
         In any case, this is a definitive epistemological statement: if Qohelet represents
         “what a person can understand and know,” Ellul’s reading of Qohelet is justifiably
         understandable as central to his epistemological approach. These traits attributed
         to Qohelet apply to much of Ellul’s own work.
      

      
      Ellul sees a “woven texture” rather than a “logical plan” structuring Ecclesiastes.
         The weave includes irony and metonymy, interlacing some twenty themes, “nudging the
         hearer toward an unavoidable conclusion . . . Everything is, in my view, exactly intended
         to obtain an ‘effect.’”[24]   These twenty themes (including money, power, property, death, language, work, and
         happiness—overlapping with Ellul’s own themes) constitute a dialogic exchange between
         wisdom and vanity, with references to God interjected throughout. This exchange ironically
         undermines both wisdom and vanity: “wisdom demonstrates the vanity of everything,
         but is itself vanity . . . vanity loses its sharpness and bitterness, since the wise
         person has passed beyond all vanity . . . the unexpected appearance of God in the
         discourse is not at all a supplement, a façade, a veneer, but, at each turn, a righting
         of the situation.”[25]   
      

      
      Reiterating that this book is not abstract, disincarnate thought, Ellul suggests that
         Qohelet was a ritual text read during the Feast of Sukkot (or the Feast of booths/tabernacles/tents).
         As part of this feast, the Jews moved their belongings into small tents, partly to
         commemorate their ancestors’ wandering through the desert. Qohelet’s emphasis on the
         fleeting nature of vain human life thus ritually enacted the fragile, nomadic history
         of the Jews wandering through the desert, representing “the time separating what was
         already given (liberation from Egypt) and what was not yet a reality (the promised
         land).”[26]   Ellul interprets this as affirming that only by traversing this experiential vanity
         can they live in covenant with God, as a “festival of fragility and the precariousness
         of human shelter,” questioning any security they might think to have other than the
         promise of God.[27]  
      

      
      The fleeting nature of Qohelet’s vanity—thus read through Kierkegaard’s ironic attack
         on philosophical certainty—translates clearly into Ellul’s own emphasis on the present.
         Ellul describes his relation to the present as existential, as opposed to metaphysical, realist, or existential-ist, implying a decisive refusal to treat Qohelet (indeed, the Bible) philosophically:
      

      
         Of course, for someone who does not believe in God or in a God who could reveal himself,
            nor that the Bible could be the Word of God, all discourse about God . . . is of the
            order of metaphysics. But, precisely, the entire Bible is there to refuse this term
            . . . Meditation on this revelation should not be taken for a philosophy . . . There
            is nothing verging on a metaphysical project in the tragic questioning in Ecclesiastes.
            This is not a metaphysics because there is neither before nor after—and no reference
            to a possible intellectual human who would reach or express the inexpressible, the
            unpronounceable, the ultimate, the unconditional . . . Morals are also vanity! That
            is all that we can take of these pearls if we make them into an incoherent collection,
            instead of following the clearly indicated thread, of which one end is vanity; the
            other end is God present. Thus, in Qohelet, neither metaphysics nor morals![28] 
         

      

      Qohelet has neither before nor after—only a present. But this is not a free-floating
         moment with no relation to another time, a false present; Ellul’s later book The Technological System sees society’s technological environment as creating just such a false present, an
         isolated moment without continuity with other moments. In the above citation, the
         vanity of time in dialogue with the present God is the thread uniting Ecclesiastes,
         the most central biblical book in Ellul’s thought. Therefore, presence is the central
         topic for both the introduction (Présence) and the conclusion (Raison) to Ellul’s works. By elucidating what Ellul means by presence, I am thus using Ellul’s
         own term to explore a prominent theme in his works. 
      

      
      By reading Qohelet via Kierkegaard, Ellul sees Ecclesiastes as ironically undermining
         Greek thought; this leaves the reader with the presence of God in the present, and
         a practice which signifies the distance between the promise and its realization. In
         chapter 3, I show that presence functions similarly in Ellul’s own ethics.
      

      
      Vanity, the Limit of the Present

      
      Highlighting links between Qohelet and Genesis, Ellul sees Qohelet as providing a
         sort of creational order, a use of creation for ethics. However, rather than establishing
         eternal principles theologically derived from creation, Qohelet calls us out of the
         disorder of our own society.[29]  
      

      
      Preferring ‘vanity’ to alternative translations of the Hebrew hebel, Ellul’s Qohelet gives a “view of human reality revealed by God to man rather than
         the cold and objective description of what concretely exists . . . a connotation attached
         to every human work and activity, so that the false meanings attributed to work, money,
         etc., are eliminated. He gives us the means to measure each reality.”[30]   The concern for meaning is central: Qohelet never asks “to what use?” but queries the “possibility or impossibility
         of responding to the central question of Meaning [sens].”[31]   Meaning has a personal character, related to being human: “How does he become more man?”[32]   Explicating Ellul’s view of Qohelet as giving order and a measure of reality provides
         important insight into Ellul’s project and shows how he shifts this natural order.
      

      
      First, Qohelet’s unveiling of the natural order strips human works of false significance.
         Returning things to their properly relative, limited, humble significance before God
         is part of the desacralizing thrust of Ellul’s works, treated at length in The New Demons, but present throughout his entire oeuvre.[33]   Ellul’s vanity is not nothingness: the temporality of “all is vanity” is not hopeless
         nihilism. Drawing on other biblical uses of hebel, vanity is fleeting, involves being fooled by one’s own mask: “Qohelet offers us a mirror: look at yourself as you really are; what remains of
         your overblown self-satisfaction?”[34]  
      

      
      In conditions under the sun, answering the question of meaning is decisively impossible;
         the maxim “all is vanity” is true of reality—as long as it is limited to reality.
         Under the sun, Qohelet “tries to make intelligible the secret that the wise person
         should receive from God. But . . . the author rams up against the same wall . . .
         either there is no wisdom, and everything is vapid . . . Or else wisdom exists but
         cannot be communicated, in which case all is vanity, since nothing has meaning—except
         for knowing that there is a meaning we search for in vain.”[35]   Working from this point of the absence of meaning, over the next seventy pages Ellul’s Qohelet performs a deconstructive
         move, undermining the excess stability humans attribute to their interpretations,
         institutions, and powers, returning them to their humble state. 
      

      
      Ellul’s critique of progress in Reason showcases a move of central importance: measuring human works with vanity restricts
         them to their properly human present. Highlighting the impermanence of nature, Ellul views the non-existence of historical
         progress as Qohelet’s first great certainty. Recallling Kierkegaard’s passage from
         the aesthetic to the ethical, Ellul offers an important interpretive key: Ellul reads
         Qohelet’s vanity as correlative to Kierkegaard’s anxiety. (This statement buttresses my claim that Ellul reads these sources via one another.
         Ellul attributes a central concept employed by Kierkegaard, the thinker for whom Ellul
         exhibits the greatest affinity, having read all of his works and disagreed with very
         little, to Qohelet, his primary biblical interlocutor.)[36]   Because Ellul’s Qohelet-driven epistemology is thus opposed to ontological thinking,
         I take this statement in the sense that for Kierkegaard, “anxiety concerns the future,
         but . . . In contrast to fear, anxiety relates to ‘nothing.’”[37]   The vanity of Ellul’s Qohelet relates to Kierkegaard’s anxiety in that both proceed
         from reflections on a lack of ontology, on not being, on existing as precisely such a temporal and fleeting creature. 
      

      
      One can also see the relative positioning of Kierkegaard and Marx in Ellul’s thinking:
         Marx based his entire thinking on the certainty of progress, which Qohelet undermines.[38]   This non-existent progress obviously does not refer to technology, but to human
         life. Technologies may expand and grow, but “[man] is nothing more . . . He remains locked in his condition—in his space—in his time.”[39]   Ellul interprets ‘absence of progress,’ not as implying “identity or stagnation”,
         but as a “judgment . . . of being.”[40]   He clarifies that Qohelet does not employ a cyclical view of time that Ellul sees as common in Greek thought.
      

      
      Time and space thus limit human creatures, who have no recourse to Nietzschean “eternal
         return”; lack of historical progress is a subset of an overall uncertainty and inability
         to predict future events (hence the refusal of cyclical time). But Qohelet also refuses
         thoughts of a past ‘golden age’ as unwise. He deliberately continues undermining any
         stability in our view of the past and the future:
      

      
         If what will be is what has already been, we should be able to foresee it. Not at
            all! First, there is no memory (1:11), no true memory, of the truth of what has been
            . . . You cannot draw any conclusion or lesson for the future from that which was,
            because you know only the outer shell of things, piecemeal testimonies which enable
            us to tell stories but not to know the truth. For everything is forgotten . . . Thus,
            the future unforeseeable, the past forgotten, only the present remains.[41]  
         

      

      Qohelet’s meditation on fleeting human existence lands us in the limits of time and
         space which define the present. Although fragile knowledge and experience do not lead
         to truth, they are nevertheless something. Ellul notes that the Hebrew language “never conjugates the verb ‘to be’ in the present tense,” cutting off the possibility of
         even claiming more than a present: “Nobody can say, in an absolute sense, ‘I am’ (except, precisely,
         ‘the one who Is!’). Thus, there is nothing left for us to live except the present,
         but without the pretention to affirm proudly that we have Being itself in the present,
         nor eternity, according to the banal and classic formula according to which eternity
         resides in the instant.”[42]  
      

      
      What hope remains for humanity and their works? The limit of ‘under the sun’ proves
         fatal: there is none. But Qohelet affirms the work of God at this point: “God seeks
         what slips away (3:15).” “Forgotten time, lost works, all that has taken flight .
         . . God’s memory is a fundamental constant . . . God is the one in whom nothing is
         ever lost.”[43]   This is not a recourse to fatalism, Ellul notes; he denies that referring to God
         is all too convenient, a neat solution. Ellul’s reading of Qohelet’s vanity strips
         humans of all pretensions to immortality, to eternal immutability—and critically,
         even to a clearly delineated ontology. This should not arrest all action: “only an
         imbecile or a proud person can be stopped in his tracks by this observation of the
         real, because they hope to make their name immortal or to change the course of events—or
         more still to change man.”[44]   But accepting the limit of the present is the first ethical lesson Ellul finds
         in Qohelet: “Today, you have to be what you are. That is all.”[45]  
      

      
      Brought back to their humble fleeting state and stripped of all claims to certainty
         or works meaningful in themselves, humans can accept that their works are meaningful
         as a divinely proclaimed gift of grace. This manifests in Ellul’s treatment of happiness:
         
      

      
         Happiness is a gift of God, and you can rejoice because God gives. But also, you can
            rejoice, because God has accepted your works. Which ones? We do not know—we are simply
            to take this statement as it stands. I do not believe it means that happiness is a
            sign of blessing! The train of thought goes a different way: you can eat and drink
            happily and in peace, you can enjoy life with the wife you love, you must show your joy by your white clothing (this is the same text) because God has accepted your life . . . Learn that God has approved of your life, and on
            that basis, with your heart at peace, be happy with the material things that are only
            vanity in themselves, to be sure![46]  
         

      

      Without metaphysical or ontological knowledge, humanity can only receive knowledge
         as communication: “We don’t have to know anything, but only to welcome this good news,
         this Gospel, simply because this is announced to us (as the invitation to the feast was announced!).”[47]  This good news is received as proclamation. If all one has is the present, it is a gift from God, only understandable as such
         in light of God’s proclamation. A humble human happiness is possible because of God’s proclaimed love; ethical effort
         is required to allow the truth of the world as given by God to triumph over whatever
         reality it can be taken for, ontologically or otherwise. 
      

      
      So then, for Ellul’s Kierkegaardian Qohelet, the limits of temporality undermine all
         fixed thought, metaphysical and otherwise. This prevents creational norms from functioning
         metaphysically or ontologically in ethics. However, by fearing God and keeping His
         proclaimed commandments, one can experience a certain natural order. But this dialogue
         of grace can only be lived, never formulated as law. In this way, Ellul’s existential,
         Kierkegaardian-Qoheletian present provides a limit and an order to human life. The
         question of meaning comes up null under the sun, in itself; but in relation to God’s
         gracious recollection, there is meaning within God’s commandments. 
      

      
      Kierkegaard and Contemporaneity

      
      Beyond equating Qohelet’s vanity with Kierkegaard’s anxiety, Ellul explicitly signals
         that he reads Qohelet via Kierkegaard’s dialectic of indirect and direct communication.
         To explore this further, I propose three elements explaining what I think Ellul’s
         present takes from Kierkegaard. First, a temporally restricted epistemology which
         joyfully accepts creaturely limits; second, an existential ethics of becoming a unique
         individual; and third, the contemporary presence of Jesus Christ.
      

      
      The Present, I: Temporally Restricted Epistemology 

      
      A central theme in Kierkegaard’s work is willfully accepting and remaining within
         the epistemological limits of space and time, with time receiving the greater emphasis.
         Discourses on time appear throughout his corpus, in both the aesthetic and religious
         writings. Central to his criticism of Hegel, Kierkegaard insists that by claiming
         to speak as pure speculative thought, Hegel no longer speaks as a human being. For
         example:
      

      
         Existence itself is a system—for God, but it cannot be a system for any existing spirit
            . . . Abstractly viewed, system and existence cannot be thought conjointly, because
            in order to think existence, systematic thought must think it as annulled and consequently
            as not existing. . . . Even if a good-natured thinker is so absent-minded as to forget
            that he himself is existing, speculative thought and absentmindedness are still not
            quite the same thing . . . But who, then, is this systematic thinker? Well, it is
            he who himself is outside existence and yet in existence, who in his eternity is forever
            concluded, and yet includes existence within himself—it is God.[48] 
         

      

      Hegel (and for Ellul, all such systematic thinking) commits the folly of forgetting
         his human limits. Instead, Kierkegaard (and Ellul) argue, to think as an existing
         being is to think in incompletion—whence the fragmentary nature of Kierkegaard’s Philosophical Fragments, against Hegel’s unified system of thought. It is explicitly due to his heavy Kierkegaardian
         inheritance that Ellul ultimately has trouble with Barth’s grand systematic project
         in the Church Dogmatics.[49]  Taking the limits of human thought seriously has three consequences for Kierkegaard:
         first, it communicatively restricts knowledge by defining it as an address to other
         humans, rather than as an abstract discourse sufficient unto itself. Second, it rejects
         human imposition of a rational principle of non-contradiction—only God could effectively
         apply this principle. Third, it prevents ontological closure, necessitating instead
         continual subjective becoming: “As soon as it is remembered that philosophizing is
         not speaking fantastically to fantastical beings but speaking to existing individuals
         . . . then the continued striving will be unique in not involving illusion.”[50]  This significantly separates with much of enlightenment thinking; his critiques
         of Hegel also jab at the Cartesian cogito, which “does not mean that the thinking person is, but basically only that he is
         a thinker.”[51]  
      

      
      In evidence of Ellul’s claims that Ecclesiastes deeply informs Kierkegaard’s thought,
         the Dane’s Postscript contains passages like the following: 
      

      
         Does this mean that he will not undertake anything at all because all is vanity and
            futility? Oh no, in that case he will not have the opportunity to understand the jest,
            since there is no contradiction in putting it together with life’s earnestness, no
            contradiction that everything is vanity in the eyes of a vain person. Laziness, inactivity,
            snobbishness about the finite are a poor jest . . . But to shorten the night’s sleep
            and buy the day’s hours and not spare oneself, and then to understand that it is all
            a jest: yes, that is earnestness . . . To have the fate of many people in one’s hand,
            to transform the world, and then continually to understand that this is jest—yes,
            that is earnestness![52] 
         

      

      Ellul’s considerations of the epistemological restrictions of time and the concomitant
         relativity of human works seem to keep faithfully close to Kierkegaard. 
      

      
      The Present, II: Becoming Individual, or the Existential Ethics of Freedom in the
         Present
      

      
      The necessity of thinking in and with time, the dialogue with time expressed in an
         existential becoming, lends to Kierkegaard’s dialectic of aesthetic/ethical/ethical-religious
         stages. Rognon writes, “It all happens as if the dialectic of Kierkegaard had permitted
         Ellul to discern the dialectic at work in Ecclesiastes, previously unperceived in
         the eyes of so many exegetes, forming the key of his reading.”[53]   Underlying his pseudonymous project of indirect communication in its different
         stages is a reflection on the inextricably temporal character of human life in relation
         to the eternal character of God. Humanly, becoming never ends, “because to be in mediation
         is to be finished; to exist is to become.”[54]   
      

      
         . . . this is the only way an existing person enters into a relationship with God:
            when the dialectical contradiction brings passion to despair and assists him in grasping
            God with the “category of despair” (faith), so that the postulate, far from being
            the arbitrary, is in fact necessary defense, self-defense; in this way God is not a postulate, but the existing person’s
            postulating of God is—a necessity.[55] 
         

      

      In this sense at least, Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous works are understandable as rhetorically
         calculated writings aiming to bring the reader to a point of despair, necessitating
         an either/or decision, hoping to encourage (but not to force) them over time to decide
         for faith in God. They are intended less as a positive philosophy which Kierkegaard
         espouses than as a negative push towards God. The pseudonym is a clue that they are
         to be interpreted ironically, not directly. Ellul’s dialectic of sociological and
         theological writings in counterpoint aims to accomplish a similar purpose.[56]  His sociological writings on technology, propaganda, revolution, etc., drive the
         reader to despair of the possibilities offered by these themes, taken in themselves.[57]  But this despair is as much Ellul’s own as the reader’s—these writings spring as
         much from his analyses as his repeated experiences of failure in attempts to effect
         political or institutional change. 
      

      
      Even sociologically, Kierkegaard’s temporal worries underpin Ellul’s dialectical moves.
         In his non-religious writings, Kierkegaard’s attempt to express Christianity in philosophical
         terms centers on the temporal paradox that God has entered into time: “What now is the absurd? The absurd is—that
         the eternal truth has come into being in time, that God has come into being, has been
         born, has grown up, and so forth . . .”[58]   In The Present Age, the individual’s relation to time separates her from the leveled public: “Contemporaneity with actual persons, each of whom is someone, in the actuality
         of the moment and the actual situation gives support to the single individual. But
         the existence of a public creates no situation and no community.”[59]   In Either/Or, time undermines the portrayal of marriage: the ideal “married man cannot be portrayed,
         for the point is time in its extension . . . Marital love, then, has its enemy in
         time, its victory in time, its eternity in time . . .”[60]   Kierkegaard’s stamp is visible even on Ellul’s sensitivity to language and criticism
         of commonplaces. Mark A. Tietjen describes how the emptying of Christian words and
         human imprecision with words were serious issues for Kierkegaard. He cites Kierkegaard’s
         complaint that “every Christian term . . . can now in a reduced state, serve as a
         brilliant expression that means all sorts of things,” and that “we human beings are
         not precise with words.”[61]   This is behind Ellul’s 1966 Critique of the New Commonplaces, a scathing attack on the role of phrases too general to have real meaning, yet which
         are decisive in human linguistic reasoning.
      

      
      Either/Or showcases one major way in which Ellul draws on Kierkegaard for his notion of presence.
         Ellul almost directly adopts Kierkegaard’s understanding of the relation between hope,
         memory, and faith. 
      

      
         People are divided into two great classes: those who live predominantly in hope and
            those who live predominantly in recollection. Both indicate an improper relation to
            time. The healthy individual lives simultaneously in hope and in recollection, and
            only thereby does his life gain true and substantive continuity . . . What, then,
            does recollection do for him? . . . It places a sharp on the note of the moment; the
            further back it goes, the more often the repetition, the more sharps there are . .
            . Or is recollection not the real point in such a wedding . . . at all times they
            have both hope and recollection together in the present . . . Hope hovers over it
            as a hope of eternity that fills out the moment . . . the present time . . . is a
            unity of hope and recollection . . .[62] 
         

      

      This group of themes resurfaces in The Sickness Unto Death, where “The youth despairs over the future as the present in futuro . . . The adult despairs over the past as a present in praeterito . . .”[63]  Kierkegaard’s Anti-Climacus warns that hope and memory can be deceptive illusions.
         For Kierkegaard, the true present demands both memory and hope as proper relations
         to past and future. Ellul writes on the role of hope and memory in sustaining present
         faith in his 1981 essay published in the Aberdeen University Review, expressing gratitude
         for their awarding him with an honorary doctorate in theology.[64]  
      

      
      In a footnote explicating the Platonic instant, Kierkegaard quotes Parmenides as defining
         the now as the border between the before and the after. As such, it is defined only negatively,
         itself nothing; for the personality to become demonstrative instead of being stuck
         in either hope or memory, it is necessary that this negativity be overcome now by a positive act of freedom: “how much do we dare to be occupied with the future?
         . . . only when we have conquered it, only when we are able to return to the present,
         only then do our lives find meaning in it.”[65]   As such, the true instant, actively uniting memory and hope, past and future, is
         directly linked with the individual’s self-expression in a free choice. In other words,
         the human individual can only exist now, in the present moment. 
      

      
      Crucially, the differences underlying Ellul’s separation from structuralism are present
         in Kierkegaard. Structuralism will be examined at length in chapter 4, but at this
         point it must be noted that at times, elements of Kierkegaard’s thought are difficult
         to separate from certain elements of structuralism.[66]   This is visible in Raison, as is the ignorance of these important issues on the part of Ellul’s translators.
         Hanks’s translation of exactement voulu pour obtenir un ‘effet’ (which I would translate as “precisely intended to obtain an ‘effect’”) as “in view
         of a predetermined purpose” ignores Ellul’s emphasis on the word “effet.”[67]   This decisive emphasis can reflect Ellul’s sources and reveals the overlap of Ellul’s
         Kierkegaardian heritage with structuralist thinking. Ellul may have been drawing on
         Kierkegaard here, whose explicit question in his indirect communication was “how is a decisive effect to be produced?”[68]   Or, Ellul may have been demonstrating acute awareness of recent postmodern discussions:
         in his 1979 Au Juste (translated as Just Gaming in 1985), Lyotard described his earlier book Libidinal Economy as a “book that aims to produce effects upon the reader.”[69]   The proximity of these two traditions explains why they are easily mistaken for
         one another (as I suggest Fasching has done), demanding a careful look at their differences.
         Consider this passage from Either/Or: 
      

      
         Are you not aware that there comes a midnight hour when everyone must unmask . . .
            do you believe that one can sneak away just before midnight in order to avoid it?
            Or are you not dismayed by it? . . . Or can you think of anything more appalling than
            having it all end with the disintegration of your essence into a multiplicity, so
            that you actually became several, just as that unhappy demoniac became a legion, and
            thus you would have lost what is the most inward and holy in a human being, the binding
            power of the personality?[70] 
         

      

      When juxtaposed with Deleuze and Guattari’s Nietzschean focus on becoming multiple,
         Kierkegaard’s focus on individuality points in exactly the opposite direction.[71]  For Kierkegaard, the necessity of personal decisions in the instant leads to becoming
         individual over time, whereas becoming multiple is related both to desire and to death: 
      

      
         Halt this wild flight, this passion for annihilation which rages within you; for that
            is what you want: you want to annihilate everything; you want to satisfy the hunger
            of doubt by consuming existence . . . The choice itself is crucial for the content
            of the personality: through the choice the personality submerges itself in that which
            is being chosen, and when it does not choose, it withers away in atrophy. For a moment
            that between which the choice is to be made lies—for a moment it seems to lie—outside
            the person who is choosing; he stands in no relation to it . . . This is the moment
            of deliberation, but, like the Platonic [moment], it actually is not at all . . .[72] 
         

      

      For Deleuze and Guattari, desire should lead to becoming multiple, dividing the unified
         personality; for Kierkegaard, this leads to death. This discord regarding desire and
         conscious choice in the human subject manifests different modes of negotiating the
         two. These modes play out in different intellectual lineages, which might be schematized
         (in an oversimplified manner, certainly) as the subject of language in Kierkegaard—Ellul,
         and the subject of desire in Hegel/Nietzsche—structuralism. (I am borrowing from the
         title of Judith Butler’s doctoral thesis, “Subjects of Desire,” which traces the reception
         of Hegel in twentieth-century French philosophy; I will discuss the French Nietzschean
         reception in chapter 4.)[73]  Ellul draws on this Kierkegaardian privileging of conscious choice over liberated
         desire. Bretall sees this as Kierkegaard’s pre-Freudian awareness of what Freud calls
         the death drive.[74]  This is taken up in fuller force in The Sickness Unto Death: “ . . . it is precisely over this that he despairs . . . that he cannot consume
         himself, cannot get rid of himself, cannot reduce himself to nothing.”[75]  The desire to be rid of oneself is exactly the position of Deleuze and Guattari
         (“For we are sick, so sick, of our selves!”[76]) and Lyotard, who aims to adopt the position of the death drive in his Libidinal Economy.[77]  Thus, the question of the unity of the individual person marks a significant split
         between Ellul’s Kierkegaardian approach, which seeks this unity, and the structuralist
         approach represented by Deleuze and Guattari, which flees it. 
      

      
      The Present, III: The Present Presence of Jesus Christ

      
      While Kierkegaard’s aesthetic, ethical, and ethical-religious works provided solid
         sources for Ellul’s presence, the edifying discourses’ focus on contemporaneity   with Christ amplifies Kierkegaard’s insistence on the instant, developing the basis for Ellul’s
         presence even further. Until now, in my discussion of Kierkegaard’s thought and Ellul’s
         adoption of it, presence has implied, first, the willful submission of human thought
         to the temporal limits imposed on it by virtue of its status as creature; and second,
         concrete decisions proceeding from a conscious and unified individual that give the
         individual a sort of determinacy over time. Now, Kierkegaard’s Practice in Christianity insists that to be a Christian is to be contemporary with Christ. Walter Lowrie notes that this becomes “an emphatic and persistent theme” for Kierkegaard,
         who equates contemporaneousness with faith itself.[78]   Importantly, while this work in which contemporaneousness becomes central is pseudonymous,
         Bretall notes that Kierkegaard went to the printer’s at the last minute to replace
         the pseudonym with his own name, but it was too late.[79]   
      

      
      The dialectic of becoming over time remains central: “Consider that each moment you
         stand still after having heard the invitation you will hear its call more faintly
         and thus distance yourself even if you remain on the spot.”[80]   Hesitation is its own form of determinacy, which Kierkegaard has already linked
         with becoming multiple, not individual. Again, this is exactly contra Lyotard, who describes his own mode
         of thinking as a form of hesitation, acknowledging its consequences: “ . . . I am
         myself hesitant. To simplify: I hesitate between two positions, while still hoping
         that my hesitation is vain and that these are not two positions.”[81]  
      

      
      Now, pseudonym and true author coincide to near indistinguishability; here, the determinacy
         to which Kierkegaard’s dialectic directs the reader is clearly becoming in Christ.

      
         . . . becoming a Christian truly comes to mean becoming contemporary with Christ .
            . . Since Christ is the absolute, it is easy to see that in relation to Him there
            is only one situation, the situation of contemporaneity . . . But this is the difference
            between poetry and actuality: contemporaneity. The difference between poetry and history
            is surely this, that history is what actually happened, whereas poetry is the possible, the imagined, the poetized. But that which
            has actually happened (the past) is still not, except in a certain sense (namely,
            in contrast to poetry) the actual. The qualification that is lacking—which is the
            qualification of truth (as inwardness) and of all religiousness is—for you . . . Every human being is able to become contemporary only with the time in which
            he is living—and then with one more, with Christ’s life upon earth, for Christ’s life
            upon earth, the sacred history, stands alone by itself, outside history.[82] 
         

      

      For faith, Jesus Christ is the only reality beyond my age with which I can be contemporary.
         This reality is for me by faith; apart from faith, it is only the past record of events, which is neither
         contemporaneousness nor truly for me. The “historical”—i.e., a purely factual description
         of an event that involves no actual person—is essentially meaningless for Kierkegaard.
         This trait is visible in Ellul’s approach to his Histoire des institutions: he focuses more on what the people said about events than what can be externally
         determined about them: “You cannot practice any human science without empathizing
         with the human being you are studying.”[83]  In Présence, Ellul is more concerned about human interpretation of facts than their ‘factual’
         content.[84]  Kierkegaard insists that contemporaneity has the same consequences for those living
         in the nineteenth century as for those who lived in the first century: 
      

      
         It is indeed eighteen hundred years since Jesus Christ walked here on earth, but this
            is certainly not an event just like other events . . . His presence here on earth
            never becomes a thing of the past, thus does not become more and more distant—that
            is, if faith is at all to be found upon the earth . . . As long as there is a believer,
            this person . . . must be just as contemporary with Christ’s presence as his contemporaries
            were.[85] 
         

      

      Probing the ethical consequences of contemporaneity leads Kierkegaard to a consciously
         Qoheletian conclusion: 
      

      
         “And what does all this mean?” It means that each individual in quiet inwardness before
            God is to humble himself before what it means in the strictest sense to be a Christian,
            is to confess honestly before God where he is so that he still might worthily accept
            the grace that is offered to every imperfect person—that is, to everyone. And then
            nothing further; then, as for the rest, let him do his work and rejoice in it, love
            his wife and rejoice in her, joyfully bring up his children, love his fellow beings,
            rejoice in life.[86] 
         

      

      Kierkegaard’s contemporaneity with Christ results in the simple presence of the things
         that are, much like Ellul’s “today, you have to be what you are.” 
      

      
      In The Moment, Kierkegaard recommended his Training in Christianity for its emphasis on contemporaneousness, saying that contemporaneousness “is the decisive
         point! This thought is for me my life’s thought.”[87]   In fact, his definition of ‘the Moment’ again signals the paradox of Christ as
         both within and external to time: “The moment is when the man is there, the right
         man, the man of the moment . . . this breakthrough of the eternal . . . The moment
         is precisely this (which is not due to circumstances), the new thing, the woof of
         eternity . . .”[88]   Consider George Arbaugh’s summarizing definition of Kierkegaard’s instant: “Contemporaneousness, on the part of the disciple, is faith itself, for it is the
         very act of receiving the individual man as God . . . The instant is the point at
         which the eternal is added to the temporal in an act of freedom.”[89]  
      

      
      All this is confirmed by Ellul in the text where he writes most expressly about Kierkegaard:
         his preface to Nelly Viallaneix’s two-volume 1979 doctoral thesis, Écoute; Kierkegaard: Essai sur la communication de la Parole [Listen, Kierkegaard: Essay on the Communication of the Word]. In the following lengthy citation, Ellul acknowledges his debt to Kierkegaard regarding
         presence. Ellul compares what he finds in Kierkegaard to what he finds in the prophets,
         noting that “above all,” his inheritance from Kierkegaard regards his account of an
         ethics of presence. Speaking of the individual’s decision, Ellul says: 
      

      
      
         It is never made, it is never produced once for all . . . The reversal of conversion has nothing definitive
            about it. The decision is to be made anew, at each encounter of this Word of God which
            always surprises us . . .The hic et nunc is not that of a simple instant, but that of the entire course of my life. I am constantly
            in the hic et nunc. I can situate myself neither elsewhere: “For where could I go far from your face?”,
            nor in another time or tomorrow: “I am He who is, who was and who is coming.” Now
            we can better grasp in what sense Kierkegaard appears to me as a prophet. These prophets
            whose addresses the Bible relates and who knew the Torah perfectly were not, [similar
            to Kierkegaard],[90] subtle exegetes, commentators capable of reconstituting the origin of a text, but
            they remained constantly in the here and now. From there, and from there alone, they heard the Torah, and more still, since they
            proclaimed a word of God, at once historical (political!) and new, current in the
            permanence of the here and now. In the intellectual domain, that which seduced me, beyond all expression, about Kierkegaard
            . . . was his ability to give an account of the contradiction between the demand of
            concrete life and the instantaneity of the hic et nunc in the expression itself of his work.* [*note 9: That which precisely, to my sense,
            Bultmann lacked!] I found myself in the presence of the most exact and coherent thought
            possible (this coherence was perfectly suited to my own intelligence). And yet, with
            precisely the greatest rigor, it is to the Non-System that it leads.[91] 
         

      

      
      Ellul’s debt to Kierkegaard concerns the latter’s accounting for problems arising
         in human presence, in a particular time and place, with the demands of concrete life
         in the expression of his work. In other words, Ellul finds in Kierkegaard’s work a singular adherence to the present,
         thinking within the hic et nunc (what I have treated as The Present, I); refusing an ontological account of the new Christian life—as conversion has “nothing
         definitive about it”—demanding a constant becoming, an ever-new response (The Present, II); and, perhaps most strikingly, as being taken up by God to speak to him, under the
         guise of a prophet (The Present, III). On this latter note, Ellul expresses this most strongly by saying that “the Word of
         God is always present in his work, and never where one expects it.”[92]  
      

      
      In light of Ellul’s conversion to Christianity, one can see why he seized upon Kierkegaard’s
         insistent focus on the presence of Jesus Christ for the contemporary Christian as
         so central. Ellul’s conversion responded to an existential confrontation with what
         he understood to be the presence of God. Ellul often refused to discuss the details
         of this event, seeing it as too intimate. But he did respond to Patrick Chastenet’s
         inquiry: 
      

      
         I would rather not describe it . . . The massive conversion, I will say brutal, happened
            in the summer during vacations while visiting friends at Blanquefort, not far from
            Bordeaux. I must have been 17 years old because it was after the philosophy exams.
            I was all alone in the house, busy translating Faust, when I felt this kind of undeniable presence, something frightening, which absolutely
            seized me, that is all that I can say about it . . .[93] 
         

      

      
      Ellul’s focus on presence could be viewed as an outworking of this experience. 

      
      It is thus clear that Ellul’s presence has contours which clearly draw from Kierkegaard’s
         contemporaneity. Focusing on thinking as an “actually existing human being” instead
         of as “pure speculative reason” led Kierkegaard to emphasize time’s epistemologically
         limiting role. To remain within time, human thought can never rightly become a closed
         or complete system. It is necessarily fragmentary; a controlling principle of non-contradiction
         in human thought is excluded, if thought is to relate to human existence. For the
         human being, this forbids a closed, static ontology and necessitates a perpetual becoming.
         Including the dimension of time within his thought informs Kierkegaard’s qualitative
         dialectics, in which he tries to lead the aesthetic/ethical reader to a point of despair,
         an existential decision, leading to a possible transition to an ethical mode of being,
         then to a religious mode, progressing toward a moment of a decision of faith. A decision
         of faith would mean that this contemporaneity was contemporaneity with Christ. As he described the goal of his entire work as “how to become a Christian,” and to
         be a Christian was equated with contemporaneousness with Christ, it is no stretch
         to interpret this as the decisive theme of Kierkegaard’s work.[94]  As Ellul’s most significant extra-scriptural influence, Ellul’s adoption of presence
         as a driving theme in his work thus greatly owes to his reading of Kierkegaard. Ellul’s
         faithfulness to Kierkegaard’s contemporaneity translated into his own heavy emphasis on presence. 
      

      
      From Kierkegaard’s Contemporaneity to 
Ellul’s Presence
      

      
      Despite his general appropriation of Kierkegaard’s contemporaneity, Ellul’s specific reading of Kierkegaard is decisive for distinguishing Ellul’s project from structuralism.
         Two features of Ellul’s reading amount to a less-than-direct appropriation of Kierkegaard:
         Ellul’s modified adoption, first, of Kierkegaard’s indirect communication, and second,
         of Kierkegaard’s understanding of time.
      

      
      Questioning Kierkegaard: Socratic Rhetoric, Platonic Time? 

      
      These two linked elements, time and indirect communication, take on noticeably different
         contours in the transition from Kierkegaard to Ellul. It seems that though Kierkegaard
         emphasizes temporality, there is still a certain fixity in his works—even in his edifying
         discourses—which is distinctly lacking in Ellul’s corpus. But to approach this fixity
         properly, the communicative context plays a determinative role. This section thus
         clarifies (without answering) this question: in Ellul’s mix of Kierkegaard and Qohelet
         as theological sources, how can Kierkegaard’s metaphysical time and Socratic rhetoric
         be reconciled with Ellul’s Qohelet, whose wisdom has “nothing to do with metaphysics
         or rhetoric”?[95]  
      

      
       If one accepts the reading of Kierkegaard suggested above—seeing his pseudonymous
         works as rhetorical devices aimed to produce   effects, leading the reader to transitional either/or moments, aiming to guide them to a decision for faith in Christ, defined as being
         contemporary with Christ—then it is not surprising that his pseudonymous works should
         contain philosophical content which could seem problematic if taken seriously, directly;
         they would thus ironically use philosophy. The pseudonym would act as a theatrical mask shielding Kierkegaard from
         the charges he levelled against Hegel and others. If he were accused of statements
         that seem problematic for Christian faith, he could remove the mask to show that,
         in fact, the mask was a signal not to take his word directly. The later Kierkegaard
         of the Point of View would be his full unmasking, accounting for the different masks he had worn, saying
         that they were masks in an ironic drama structured with Christianity in mind.[96]   Thus, the philosophical Kierkegaard could be read similarly to Ellul’s reading
         of Qohelet, purposely adopting philosophical language and thought to ironically subvert
         and undermine it. In the Point of View:  
      

      
         In order to truly help someone else, I must understand more than he—but certainly
            first and foremost understand what he understands . . . the helper must first humble
            himself under the person he wants to help and thereby understand that to help is not
            to dominate but to serve . . . and you earnest, rigorous man, remember that if you
            cannot humble yourself you are not the earnest one either—be the astonished listener
            who sits and listens to what delights that other person, whom it delights even more
            that you listen in that way. But above all do not forget one thing . . . that it is
            the religious that you are to have come forward . . .it can be done only in much fear
            and trembling . . . If you can do it . . . then you can perhaps have the good fortune
            of leading him to the place where you are.[97] 
         

      

      In this perspective, wearing these pseudonymous masks is doubtlessly done with a Christological-Socratic
         model in mind: a savior who rhetorically takes on the form of those he wants to save.
         But whether and how such theatrical use of language is theologically possible must
         be carefully considered. If Kierkegaard criticizes Hegel for forgetting his status
         as a limited human being in order to think as pure speculative reason, can Kierkegaard,
         from within the perspective of an edifying Christianity, plan and perform this schizophrenic
         operation in relation to himself—to speak both inside and outside his faith simultaneously—without
         falling prey to a similar forgetting of himself? [98]  This is no small issue: it is one inroad into the divide between Ellul and structuralism,
         between these two different inheritors/practitioners of speech that aims to produce
         effects. 
      

      
      Since Ellul views Kierkegaard as a prophet, a comparison to prophetic speech would
         be appropriate. In the Word-bearing prophets, God often spoke to produce a certain
         effect, intentionally driving his people to an either/or. For example, in Jeremiah
         26:2–3, God commands Jeremiah:   “Thus says the  Lord: Stand in the court of the  Lord’s house, and speak to all the cities of Judah that come to worship in the house of
         the  Lord;   speak to them all the words that I command you; do not hold back a word.  It may
         be that they will listen, all of them, and turn from their evil way, that I may change
         my mind about the disaster that I intend to bring on them because of their evil deeds.”[99]   However, for Ellul, God identifies himself with his Word so closely that he gives
         strict warnings against falsifying it, misappropriating it, etc. In Raison, while irony is appropriate toward everything else, words are singularly serious to Qohelet. When God speaks to produce an effect, it
         is still very direct. If one tried to take God at God’s Word, there would be no theatrical
         unmasking. No irony undermines God as the speaker; even if one viewed the grace bestowed
         in Christ as a sort of irony, this irony is serious unto death. 
      

      
      Michel Cornu gets closer still, in an excursus on Kierkegaard alluding to Christ as
         God’s indirect communication: 
      

      
         The pseudonymous works permit him to manifest himself while masking himself; because
            he is at the same time all of the pseudonyms, as they each represent . . . one of
            his possibles, and none of the pseudonyms, in the measure where each one has its own
            reality, individually, and where he himself overflows them all . . . If humor masks,
            to the point that it is difficult to distinguish a humorist from a Christian who has
            put on humor as incognito, it is not for the pleasure of dominating others or of making
            light of them; it is to avoid the illusion of an immediate grasp of that which cannot
            be other than mediated: the choice of faith or of the scandal. The Christ is clothed
            in humor because the Truth that he is, is not a matter of knowledge, but of appropriation.
            By not revealing himself immediately as the Son of God, but by presenting himself
            as a simple man while still being God, he leaves to his hearers the initiative and
            the liberty of believing in him or not.[100] 
         

      

      But there is a significant difference between not saying something which one is (which
         Cornu takes Christ to be doing), and saying something which one is not, as in Kierkegaard’s
         pseudonymous and maieutic irony. If one takes Christ’s adoption of humanity to be
         a mask, one is on a different theological terrain with new challenges. Unless one
         accedes to a Trinitarian modalism, one must take care to clarify language such as
         Cornu has used—God “presenting himself as a simple man.” 
      

      
      I have said that Kierkegaard sets out to perform an operation inverse to that of Lyotard,
         of Deleuze and Guattari; he begins by making himself multiple, by becoming an aesthetic
         individual, an ethical individual, etc., then proceeds to the unity of personality.
         In this regard, his work is impressively and rigorously carried out. Cornu, who cites
         Deleuze in his article, uses the language of “‘compossibles’ within each individual,”
         language used originally by Leibniz, then by Deleuze.[101]   I cannot fault his reading; this is Kierkegaard’s intended ambiguity playing its
         role. But this is one major difference between Ellul and Kierkegaard: Ellul maintains
         his name throughout. In Ellul’s schizophrenic split, his multiplicity is still united
         in his name, and further still in his unwavering seriousness.[102]   It is clearer with Ellul than with Kierkegaard that his irony and humor are his. They play a direct and specific role, aiming to desacralize a false sacred. Even when
         directed against himself, as most intensely in the split of monos and una in Ellul’s Foi, Ellul signs his name to a book which uses two fictional characters with ironic names
         (both referring to etymologies of ‘one,’ suggesting they are the same), who execute
         Ellul’s (serious) poetic self-criticism.[103]   Could one not fault Kierkegaard’s indirect communication for being purely a rhetorical
         calculation, for making human speech into a technique? Rather than viewing Christ
         as indirect communication, one could argue that Christ openly insults and provokes
         the Pharisees precisely because he takes them seriously, and that this is love, more
         loving than accepting their delusion and working within it—than submitting to those
         who think they have faith and trying to show them that they are wrong—as Kierkegaard
         explicitly recommends and practices in his attack on Christendom.[104]   However ironically, as part of Kierkegaard’s self-conscious Socratic style, his
         pseudonyms could be read as conforming to the romantic and aesthetic trope of the
         poet of his time to which he often refers. In short, how Ellul reads Kierkegaard’s
         pseudonymous irony matters greatly.
      

      
      Furthermore, even if one takes Kierkegaard as strictly serious in the works bearing
         his proper name, the question of fixity remains. What does Kierkegaard intend when
         he uses words like the absolute or the eternal? When he draws such strict attention
         to the Incarnation as the paradox that the eternal has lived in time, is this eternal
         not overdetermined by the philosophical debates which he was both formed by and reacting
         against?[105]   As such, for Ellul this would be far too solid and stable to reconcile with his
         appropriation of Ecclesiastes. Consider Kierkegaard’s relentless focus on interiority
         as the decisive truth. He ceaselessly criticizes Hegel’s ontology as too static, in
         favor of becoming; time is the decisive issue here. But is there not something similarly static (and
         thus problematic) in descriptions found, certainly in his pseudonymous works (such
         as anxiety in The Concept of Anxiety) but also in his edifying works, where “Christ’s life upon earth, the sacred history,
         stands alone by itself, outside history”?[106]   The same idealized fixity seems to be at work in his Lily in the Field, Bird in the Air: Three Devotional Discourses, where “there is for you a today that never ends, a today in which you eternally
         can become present to yourself.”[107]   Is this not the dream of an ontology which transcends the temporal human condition,
         viewing it as something to be overcome? As Flemming Fleinert-Jensen recognizes, Kierkegaard’s
         eternity “traverses the instant, it deepens it and gives it a dimension of the infinite.”
         Furthermore, says Fleinert-Jensen, Kierkegaard’s “presence is independent of time
         . . . in this situation of contemporaneity, times and places do not count, because
         it is a question of the register of the absolute.”[108]    He then quotes Training in Christianity, where Kierkegaard (not a pseudonym!) equates Christ with the absolute. It seems to
         me, by contrast, that Ellul is after presence in time where time and place always count. Surely, Kierkegaard’s insistence on thinking within temporal limits and accepting
         oneself as a creature before God were because he undoubtedly struggled to do so; like
         Ellul after him, one can read his criticism as self-criticism above all. This is understandable,
         but even in his edifying discourses, the change inherent to human temporality seems
         to aim at eternal fixity within this temporality; temporality still appears as a lesser
         version of a platonic eternity. Indeed, he expressly included such eternity because
         it funded his critical project. Amy Laura Hall notes Kierkegaard’s desire to “‘jack
         up the price so enormously that the prototype itself teaches men to resort to grace’
         (JP III 25303 [Pap.x.2 A30n.d., 1849]),” and that he “compels the reader to appreciate
         the vast distance between the created and fallen state by collapsing the temporal
         distance between Christ and the reader.”[109]   
      

      
      Or rather than a problematic Platonism, this is understandable as an inheritance from
         Hegel. In Arne Grøn’s helpful article on “Time and History,” he carefully avoids a
         platonic regime of the eternal in his reading of Kierkegaard, suggesting that “the
         idea that time and eternity are radically heterogeneous” is “misleadingly expressed.”[110]   However, philosophical abstraction persists: he instead focuses on the transition
         between time “as an infinite succession” and “the time of different time dimensions:
         present, past, and future.” But if this is Kierkegaard’s time, it is simply displacing
         the movement of philosophical abstraction from a platonic beyond to a Hegelian infinity
         of equal moments. While ironic use of such temporal description in the pseudonymous
         works is understandable from Ellul’s Qoheletian reading (as it would be undermining such fixity), how can the unmasked Kierkegaard make a statement about anything outside
         of history at all, if he is seriously adhering to the temporal limits of a human epistemology?
         In other words, how does Ellul’s reading avoid charging Kierkegaard with betraying
         Qohelet, by turning anti-philosophy into a philosophy? 
      

      
      To demonstrate how Ellul’s unique appropriation of Kierkegaard marks a unique response
         to structuralism, I will need to respond to these questions. Before returning to my
         exposition of Raison, I will offer a few summary clues as to whence in his corpus Ellul’s reading comes.
      

      
      Ellul’s Qoheletian Kierkegaard: Creaturely Time

      
      If Kierkegaard informed Ellul’s reading of Ecclesiastes and Ellul finds Qohelet informing
         Kierkegaard, Ellul’s negotiation of their differences deserves careful examination.
         Ellul’s oeuvre lacks the abstraction and fixity found in Kierkegaard’s account because
         he is more determined in his Qoheletian criticism than is Kierkegaard.[111]   If Qohelet restricts Ellul’s thought to his spatio-temporal limits, in this respect,
         his thought lacks exactly the philosophical overdetermination exhibited in Kierkegaard.
         While Blanc is probably right that “Ellul is Kierkegaard in the twentieth century!”,
         the Qohelet in Ellul’s Kierkegaard makes Ellul’s appropriation particular. Recall
         that for Ellul, sticking closely to Qohelet gives little or no basis to construct
         any wisdom, but is an almost entirely negative movement, restricting humanity’s knowledge to a humble communicative response to
         received proclamation. After this movement, “Nothing. There is nothing solid. And
         the only stable thing, the fact that there is ‘nothing new . . .’”[112]   
      

      
      Definitively demonstrating that Qohelet and Kierkegaard overlap for Ellul, I showed
         above that Qohelet’s questioning was harsher than that of Marx and Descartes; Qohelet
         is “the absolute dissenter.”[113]   Kierkegaard offers Ellul the same questioning, funding his harshest critiques of
         structuralist thinkers. Here at length is Ellul’s concluding remark to his preface
         to Écoute:
      

      
      
         [Kierkegaard] is the man of questioning. Now today, we accept all questionings. There
            is no longer anything stable, ordered, intact around us. We live in an apparently
            iconoclastic universe. All that is authority, prestige, power, is contested. Everything
            that appears to be the good, the beautiful, the true, is stripped to the roots . .
            . Then why not reclaim Kierkegaard, who is given to a complete questioning with a
            faultless rigor, which the Deleuzes or Foucaults are far from attaining . . . to say
            nothing of Marcuse? Well, no! He is neither accepted nor understood any better by
            our contemporaries than by his. Because he declared himself Christian? I think not.
            It is rather that this putting in question to which he proceeds remains truly intolerable. All the others,
            those who concern us today, are counterfeits. They do not actually reach us, but always
            a fictive ‘other’, or, also, a morality, a sexuality, a masculinity, an economy which
            is already virtually abolished in fact. In these conditions, how gratifying and valorizing
            does the contestation “I am not like them” become! And none of them are there to defend
            themselves! What is more, our protestors propose solutions . . . Each one hastens
            to furnish a program of reconstruction. Kierkegaard, on the contrary, is much, much
            too vigorous, far too radical to give himself to a protest so quick to be paid for
            words. It is this which he actualizes, not an historical accident of society or of
            man, but permanent man, so well that any reader, with irritation, feels himself targeted.
            This putting in question, such as he practices it, introduces no response, it leads
            toward no exit, or to no end; it concludes in no program of action which would let
            man believe that he could accomplish his salvation by himself. All depends exactly on Grace. An unpredictable gift and yet certain. But it is not
            at our disposition. Intolerable.[114] 
         

      

      
      For Ellul, both Kierkegaard and Qohelet represent a superlative mise en question, the most relentless and intolerable interrogation. In Raison Ellul makes Qohelet the most extreme; Kierkegaard too is far more extreme than any
         of Ellul’s other major influences.[115]  This is Ellul’s reading of Kierkegaard’s relation to structuralist thinkers: Kierkegaard’s
         questioning goes further than theirs, is more rigorous and comprehensive. Theirs is a counterfeit interrogation,
         refusing to question exactly what Ellul thought ought to be questioned (technique,
         one’s self, one’s time, etc.). As chapter 4 will show, they instead attack the easy
         target of human language, itself already under heavy sociological fire. Drawing on
         Nietzsche’s questioning, structuralism attacks language; Ellul, drawing on Kierkegaard,
         defends it. “Alone, more still than Nietzsche, [Kierkegaard] had a completely full
         word, because it constrains us to measure ourselves against another Word which gives
         meaning to his and which remains imperishable and sovereignly free. This, very exactly,
         is the dimension lacking in Nietzsche.”[116]  Ellul’s extended treatment comes in Hope, treated below in chapters 4 and 5. 
      

      
      In Kierkegaard, what remains after this questioning resembles the stable grammar of
         philosophical discourse. By contrast, Ellul’s Qohelet lacks philosophical fixity precisely
         because of the relentless sweep of time. Recall that for Ellul’s Qohelet, “All the
         activity of man is subject to time and we know nothing about it.” Nothing. While perhaps Kierkegaard’s philosophical-poetic style can view time as a succession
         of instants, Ellul does not allow himself such a statement. He insists that existentialism
         as a type of philosophy betrays the truly existential.[117]    His decided “naivety and philosophical innocence,” dovetailing with the temporal
         impulse derived from Ecclesiastes as the   present, I, were not a lack of awareness of philosophical debates, but the refusal to proffer
         a philosophy of his own.[118]   Indeed, reflecting on Kundera’s Nietzschean novel The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Ellul ends by refusing to answer the question of lightness/weight (roughly correlative
         to fleeting temporality/Nietzschean ‘eternal return,’ or repetition), and insists
         on posing this question only as posed by Qohelet.[119]  
      

      
      Ellul’s is no philosopher’s time: instead of casting time in abstract categories,
         Ellul draws on the biblical creation account, regarding time and space as creatures in his untranslated 1960 article “Notes en vue d’une éthique du temps et du lieu
         pour les Chrétiens” [Notes towards an Ethic of Time and Place for Christians].[120]   In this article, while a philosophical approach to time would only be “an analysis
         of man’s pretension and a justification of his destiny,” Ellul sees Genesis as establishing
         time, then space, as the first creatures, emphasizing their dependence on God.[121]    These two are as distinct from the creator as the humans they limit. Primitive
         societies denied time autonomy via annual rituals considered to be outside of time,
         considering them the origin of cyclical time. Today, society has given up on religious
         immortality, but the problem of time and immortality is surmounted by dissolving the
         individual into the group, thus passing to an ideological History. Time and space
         in creation, not sin, limit humanity.[122]   Drawing on Ecclesiastes, God has made “everything beautiful in its time”; humanity
         has a desire for eternity yet “cannot grasp the work of God made from the beginning
         to the end.”[123]   Jesus Christ does not abolish these limits but recovers their significance. In
         a string of Kierkegaardian formulations, the past matters, but it is there to be received
         today, newly actualized and contemporary in faith; the future is the living work of
         God, lived today by hope. Refusing the present is inherently to refuse the ‘for us’
         nature of revelation. Discarding any metaphysical or abstract time present in Kierkegaard,
         Ellul conserves his notion that the true present is not the platonic instant, but
         the unity of the past and future in memory and hope. Ellul distinguishes the true
         present from numerous false presents, including existentialist philosophy. In this latter (despite resemblance to his own formulations in Raison), “my only duty is to be, in the instant, what I am: this conception has no common
         measure with consideration of time in Christ.”[124]   The existentialist instant inhabits a succession of absurd and disconnected moments;
         by contrast God guarantees continuity over time in Ellul’s understanding. The precious
         present moment manifests God’s patience; Christians must find God’s eternal love now, give it continuity and not detach it from His plan (thus making the present incoherent
         and insignificant). As I will show in Presence, time founds all other ethical concerns: “The man who does not have time has nothing,
         is nothing.”[125]   Furthermore, whether Kierkegaard’s eternity is expressed as a Platonic ideal or
         a succession of abstract moments, here is the closest Ellul ever gets to defining
         eternity: “Eternity is from where grace comes . . . we need to put aside our time-related
         notions of eternity.”[126]  
      

      
      The character of Ellul’s time is clear: time is a dependent creature, not an empty vector nor a fixed metaphysic. Chapter 3 will demonstrate that like
         any other creature, it can be cared for or abused.
      

      
      Reframing Indirect Communication

      
      If Ellul does not adopt the philosophical grammar of Kierkegaard’s time, does he follow
         the Socratic ironic reasoning of the latter’s indirect communication? As I have understood
         him, Kierkegaard uses the term to cover various items from an epistemological condition
         of non/communicability, to a rhetorical approach to convince someone that they are
         wrong, to a locution which draws attention to a contrast with the character of the
         speaker. His readers display a similar range of interpretations.[127]  
      

      
      Ellul’s non-philosophical reading of Qohelet informs his reading of Kierkegaard’s
         time; here, Ellul reads Kierkegaard himself as a Qoheletian anti-philosopher, which
         strips the content of his thought of philosophical grammar, leaving only its status
         as communication. Boldly emphasizing that he does not recognize “at all” the Kierkegaard of the French philosophers of his time, Ellul finds no philosopher
         in Kierkegaard, but a speaking person: 
      

      
         He thinks in a manner so living, so vital, he lives in a manner so rigorously thought
            that he addresses himself to his reader (in any case, to me) completely differently. His interpellation targets the whole of my person, leaving nothing intact . . .
            When I read Kierkegaard . . . a man speaks to me . . . It’s not that in this complex
            work, one couldn’t discern an evident Hegelian filiation, which is legitimate to underline,
            or again the evident point of departure of the grand current of existential philosophy.
            It’s not that the authorized exegesis would not doubtlessly be philosophically exact.
            It does not prevent—I say it again simply, in my incompetence, my naivety and my philosophical
            innocence: all this has nothing to do with Kierkegaard, even when one makes abundant
            use of the texts. And I am not saying: with the Kierkegaard that I have heard. No,
            no, I say: with Kierkegaard such as he gives himself to be heard.[128] 
         

      

      Ellul dismisses all psychoanalytical readings. He reacts strongly against philosophical
         readings which necessarily alter, devalue, or ignore the edifying discourses (which
         imply an ironic stance towards the Point of View). For Ellul, this latter text is written explicitly to prevent such a dissection.
         Instead, in Ellul’s admittedly demanding approach, a rigorously comprehensive reading
         of everything Kierkegaard wrote is a precondition for understanding any of it. Why? 
      

      
         Because what is essential is the link, the relation, the correlation, the contradiction
            which exists between all these texts. It is the passage from one to the other authors
            which the author wanted to render indispensable, in multiplying the operations of
            ‘revealing-concealing.’ In this astonishing work, no division is possible without
            betrayal. Either one reads everything, or one understands nothing.[129] 
         

      

      Because Kierkegaard’s works implicate his life so deeply, indirectly and directly
         at different times, performing this separation dissects Kierkegaard the person into
         a partial object of the reader’s own design. “After all, how could it be otherwise,
         when one is dealing with a truly ‘existential’ ‘thinker,’ that is, with someone (and not first of all with an author) who sends a message issuing directly from his
         existence, instead of devoting himself to an intellectual construction on the subject
         of Existence . . .”[130]  Ellul highlights Kierkegaard’s insistence (in the Postscript and elsewhere) that Christianity is an existence-communication. 
      

      
      Ellul thus finds the redoubling reference to the life of the speaker as an essential component of Kierkegaard’s indirect communication. If one adopts this
         perspective in which the late Kierkegaard of the Point of View expresses the ironic self-cancellation of the pseudonyms, the communicative weight
         of the edifying discourses increases. Ellul may be drawing on passages like the following
         from Practice in Christianity:
      

      
         By means of its favorite way of observing what is essentially Christian . . . the
            sermon presentation has abolished what Christianly is decisive in the sermon presentation,
            the personal: this You and I, the speaker and the one being spoken to . . . the Christian truth cannot really
            be the object of ‘observations’ . . . it would be very disturbing, indeed, it would
            be impossible, for me to look at a painting . . . if I discovered while looking at
            it that . . . it was looking at me. See, this is why the Christian truth cannot be
            presented for observation or discoursed upon as observations . . . It listens as the
            speaker speaks; one cannot speak about it as an absentee or a merely objective presence,
            because since it is from God and God is in it, it is present in a totally unique sense
            as it is being spoken about, and not as an object . . . Truly it is a risk to preach![131] 
         

      

      The presence of God in the communicative relation established in the preaching of the
            Word separates Christian discourse from objective discourse. This is precisely the inverse
         of the structuralist notions such as the “death of the author,” which emphasize the
         separation of words from their author or speaker, allowing interpretive possibilities
         of the discourse as objective discourse or as text to flourish. Again, the importance of negotiating Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms in relation
         to the content of his writing decisively separates Ellul and structuralist thought.
         
      

      
      But Ellul also reads Kierkegaard’s indirect communication as an epistemological condition,
         finding Kierkegaard’s indirect communication present in Qohelet. However, if Kierkegaard’s
         epistemological incommunicability had a special relation to Jesus Christ as the God-man,
         for Ellul it expands to cover all truth. 
      

      
         . . . When dealing with truth, it cannot be done otherwise. There cannot be any direct
            enunciation of the truth. There cannot be any immediate communication of the truth,
            because this is not of the order of our intellectual capacity nor of our dimension.
            And I am not necessarily talking about the truth of God. It bears on everything which is of the order of truth. Only indirect communication
            is possible, because that alone, at the same time, is accessible and supportable.[132] 
         

      

      Ellul specifies that he distinguishes ‘truth’ as from ‘reality’ in Humiliation (treated in chapter 5; briefly, truth deals with meaning, demanding transcendence,
         but is also explicitly linguistic, while reality is visual). But he applies the indirect
         epistemological condition to scientific truth as well, referring to all mediation
         of data, whether via schemas, graphs, mathematical symbols, etc.; he uses the word
         representation to describe this mediated communication. Finally, he recalls Kierkegaard’s insistence
         that indirect communication involves the possibility of offense. 
      

      
      For Ellul, therefore, Kierkegaard’s indirect communication does not seem linked to
         rhetoric (in the sense of a technique of speech). Instead, it expresses an existential reference to his life as a crucial element for fully comprehending a global reading of his work, and refers to an epistemological impossibility of directly communicating truth. At
         least by the seventies, Ellul views Viallaneix’s detailed study of Kierkegaard’s works
         and theory of communication as uncovering the true complexity of Kierkegaard’s work,
         defending him against the charges raised above of a devaluation of the word. Therefore,
         in Ellul’s perhaps idiosyncratic reading of Kierkegaard, Kierkegaard’s speech, while
         aimed to produce effects, does not proceed from an ends/means split in which the speaker
         uses speech as a tool, but rather from an attempt to communicate in a form appropriate
         to the communicative content. For this reason, Ellul does not see Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms
         as an ironic betrayal of the Word. 
      

      
      One can also see Kierkegaard behind Ellul’s expressed intention that his own works
         be read comprehensively, because the relation between the different parts of the whole
         is what matters.[133]   Both elements—a global reading and the emphasis on the speaker—are operative in
         Ellul’s hermeneutical approach to the Bible as well.
      

      
      Ellul’s “More-than-modern” Qohelet

      
      Having explored Ellul’s Kierkegaardian-Qoheletian questioning and his view that this
         questioning is harsher than those of Nietzsche or structuralist thinkers, Ellul’s
         critical thought can now be distinguished from the questioning enacted by structuralist
         thinkers of his time. Furthermore, Ellul’s reactions to this thought can be incorporated
         into my reading of Raison. I have focused on Ellul’s early and sustained Kierkegaardian and Qoheletian interactions,
         which demonstrate contours of his thought active before the rise of structuralism
         in 1965–66. His responses to structuralism are also detectable in Raison. In an interview on Raison from 1993, Ellul specifies that while Ecclesiastes was always influential for him,
         it “has counted enormously in my last twenty years.”[134]   This would suggest that his focus on these sources increased from roughly 1973—one
         year after the publication of Hope, which expresses increased Kierkegaardian emphasis, in partial response to structuralism.
         To conclude this chapter, I return to Raison, highlighting Ellul’s repetition of the critical moves he so valued in Kierkegaard
         and Qohelet.
      

      
      Wisdom and Folly

      
      Instead of wisdom as fixed principles, scientific or metaphysical laws, Ellul reads
         wisdom as connoting knowledge and usefulness. Knowledge is not contemporary science;
         he notes the “noxious effect of science considered as ultimate and independent value.”[135]   Seeing Qohelet’s wisdom as consciously recognizing the vanity of such pursuits,
         Ellul deploys an epistemological critique towards scientism, indissolubly linking
         it to the irony which prevents a constructive systematization of principles. In connecting
         Qohelet’s wisdom to usefulness, he carefully denies making a value of efficiency or
         equating it with political power. Wisdom is neither abstract and universal science,
         nor morality, nor metaphysic, nor even ontology. Its grammar is existential; it inhabits
         the lived world. 
      

      
      Returning to irony, Ellul sees Qohelet as attacking Greek thought. While Qohelet’s
         under-the-sun-wisdom is itself vain, Ellul resists concluding that madness (la folie, translatable as insanity or madness, as in Foucault’s Madness and Civilization—a “compendium of historical errors,” according to Ellul[136]) is equal to wisdom or that the madman ought to be exalted. He targets the playwright
         Antonin Artaud, notable because of structuralist treatments of Artaud: Derrida includes
         a chapter on Artaud in Writing and Difference, and Deleuze and Guattari draw heavily on Artaud in their Anti-Oedipus. In her translation of Raison, Hanks summarizes Artaud as trying “to cultivate his mental imbalance in order to
         delve deeper into thought.”[137]   Following his mention of Artaud, Ellul views Qohelet as rejecting the possibility
         of separating wisdom from madness, gesturing to structuralist thinkers’ concern for
         including or exemplifying the insane.[138]   Ellul explicitly attacks this move: “the fool has become the model, the example,
         the way out . . . Well, no, Qohelet harshly says to us, madness is an evil, no more
         or less.”[139]   Further demonstrating awareness of the arguments of structuralism, Ellul defends
         Qohelet against charges of a violent exclusion or denigration:
      

      
         It is not a matter of a judgement of condemnation, nor of an exclusion or a ‘racism,’
            nor a rejection and refusal of a relation, but that is how it is. The fool [mad person]
            is respectable but he does evil . . . And we should guard against this madness, we
            should avoid falling into it ourselves, trying to bring them out of it (I do not say:
            cure, because, alas, it is not only a sickness!).[140] 
         

      

      If separating wisdom/madness is impossible, the tension between them neither collapses nor rests
         on a conception of ideal wisdom. One can see both the possibility of misreading Ellul
         as in-step with this tradition and the outworking of his differences with it. Something
         is at work which allows Ellul to maintain a relationship with the insane without excluding
         or denigrating them, nor collapsing madness and wisdom into one, nor establishing
         a concept which could distinguish and separate them. If he cannot establish an ideal
         and separate them—thereby rejecting a modern humanist optimism which thinks it can
         enact such a distinction (and must to ensure its own sanity)—neither can he accept postmodern inclusivity which rejects
         the distinction or looks to it for wisdom. This movement is worth examining: whence,
         for Ellul, Qohelet’s ethical response?
      

      
      Ellul’s approach to an answer follows a winding path. Ellul does not reject the madman
         as a fluke of society but takes seriously their belonging to it. Qohelet reveals the
         “crisis”—
      

      
         . . . Of morals and of philosophy, crisis of the mores and measures of man, crisis
            of the foundations of collective life . . . of man and of society, crisis of the immediate
            and permanent. This revelation of the crisis . . . brings brusquely to light the presence,
            the force and the form of that which in ordinary times remains hidden, invisible.
            He advances a thought which is more than modern, since definitively instead of considering
            disorder, non-meaning, incoherence and contradiction as accidents, as an evil which
            ought to be eliminated and as a secondary or aleatory event . . . he integrates disorder
            and contradiction in the “normal” being of humanity.[141] 
         

      

      Acknowledging an “absolute difference”, “miniscule,” but with an “invisible and fluid”
         limit between folly and wisdom, Ellul notes that death equalizes wisdom and folly, that for Qohelet there is no existential difference.[142]  Qohelet’s wisdom is inextricably linked to the life of the person, acquired slowly
         via life experience. This prompts Ellul to mourn the era of the image, television,
         and the increasing pace of life in society (themes developed in Humiliation). Ellul mourns his own failure to communicate. Despite all his books, he watches
         the failures of his generation in 1930 repeated in 1980, reflecting an incommunicability
         of wisdom which mirrors the secret in Kierkegaard’s indirect communication. He highlights the fragility and even impossibility
         of true wisdom and its communication. 
      

      
      Ellul then brings the “devastating irony”[143]   of his anti-philosophical heirs into his context, highlighting the “dead flies”
         that ruin the philosophical perfume of his age. He attacks Hegel, refusing his whole
         system because it culminates in the abstract monstrosity of the genocidal modern State.
         He attacks Heidegger for his affiliation with Nazism. But the double-edged irony cuts
         Ellul for disqualifying these others: “I know well that in my turn, in pronouncing
         exclusions, I fall precisely under the blow of the other judgement of Qohelet, in
         the same passage!”[144]   For Qohelet, wisdom is the chief vanity in that it consists in saying that all is vanity; and if the abundance of discourse makes vanity abound, Ellul suggests
         that Greek philosophy is the chief source from which the flood of such discourse springs.
         
      

      
      After irony has done its job, is there absolutely nothing? The wisdom of admitting
         that (under the sun, still) there is no wisdom has been the first step, the “negative
         point of departure” on the winding way of wisdom.[145]   What remains is the limited present: “Wisdom is above all the recognition of our finitude . . .” But avoiding philosophical
         use of finitude, Ellul sees two great finitudes in Qoholet: the future, and death.
         Time and death function as “the two pillars of wisdom,” “negative determinations”
         which make wisdom possible. The future does not yet exist, is not destiny; Qohelet
         has no philosophy of history. The ramifications of this view of time for prophecy
         are that God’s announcement of judgement is a warning of what will happen if . . . if things continue the way they are going, or if the addressee refuses to repent,
         etc. “God decides to punish. So be it. But it suffices for this that he lets men do that which they are doing, that they continue, and this is the wrath itself of God.”[146]   The presence of the Word of God in the lives of humans means that history follows
         no preset path; however, it can fall into a destiny if man decides not to listen,
         or if God decides not to speak; the dialogue with God is the freedom of history.
      

      
      As Derrida and Foucault argued about the Cartesian cogito and its implications for the folly/madness division, discussing death, Ellul comes
         as close as ever to an ergo   sum: “And if God died there, because he did not want to vanquish and condemn man, therefore
         I am . . . I am.”[147]   Ellul links death in Qohelet to absence of meaning, opposing movements of his time
         that either glorified death (as in the form of kamikazes) or naturalized it. He specifies
         that he wrote this section in June 1983, scorning the treatment of death in cinema
         and music in the eighties, but also the “discourse which influences and manifests
         ‘the death drive’—not sublimated, but on the contrary, exalted!”[148]   Ellul sees Qohelet’s mediation on death as supporting life, bounding and limiting
         it. The knowledge that one will die separates humans from other animals: all will
         die, but only humans know that they will die.[149]   Meditation on the human limits of future and death returns us (like Kierkegaard’s
         irony) to the way, back from the falsities on which people desire to base their lives,
         back to where true wisdom can begin. 
      

      
      As shown, Ellul thinks the word is not vain, the only human reality with this distinction. If the word is the only serious thing, “the only
         grave thing is carelessness, the abuse of the word.”[150]   Recall that in his preface to Écoute, Ellul learned from Kierkegaard that “in the church the only evil was the falsification
         of the Word.”[151]   Furthermore, language is inherently theological, since
      

      
         The word is immediately put in relation with God. All usage of the word is a reflection
            of the mode of action of God: the word, reflection of this revelation that God is
            word. But this God is unknowable . . . The usage of the astonishing creation that
            is the word, which is a gift of God, always puts God in play. From whence the appearance
            of “sin” at this occasion. The only occasion. Everything is vanity, madness, nothingness,
            but sin is one thing: the abuse of the word![152] 
         

      

      
      In chapter 4, I show that for structuralist thinkers, following Nietzsche, language
         is always-already theological. In contrast to structuralist critiques of language,
         for Ellul, human speech is inseparable from human life; the latter, by virtue of language,
         is inseparable from the relation to God. 
      

      
      Concluding this treatment, Ellul notes that Qohelet ends expressing a perspective
         on God. Quoting Maillot, he notes that Jesus Christ is God’s existential communication with us; and this is wisdom. He quotes 1 Cor. 1:30, where “Christ Jesus
         . . . became to us wisdom from God.” But consonant with his Kierkegaardian epistemology,
         this requires a “bound above the abyss.” Wisdom’s irony passes Ellul’s Kierkegaardian
         Qohelet’s reader through time and death, leaving them at the edge of the abyss, where
         they can perhaps make the leap of faith out of “under-the sun” to find themselves
         in communication with God. Left to itself, human wisdom cannot respond to the question
         of the absurdity of existence. If there is any wisdom/folly separation, it is above
         all a question of relating to the word, which engages one in dialogue with God. Only
         dialogue with God responds—but this response is existential, not intellectual.
      

      
      God’s Time

      
      Raison’s final chapter specifies that Qohelet speaks of the Hebrew God, Elohim YHWH, and not Allah, any other God, or god in an abstract sense. However,
         Qohelet only ever names him Elohim, designating god “in general,” but also “the God
         who created, the subject of the cosmogony.”[153]   Ellul suggests two reasons for this: first, Qohelet uses only the general name
         to restrict himself to categories of Greek philosophy, to undermine them ironically
         on their own grounds. Second, Qohelet wants his descriptions of his experiences to
         be understood as universally valid, not categorized as only valid for the Hebrew people.
         
      

      
      Because this God reveals himself existentially, Ellul highlights “the impossibility
         of using God as an explication, as a system, as a supreme Cause, etc . . .”[154]  God is useless for justifications, morality, science, philosophy, theology, etc.
         He summarizes this God as “God my obstacle.”[155]  This is not negative theology, precisely because that would incorporate God into theology, “. . . a means of making him enter into our categories. But he is a reality of which
         Qohelet remains totally convinced, to know that this hidden God, obscure, draws near
         to man, is close to him, penetrates this life, and that he is impossible to eliminate
         . . .”[156]  However hidden, this God cannot be ignored; instead, his presence can become a crushing
         weight, an “oppressive presence” for those who try to ignore it.[157] 
      

      
      Once this God is acknowledged, time shifts: rather than remaining a purely negative
         determination, time becomes the time of God, in which everything is beautiful in its
         time. To Ellul’s ears, Qohelet’s famous poetry speaks of God’s weaving in and out
         of the fabric of human life, “between the occasion, the moment, the enchainment of
         moments, of times, and then the desire for eternity, which comes from God.”[158]   The time for every work under the sun comes from God, and the task of living, no
         longer bearing the fixity or abstraction of Kierkegaard’s contemporaneity, is: “How
         to discern the time of God!”[159]   Ellul notes that this time is given, and cannot provide a philosophy of history: there is no possible progress with this
         time, “neither logic nor combination.”[160]   
      

      
      Humans receive two time-related gifts from God: worry and the desire for eternity. Recalling Presence, ‘worry’ is essentially a demand for ethical presence: “But [do not live] as the unaware, not like the unconcerned or the indifferent!
         God demands that we be present to this world. And he gives each man the gift of this worry!”[161]   Ellul’s presence requires linguistically conscious existential engagement in a
         specific time and place, wagering on the presence of God. Presence thus entails both
         concern and consciousness: the desire for eternity—a yearning for stability, for access to
         the good and the true—allows us to measure that which is fleeting, “that which has
         a time but has only this, and which cannot satisfy us, not because it is contradictory
         but because everything flees between our hands.”[162]    This is the payoff of Ellul’s stripping of Kierkegaard’s philosophical eternal: the gracious
         eternal that allows us to measure the temporal is precisely lacking, desired . . .
      

      
      And yet, contemporary. Jesus Christ is God’s response to the interplay of these two
         gifts. Christ’s entry into time gives it a meaning and an order. Ellul’s description
         mirrors his own conversion: “Our encounter with Jesus Christ is a precise and localized
         event, a moment of History and a moment of our personal history which situates itself
         in the middle of these diverse and contradictory things which constitute our life.”[163]   The call to presence is a call to meet Christ now, God’s self-revelation in time:

      
         It is thus that the two movements of our text come together, because it is in each
            one of these moments that God makes beautiful in its time that, simultaneously, the
            mise en question by the desire for eternity is in play, and the presence of the living Christ intervenes,
            which is not a stupefying and miraculous phenomenon. It is living, that is, present
            in the fluctuations of life. Definitively, this thirst for eternity is nothing other
            than the pursuit of life![164] 
         

      

      Driving home the fundamental distinction between his presence and Kierkegaard’s contemporaneity, he follows this immediately with a disclaimer on the word ‘eternity.’ He decisively
         refuses all fixed time and all abstract time, noting that this coheres with Jewish thought,
         
      

      
         . . . which is real and not abstract, living and not mathematical. That the absolute,
            the infinite, ‘eternity’ could be mathematically representable, certainly, but Jewish
            thought and Christian thought following it are precisely historical and the entry into the heavenly Jerusalem does not change this. It is always the history of ‘God with man.’[165] 
         

      

       “It is only in the present that we can encounter God.”[166]  Ellul reincorporates his treatment of time and space as creatures over which humanity is master. Emphasizing a Hebrew understanding of time, time remains
         at least partially hidden for humanity; there is no question of dominating, fully
         knowing, explaining, and thus mechanizing God’s time. Instead, a humble, temporal,
         and creaturely acceptance of limits is needed. 
      

      
      If time is God’s gift, then God is the giver of time. Even time’s ironic undermining
         of human attempts to go beyond their limits is thus understandable as part of God’s
         free gift of grace. Indeed, Ellul reads Qohelet’s recognition of God’s gifts as the
         presence of grace in this book. The interplay of God’s gift of worry and the desire for eternity “constitute man.”[167]   The creaturely freedom of time is linked to humanity’s care for it, like the animals.
         If humanity commits “the central error from whence derive all the others,” that of
         “a mechanization of the revelation of God, or a legalization of the spirit,”[168]   and tries to fix time, dominating it, then it is a slave. Ellul’s ethics of time
         and place responds to his questioning in Presence of the biblical notion of redeeming the time, which I treat in chapter 3. In my reading,
         this is precisely what is at stake in the use of philosophy in theology: if time is
         to be free, humanity cannot just make any use of it whatsoever, but must commit to
         care for it, with all the self-restraint that such an approach implies. “And it is
         thus a veritable asceticism.”[169]   Ellul thus offers an ethics of philosophical asceticism in theology as a form of
         care for the creature of time.
      

      
      This ascetic move is an act of interpretation. Ellul views Qohelet’s recognition of
         God’s gifts as an act of interpretation: “I believe that Qohelet does not brutally
         say: it is a gift of God. ‘I see’ or ‘I know’ that it is a gift of God . . .”[170]   Reading Qohelet with this interpretive grammar produces Ellul’s forcefully anti-ontological
         epistemology. 
      

      
         Thus, things or actions are not something objectively established but are necessarily the object of a ‘reading,’
            which ends for the believer in a confession of faith. I believe that . . . nothing
            beyond. And this extraordinary clarity first of all insists on the fact that all ontology
            is anti-biblical . . . The only possible act is thus that of testimony founded on
            faith and not that of automatic and catechetical teaching.[171] 
         

      

      In other words, structuralist emphasis on interpretation is correct; everything is
         always-already interpretation. But because this interpretation is lived, it is never neutral; all interpretations are not equally valid because the relation
         to life makes them serious.[172]  
      

      
      Within this existential, communicative time, Ellul recalls the word’s seriousness
         and the need to fear God. Unlike false prophets and spiritualists, who either talk
         too much or speak out of spiritual ecstasy or overindulge in angelic tongues, fearful
         respect for God demands that Christians watch their words, avoiding meaninglessness
         on both accounts.[173]   Fearing God is linked necessarily to encountering him: 
      

      
         This fear of God first of all implies the encounter with this God. This God is a presence
            and not an absence . . . To fear God is to live in his presence, in ignoring, certainly,
            the ultimate of this God, in knowing that here there is a mystery without explanation,
            but at the same time, in knowing that it is a happy mystery, because the fear of God
            excludes all other fear and becomes thus the source of confidence and new joy.[174] 
         

      

      Taking up Barth’s understanding of God’s commandment as the line traced between life
         and death, Ellul not only sees ontology as anti-biblical, but inverts it. Denying
         that a pre-existing person responds to God’s commandment, Ellul’s Qohelet undermines
         this idea: “And here without fail is the radicality of Qohelet: There is nothing left . . . ‘Fear God, listen to his word.’ The only fixed, stable
            point. The whole man is brought back to this. The whole, that is to say that outside of this, man is nothing.”[175]  Against the background of the Kierkegaardian qualitative dialectic, this temporal
         becoming of the human in dialogue with God is a Christological determinacy situated
         between two poles: fear-respect and listen-obedience. These give neither equilibrium nor totality, but merely limits within which the fluctuations
         of human life take place. The human “begins to have consistency and truth when he situates himself between the two poles.
            This one who puts himself in relation with the Living one, the only one, and the one
            who made him listen to this word.”[176]  Here, finally, is the closest thing to an answer that my earlier ethical inquiry
         will receive. This more-than-modern communicative determinacy strikes a critical theological
         balance between an exclusive modernist ontological anthropology (rejecting the madman),
         and an over-inclusive structuralist or postmodern approach that either abandons the
         human, or expands it to a meaningless general comprehension (inclusivity to the point
         of death). 
      

      
      Finishing his concluding work, Ellul ends on themes developed in his works beginning
         in City and continuing through Apocalypse and What I Believe, among others: judgment of humanity’s works combined with universal salvation. Specifically, judgment is the destruction of “eternalized”
         works, aspects of human life which reject or attempt to overcome their temporal character,
         to fulfill the desire for eternity. In this respect, I suggest that Ellul’s work is
         not an intellectual system, but instead an architecture in movement, built through time, made up of one’s life. This construction is temporal, and it is precisely this edifice
         which will be judged. But it can only be built now, in the present. 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Ellul’s work is a thought in the present, deriving from a synoptic and synthetic reading
         of Kierkegaard and Qohelet. This reading allows Ellul to adopt Kierkegaard’s central
         focus on contemporaneity with Christ, but strips Kierkegaard’s time-eternity dialectics
         of philosophical fixity or abstraction. Simultaneously, Kierkegaard’s irony is adopted,
         but is never rhetorical technique: the word is always a serious affair, even when
         ironic. The ironic interplay of wisdom and vanity strips away all that is solid, leaving
         the believer alone in the presence of God. This present is then knowable as free and
         graciously given dialogue with God, neither ontologically nor metaphysically known.
         The result is an ethics of theological language and thought that opposes philosophical
         fixity in order to leave time free and take words seriously. 
      

      
      Against this background, Ellul’s use of Marx must be examined to illuminate the sociological
         side of the architecture. Only then can this structure be seen in movement. This movement
         will permit me to pose an important question (which will return in chapter 5): to
         what extent does Ellul’s use of Marx in Apocalypse betray the creature of time?
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      Chapter 2

      Community in the Present

      
         
         
         Marx, Institutions, and Language

         
      

      
      If the context of the Cold War quickly linked a negative connotation to the name and
         works of Karl Marx and the associated idea of communist revolution for postwar American
         ears, among French intellectuals the communist outlook was rather positive and enduring
         until late in the twentieth century, persisting “not as the realization of a terrestrial
         paradise, but as an expression, a phantasm of an historic beginning opened up by the
         October Revolution of 1917.”[1]   Ever since his teenage discovery of Marx, Ellul was taken by Marx’s writings and
         thought, reading everything Marx ever wrote and becoming one of the first to teach
         university courses on Marx’s thought in France. Though never taken in by the French
         Communist Party and less prone to Marxist-Christian dialogue than many of his contemporaries,
         the concrete hopes for revolutionary political change which Ellul found in Marx remained
         a lifelong preoccupation and account for defining contours of his sociology. But more
         importantly, Ellul’s modified Marxist sociology gave him keen insight into the role
         of language in forming human community, insight which is integral to understanding
         Ellul’s thought.
      

      
      This chapter therefore examines the other, sociological side of Ellul’s dialectical
         architecture, accounting for Ellul’s sociology, his Marxist inheritance and investments,
         his institutional studies and personalist political engagement, and his concerns with
         language and institutions. While the previous chapter showed how the ‘present’ links
         time, language, and the human theologically, in this chapter I show that Ellul’s reading
         of Marx gave him sociological inheritances which, though irreconcilable with his theology,
         overlap significantly. These inheritances are explored through three major themes:
         time, language, and humanity. I also examine Ellul’s personalist writings from the
         thirties, demonstrating continuity between what Ellul saw in Marx and his own personalist
         view of the person, to separate what Ellul took from Marx’s thought and what he rejected.
         I then incorporate his studies of western institutional and legal evolution to examine
         the link between language, law, and community, and to highlight threats posed to this
         societal link by the rise of propaganda. 
      

      
      In light of these studies, I conclude, first, that no one dialectical method is at
         work in Ellul’s thought; Ellul has both theological and sociological arguments in
         play, making it a matter of the reader’s discernment to see which mode of thought
         is active at a given moment. Second, I suggest that Ellul’s rejection of philosophy
         and his critique of commonplace phrases are linked as two versions of the same failure
         to balance the eternal and temporal properly in the present: philosophy creates a
         false eternal in the temporal, and the commonplace strips the present of a relation
         to any other time, leaving an absurd temporality. The rise of modern propaganda techniques
         implicates both, posing a lethal threat to human community by mutating the fragile
         language of institutions and law into a technique for mass formation and manipulation.
         Furthermore, I show continuity between Ellul’s early project and the mid-1960s, setting
         the stage for the transformations delineated in chapters four and five.
      

      
      Ellul’s Marx on History, Language, and the Human

      
      General Lines of Inheritance

      
      Marx is evidently the chief source for the sociological dimension of Ellul’s thought.
         His engagement with Marx antedates his own studies of historical institutional evolution.
         Ultimately, Ellul found in Marx a global thinker who attempted to see all of society,
         refusing to separate thought and practice. In these two major ways, Marx was Ellul’s
         model. Three books have been made from Ellul’s courses on Marxist thought at the University
         of Bordeaux by some of his students—La pensée Marxiste (Marxist Thought), Les successeurs de Marx (The Successors of Marx), and Les classes sociales (Social Classes). If these are representative of Ellul’s understanding of Marx, they
         facilitate discernment of what Ellul imported and rejected from Marx’s thought. Doing
         so will prove helpful in explaining much of Ellul’s thought in Présence and beyond and will set the stage for an interrogation of Ellul’s Apocalypse. (Note that I will summarize Ellul’s treatment of Marx exclusively, synthesizing
         material from books made from Ellul’s courses on Marx at the University of Bordeaux—Marxiste, Successeurs, and Classes; I will not address Marx’s writings directly.)
      

      
      By probing Ellul’s Marxist inheritance in a theological study, I am probing the relation
         between the sociological and theological components of his oeuvre. From a Marxist
         perspective, theology is conceivable as part of the ‘ideological superstructure’ constructed
         by humans. In terms of its truth-value, it is thus null. But it is not necessarily
         useless; even Marx recognized a bidirectional influence in the relationship between
         the forces and relations of production on one side and ideology on the other.[2]   Nevertheless, Ellul recognizes that fidelity to Marx means that religion, while
         perhaps among the finest products of human civilization, is ultimately a bourgeois
         justification of its creators. 
      

      
      In Successeurs, explaining the contradictions between Marx’s predictions and actual economic developments
         between 1880–1920, Ellul describes how second-generation Marxists were forced to either
         find a way to adapt Marx’s thought to new situations—qualifying changes and abandoning
         certain elements of his system of thought (thereby altering the whole)—or to apply
         the methods that allowed him to generate his predictions to a situation that had now
         changed. Ellul preferred the latter approach, and in this sense, his sociological
         work taken alone is faithfully Marxist. The first option transformed Marx’s predictions
         into a dogmatism which Ellul saw as betrayal.
      

      
      Among these second-generation Marxists, Ellul seems to resemble his own description
         of Plekhanov, who he thinks founded Marxism in Russia.[3]   Plekhanov attempts to integrate Marxist dialectical materialism and idealism, giving
         the superstructure a more significant role. While Christianity is not an idealism
         for Ellul, a modified Marxism looking to take ideas like the person or God seriously
         might find such a combination attractive. Beyond making more room for the potentially
         spiritual superstructure, in Ellul’s account of Plekhanov’s Marxism, many of Plekhanov’s
         emphases resonate in Ellul’s own work: the real (not ideal) foundation of law, an
         emphasis on relational understanding of societal phenomena, heavy emphasis on tool use as determinative in
         human expression, and a “double unity”— “of man himself, and between man on the one
         hand and his milieu and his activities on the other.”[4]   (I will address this unity and the question of the foundations of law below.) Importantly,
         Plekhanov is the first to apply Marxism to aesthetics: “From the Marxist perspective,
         aesthetics becomes a concrete science relying on history to explain how a given art
         form could appear in a given social context.”[5]   This precisely prefigures Ellul’s analysis of modern art as an expression of technique
         in his 1980 Empire.  
      

      
      From the theological side, in Marxiste, Ellul clearly notes the impossibility of being Christian and Marxist. Citing Marx’s
         statement that “Atheism is the port of entry into my entire thought,” Ellul states,
         “That is why it is impossible to be simultaneously Christian and Marxist.”[6]   Yet, when directly pushed on this issue, he confessed his deep personal investment.
         “When, in 1982, Jean-Claude Guillebaud proposed: ‘A Marxologist, basically, but never
         Marxist’ . . . Jacques Ellul responded: ‘Marxologist, yes, but not only. I will say
         truly Marxist in the measure where I have not found a thought or method which allows
         me to better analyze the world in which I live.’”[7]   Ellul is attracted to Marxism for its use and results, not because he esteems it
         a correct philosophy.
      

      
      More significantly, Ellul describes his hope in Czechoslovak Marxist movements in
         1968:
      

      
         I was a Marxist around 1930. I personally worked through Marx. Then I abandoned Marxism,
            principally on the basis of the Moscow trials . . . Can we talk about free determination
            for the ensemble of socialist republics when they were forced in this way? It was
            this contradiction between Marx’s thought and what I saw in the USSR which made me
            split with Communism . . . I rediscovered a certain hope regarding socialism in general
            when I encountered Czechoslovak thought. Something new appeared to my eyes, and this
            something new corresponded to the effective characteristics of our western society:
            a Marxist response to the problems of a technological society.[8] 
         

      

      While he clearly states that he had no use for much of Marx’s ideological or doctrinal
         writings, and despite serious criticisms of Marx all throughout his oeuvre, Ellul
         found in Marx’s theoretical writings a rigorous interpretation of history, society,
         humanity, and the universe.[9]  Ellul’s personal investment into Marxism must be accounted for in evaluating his
         whole project. Like Marx, Ellul’s thought is rigorously interconnected; everything
         relates to everything else, and one must read a significant amount of it before properly
         understanding most of it.[10]  At its base, then, Ellul’s sociology is understandable as a modified Marxist project.
         Akin to my analysis of his reading of Kierkegaard via Qohelet, his students venture:
         
      

      
         We dare to propose a hypothesis. What if, reversing the tendencies that he rightly
            denounced, Ellul had, in a certain manner, reread Marx in the light of the Bible?
            The temptation is all the greater and, it seems to us, much more justified since Jacques
            Ellul himself dares the parallel: “Marx,” he wrote in Idéologie marxiste chrétienne, “brought a History back to light which is not that of historians, but rather a History
            charged with meaning (like that of the Bible), which has a revelatory movement and
            ends in an apotheosis, but with everything situated in History. Once again, Marx brings
            Christians back to the revealed truth.”[11] 
         

      

      Just as his Qoheletian reading stripped Kierkegaard of fixity and philosophical grammar
         and modified his irony, if his reading of Marx was indeed filtered through a Biblical
         (and thus, eminently Qoheletian) grid, it would be no surprise if significant elements
         from Marx survived in a modified fashion, certainly altered by their separation from
         the whole. Given Ellul’s global thought and his Qoheletian emphasis on the absence
         of in-itself meaning, the Marxist emphasis on realism makes this emphasis common to
         Ellul’s sources, making a Marxist analysis of the world a suitable dialogue partner
         for theology. In early works, Ellul often describes his project as “Christian Realism.”
         Like Qohelet’s blunt situational observations, Marx’s, or Ellul’s, would form the
         present raw material with which theology would engage; that is, a sociology derived
         not from method, but from personal, human-scale observation.[12]  
      

      
      In Marxiste, Ellul details Marx’s philosophical thought as stemming from a confrontation between
         Hegel and Feuerbach, with Marx combining Feuerbach’s materialism and Hegel’s history.
         Marx inverts Hegel’s conception according to which the real is an externalization
         of the Ideal; for Marx, facts engender the idea, not the inverse. This means that
         every idea already implies certain material surroundings—a material referent, an external referent to all discourse. This applies to law as well (at least for Plekhanov): law has no
         ideal foundation, but a real one.[13]   Because Ellul views Marx as a deeply systematic thinker for whom everything is
         deeply interconnected, the necessity of external relation implies that “no fact has
         significance by itself.”[14]   Again, Ellul’s reading of Marx reinforces Ellul’s Qoheletian refusal of ontological
         thinking, of seeing things in-themselves.
      

      
      Furthermore, Marx’s praxis parallels Ellul’s emphasis on incarnation. For Marx, “praxis”
         combines action, practice, and work—an action participating in history. Because Marx
         viewed the economy as the determinative element in social evolution, labor became integral to historical action. “Praxis is the means by which a relation exists between the thought of man and the world.”[15]   With praxis as a central element of Marx’s thought, good theory necessitates active
         involvement. In this historical dialectic in which the play of objective forces is
         largely determinative, Ellul hopes that via its incarnation in the Christian life,
         the presence of the eschaton will play a role in the historical evolution of the modern
         world. Ellul sees Marx’s historical dialectic as playing at the interior of the facts
         themselves, not interpretations of them; faith, therefore, must become works, must manifest in practice.[16]   In Présence, this leads him to search for a specifically Christian style of life. Further confirming
         that Ellul finds the Qoheletian lack of fixity in Marx as well, praxis cannot be inspired
         by values: “Since all history is inscribed in a dialectical movement which always
         includes the yes and the no, there is no stable, permanent truth, no constant intellectual
         truth, any more than there is a universal (moral or spiritual) value. Everything changes.”[17]   With Marx in the background, Ellul’s vehement refusal that Christianity can remain
         an interior freedom or conceptual affair is understandable: if not materially incarnated
         in practice, faith will not enter the play of forces which make up history; theologically,
         this would be a refusal of the incarnation.[18]  
      

      
      Additionally, Ellul’s emphasis on consciousness is markedly Marxist. The phrase prise de conscience—roughly translatable as becoming aware—appears regularly in Ellul’s work.[19]   Describing how Marx does not enter a debate of materialism vs. idealism, but simply
         assumes materialism, Ellul sees Marx’s conscience (consciousness) as appearing after material. “The spiritual is inside of man and
         is thus created by man in his relation with material. In Marx’s vocabulary, there
         is an identity between spiritual and consciousness.”[20]   While material is objective, consciousness is subjective. Consciousness is not
         independent of material; while the ideological superstructure later elaborated on
         the basis of a material practice plays some role, for Marx it is never independent
         of material practices. Beyond again emphasizing the need of an external referent for
         discourse and ideas, this language of consciousness plays strongly in Ellul’s sociological
         and theological writings, dovetailing with his Kierkegaardian emphasis on the eschatological
         tension at the interior of the Christian life, and later reflected in his view of
         inward contemplation as revolutionary in Autopsy. He treats this directly in a 1971 article titled “Conscientisation et témoignage
         intérieur du Saint Esprit” (“Becoming Aware and the Interior Witness of the Holy Spirit”),
         explaining that the prise de conscience is a condition of revolution for Marx, and that for the Christian, the Holy Spirit
         provides the transcendence on which consciousness depends. This suggests that the
         Marxist category of consciousness plays an important role in Ellul’s thought. If creating
         consciousness is the role of the Holy Spirit, it is possible that Ellul was influenced
         by Marx’s equating of consciousness with spirit. In later interviews with Patrick Chastenet, Ellul says: “In this, I remain conformed
         to Marx’s thought: it is when man becomes aware [prend conscience] that he no longer has the means to fight, that he begins his revolt.”[21]  
      

      
      Alienated Time 

      
      For my inquiry, the ways in which Marx influenced Ellul’s understanding of time will
         feature importantly in Ellul’s evolving thought. Jean-Luc Blanc’s article “Jacques
         Ellul et la Dialectique” helpfully analyzes Ellul’s dialectical inheritances from
         Marx, Hegel, and Kierkegaard, providing a nice entry to these issues.[22]   Blanc notes that via Marx, Ellul adopts both a Hegelian view of history as produced
         by dialectical tensions, and Hegel’s emphasis on the negative factor as decisive, giving it a positive value. However, Blanc notes that while Ellul
         does not treat this as encapsulating a universal history, he does think it expresses the concrete experience of the West. “For Ellul,
         the Kingdom of God (and here one can already sense the influence of Kierkegaard) is
         always this virtually positive negative which can unblock closed situations.”[23]   Imitating Marx, Ellul’s sociological project discerns the tensions at play in a
         concrete situation; he thus describes the theological-ethical task of the Christian
         as introducing, by their own presence, the presence of the Word of God in the Holy
         Spirit as a factor into the play of forces which combine to determine history.[24]   But, Blanc argues, Ellul’s Marxist-Hegelian dialectics of history halt there. 
      

      
      A first result of Ellul’s interaction with Marx’s dialectics is that, as with Kierkegaard’s
         criticisms of Hegel, there is no sublation, no resolution of tensions; “The synthesis
         is made in terms of crisis and of life.”[25]   This, I have suggested, is key to Ellul’s existential architecture in movement—his construction is not a system of ideas, but is built temporally in the contours
         of his life. (While Blanc is generally correct, I show in chapter 5 that this develops
         in Apocalypse: the book of Revelation divinely discloses the forces structuring human history,
         in the form of the four horsemen, denoting a change in Ellul’s thinking.)
      

      
      A second result features in Autopsy, where Ellul harshly criticizes Marx’s adoption of Hegel’s dialectics of history for
         making history a train on fixed tracks, inserting a dimension of progress in history. Marx’s history is the slavery of the present, making time the slave of economic forces by integrating
         it into history. Employing the train metaphor, “The economy described by Marx functions
         like a steam engine: what do notions of justice or injustice have to do with the functioning
         of a machine?”[26]   Marx thus integrates time into the economy. Ellul lists time, which for Marx is “the field of human development,”[27]   as the most significant element in human alienation. Industrial conditions and
         a merchandise society oblige the worker “to sell the force of labor which occupies
         all his time, thus his life.”[28]   Here, the Hegelian equation of subject and object translates into Marx: “What is
         sold is the life itself of the worker put entirely into the object . . . Because the
         object is sold, the worker is alienated.”[29]   Therefore, for Marx, time is fundamental to human life, and alienated time is central
         to human slavery. 
      

      
      Ellul thus inherits Marx’s conception of how history evolves (via a play of forces in tension) while explicitly rejecting and criticizing
         his view of progress in this evolution, seeing it as a bourgeois leftover of Marx’s
         time. If by way of Marx and Hegel’s influence Ellul can talk about dialectical tensions
         which combine to make up concrete history, for him, the track and aim of history is
         not determined (theologically, at least); recall that his Qoheletian time does not
         allow abstract causality to be established, nor tomorrow to be predicted (since all
         one has is the present, which is a gift from the God who is a free person and not
         a causal mechanism). It is thus up to those living in the present to make history
         in dialogue with God, a task possible only by the presence of Jesus Christ in history.
         Without this presence, history is indeed subject to determinative forces of necessity.
         While method can be a problematic term, Blanc is generally correct that “by his methodology, Ellul
         avoids both synthesis and separation, the two traditional traps . . . In Ellul, there
         will thus be a theological discourse which will tolerate, and will even make a place
         for a rational, non-theological discourse.”[30] 
      

      
      Incidentally, this is another manner in which Ellul’s technique reflects his Marxist roots: the shift from an economy defined by labor theory of
         value and wages to an economy defined by technological production meant that productivity
         could increase exponentially while labor could remain the same or decrease; value
         creation in these new conditions thus results from superior technique, not more labor.
         Thus, technique replaces labor as the central component in the forces of production—precisely
         the place which Ellul accords it. Additionally, this is exactly the factor that evolves,
         as the Czechoslovak Marxists recognize: new technological conditions of production
         make humanity newly rich in free time, leaving space open for human development (treated below). 
      

      
      Disintegrating Language

      
      “For Marx, it is certain that the disintegration of language is linked to the exclusivity
         of money as mediator.”[31]   The necessity of an external material referent plays heavily here. Language can
         be viewed as part of what Ellul describes as ideology in Marx: because human language
         would fall under this spiritual, subjective part of humanity, it plays a role, but
         is dependent on the material practice to which it refers. All ideology for Marx is
         linked to material practices, to praxis; “This production is thus the language of
         real life.”[32]   Ideology is a unified “system of representation” produced by human activity, common
         to all societies. But crucially, the external referent is a material practice, not a transcendent signified:
      

      
         The meaning of each ideology does not depend on an ‘objective’ truth exterior to the
            ideology, which is an idealist conception, because there is no transcendent truth.
            It depends on its relation to the existing ideological field and on its relation to
            the structures of society which are reflected in this ideology.[33]   
         

      

      One can see here both the appeal and critique of structuralist approaches to language
         for twentieth century Marxist thought. Structuralism treats language as a closed system
         of signs and referents; Marx as Ellul describes him here would applaud the systematic
         understanding, but would emphasize a relation to a material practice. Structuralism,
         which rejects transcendent signification, would not therefore be problematic—except
         if it cuts language off from its relation to material conditions and practices.[34]  The critique of ideological language is a necessary part of a Marxist attempt to
         clear away false conceptions and find the true structures and forces of society; in
         Ellul’s work, this takes the form of critiquing commonplaces in everyday language,
         most notably in his 1966 Critique. 
      

      
      In Présence, Ellul emphasizes the need for an external referent in language (treated in chapter
         3). Questions of transcendent signification and systematization in language receive
         their fullest answer in Humiliation (treated in chapter 5). 
      

      
      Marx’s Contradictory Human

      
      Perhaps most significantly (and bringing its own theological problems), Ellul draws
         on Marx’s conception of humanity. Ellul notes that the human in Marx’s thought was
         an evolving contradiction, calling humanity “the most difficult problem of Marxism.”[35]   Ellul writes, “Marx claims to not know what the human is, but regarding the condition
         of the laborer of his time, he knows the sub-human and anti-human—negative models.”[36]   Marx admits no human nature, only a human condition. Rejecting the classical homo economicus as too abstract, Marx’s human, determined by her objective situation, responds by creating the idea,
         which becomes partially constitutive of the human. This implies that neither pure
         materialism or pure idealism are the whole story: “between the real and the idea,
         there is man.”[37]   At stake in these two for Ellul is the present time: “Materialism encloses man in his present—but a present always spent . . . the perfectly
         materialist point of view is always a point of view of the past—and as for idealism,
         it encloses man in eternity—the material conditions cannot change an iota of man because
         he is ideal—human nature is eternal and permanent . . .”[38]  
      

      
       For Marx, labor is not simply labor. Transforming Hegel’s understanding of alienation,
         human work externalizes the human’s being; in work, the human makes herself. Work
         is thus necessary to create humanity; the status of human is not assumed for the human
         species. In this engagement, the human gains a personality. If the worker owned the
         product of her labor, the human would be integrated with herself. Capitalism, which
         separates the laborer from the product of her labor, is therefore alienation by default.
         Thus, “reintegrating the human dimension in economic analysis implies breaking the
         possibility of the capitalist economic system.”[39]   For Ellul, “Marx thus includes in this materialist vision of man not only his existence,
         but also his human relation with the world.”[40]   
      

      
      But the contradiction occurs, in Ellul’s reading, because Marx retained a certain
         humanism which (like Marx’s view of historical progress) was characteristic of the
         bourgeois values of his time.[41]   Marx reduced the human to a non-essential product of her situation, aiming for
         a purely objective view; yet, the human plays a privileged role in creating history,
         and Marx decried the anonymity of production and consumption. For Marx, humanity should
         be characterized by an unpredictable spontaneity. In his early works, Marx even considered
         freedom to be “the essence of man.”[42]   
      

      
      I argue that Ellul inherits this human, though the tension between Ellul’s theology
         and sociology means that this human cuts across different lines in Ellul than in Marx.
         For Ellul, it is not a contradiction between materialism and humanism, but rather
         a tension between sociology and theology, and a contradiction between a human who
         is fundamentally act (sociology) and one who is fundamentally being (theologically—though not taken ontologically). Just as Marx departed from unquestioned
         materialism, Ellul’s theological approach means that the human is already spiritual,
         thus including a theological dimension in the sociological; precisely this already-theological
         dimension of the human later comes under attack in structuralist thinking. Furthermore,
         in Ellul’s decisive turn to universal salvation in Apocalypse, one can justifiably ask if this turn is necessary because he has elided Marx’s understanding
         of work as equivalent to the human into his theological anthropology. Having noted
         the grammatical overlap of Ellul’s sociology and theology, properly interpreting his
         work is a matter of distinguishing the balance between the two in a given moment in
         his work.
      

      
      I suggest that Ellul was impressed and repulsed by Marx’s human. Impressed, because
         the ‘inhumanity’ of Marx’s thought—that is, Marx’s treating the human as a function
         of the relations and forces of production in his analyses, despite his bourgeois humanism—allowed
         him to describe the forces of production in a way which made sense for Ellul of the
         global economic crises of the thirties, of his father’s unemployment, and of the evolution
         of western institutions. Ellul found a remarkable tool for analysis of his own times:
         “It is astonishing to observe that when it is correctly applied to a delimited subject,
         Marx’s method leads to such good predictions.”[43]   But he was repulsed, because if there is something more to humanity than production
         and consumption (as Ellul would want to believe), how can human society evolve so
         predictably?
      

      
      Ellul is attracted to Czechoslovak Marxism in the late sixties partly because it is
         the most human. He sees both serious analysis and a real attempt to resubmit the forces
         of production to humanity. In describing the thought of Karel Richta, Ellul saw an
         exact application of Marx’s method to the twentieth century in a manner consistent
         with his own thought. Richta saw that with a highly developed science-technology apparatus
         forming the new productive conditions, it was no longer labor, but intellectual and
         scientific research which constituted the primary force of production. Furthermore,
         Richta realized that for production to continue, coordinating all activities was necessary.
         He saw a technical unity being elaborated, with humans at the margins. To correct this, not only should “men
         become the masters of the system of technical production,” but further, “The role
         of man liberated from servile labor would be a role of reintegrating ends into the
         system of means.”[44]   Beyond giving another source for Ellul’s elaboration of the technological system in the late seventies, this makes clear that Ellul’s Marxist hope overlapped with
         a vision of society with humans at the helm.
      

      
      From Marx’s Anti-Humanism to Ellul’s Personalism

      
      Situating Ellul’s Personalism

      
      Long before the appearance of this Czechoslovak Marxism in the sixties inspires in
         Ellul a limited and specific political hope, he “was Marxist around 1930,”[45]   at which time he was involved in various movements under the umbrella of ‘personalism.’
         Examining this personalist period can indicate the extent to which Marx’s thought
         played a personal role for Ellul. If the previous section showed us how Ellul understood
         Marx, in this section we focus on what Ellul’s early personalist engagement took from
         Marx.
      

      
      Jean-Louis Loubet del Bayle describes the content of the phrase “personalist movement
         of the thirties”: “This term unites under the same denomination an ensemble of groups
         and reviews which appeared at the beginning of the thirties, between 1930 and 1933,
         which, when faced with what they perceived as a global crisis of modern society, attempted
         to find in ‘personalist’ references the solution to this crisis.”[46]   Under this umbrella, he notes three major currents: first and most prominently,
         from 1931, the review Esprit, centered around the Catholic thinker Emmanuel Mounier; second, from 1933, the review
         L’Ordre Nouveau, organized by Alexandre Marc around a theoretical foundation from Arnaud Dandieu (who
         died in 1933) and later involving the Swiss Protestant thinker Denis de Rougemont;
         and third, from 1934, Jeune Droite, made up of young intellectual dissidents. 
      

      
      Ellul first became involved in Esprit with Mounier, attracted by their doctrine, audacity, nonconformity, and openness to
         dialogue (despite reservations about the name Esprit, which he found too ambiguous and philosophical). Ellul describes Mounier as having
         an exact and lucid view of things. However, finding Mounier so demanding that only
         a small number could work with him, and with differing “spiritual judgements,” Ellul
         and his life-long friend and dialogue partner Bernard Charbonneau broke from Esprit. The reasons for this break given by Ellul resonate with the Kierkegaard/Qohelet
         mix described in the previous chapter: Ellul describes Mounier’s attitude as directly
         linked to Thomism and looking for a future synthesis of all philosophy in Christianity;
         as so metaphysical he could not believe in real danger to humanity; and as rejecting
         the decisive influence of sin which was central for Ellul.[47]   In other words, if personalism seeks the person, Ellul’s and Mounier’s persons
         were so essentially different that working together became impossible. After breaking
         with Esprit in the mid-thirties, Ellul and Charbonneau briefly allied themselves with Denis de
         Rougemont and L’Ordre Nouveau, before Ellul’s acceptance of a teaching post at Montpelier in 1937 and then Strasbourg
         in 1938, and then the Second World War, separated him from Charbonneau and from organized
         personalist political engagement.[48]   
      

      
      Chastenet neatly summarizes the context of crises to which personalism responded:

      
      
         A society traumatized by war and economic depression (the “crisis of 29” will only
            reach France in 1932, but will settle in, lasting until World War II), a worker movement
            divided by the October revolution, a Christian community split on the ideological-political
            level and still partially won over to the Republic, a menacing international environment
            where liberal democracies seem overtaken by the rise of authoritarian regimes . .
            . Ellul and Charbonneau are thus “conscious of living in an era without precedent”
            and inscribe themselves perfectly in this generation of refusal of which they are
            at once the witnesses and actors.[49] 
         

      

      Beyond these turbulent circumstances, Ellul and Charbonneau saw the central role played
         by the growth of technique in the crisis. Along with the Marxist roots already noted
         for technique, Chastenet and Loubet de Bayle agree that in addition to Arnaud Dandieu’s founding
         role in L’Ordre Nouveau, Dandieu’s thought (expressed in books including Le cancer américain [The American Cancer] and La révolution nécessaire [The Necessary Revolution][50]) strongly influenced Ellul and Charbonneau. (Chastenet does note however that Ellul
         “does not share at all” Dandieu’s Nietzschean inheritance.[51]) Loubet del Bayle further sees these books at the origin of Ellul’s technique: 
      

      
      
         With a different vocabulary, the reflection of l’Ordre Nouveau announced Jacques Ellul’s definition according to which technique is “the preoccupation
            of seeking the most efficacious method in all things” . . . [For Dandieu], technique
            could in effect be defined as a process of rationalization governed by a principle
            of economy.[52] 
         

      

      
      Loubet del Bayle notes that Dandieu conceived of technique as a risk and chance for humanity, with the risk incurred “if man lets himself be imprisoned
         in repetitive and uniformizing processes that [development of technique] infers, sacrificing
         his creative personality.”[53]  Dandieu’s influence on Ellul may be behind the prominence of risk in Ellul’s title
         for La Technique ou l’enjeu du siècle—literally Technique, or the Stakes of the Century—another case where the English translation of the title (The Technological Society) unfortunately amputated a vital and specific element of Ellul’s thought. 
      

      
      Ellul’s Personalist Person

      
      For my inquiry, Loubet del Bayle’s most significant contribution lies in his description
         of technique and the human in Dandieu, showing why this might overlap with Ellul’s
         human. What I have described as Marx’s human (synthesized from Ellul’s writings on
         Marx) shares significant commonality with what Loubet del Bayle finds in Dandieu and
         suggests was active in personalism at this time (specifically that of l’Ordre Nouveau). After recounting Dandieu’s summary of the effects of technicization of human activity
         as automatism, repetition, and standardization, Loubet del Bayle describes l’Ordre Nouveau’s conception of the human:
      

      
         For l’Ordre Nouveau, man is essentially defined by his capacity “of personal creation and affirmation.”
            For Dandieu, man was fundamentally act, and creative act . . . the essence of man
            is his faculty of affirming himself through his power of innovation against all weights
            and determinisms . . . the person was thus, fundamentally and essentially, a spontaneity
            and a creative freedom . . . the technical phenomenon would thus appear as something
            ambivalent, presenting by this fact, a human dimension associated with an inhuman
            dimension.[54] 
         

      

      This description exhibits similarities with the spontaneity and indeterminate freedom
         of self-creation operative in Ellul’s reading of Marx. If for Marx, human labor is
         their very life externalized in production, for the personalists of l’Ordre Nouveau, the human is at base a creative act. Furthermore, like what Ellul could find in Plekhanov or the later Czechoslovak Marxists,
         Loubet de Bayle describes the new order sought by this movement as addressing a situation
         of “technical mutations which were not yet accompanied by spiritual and social changes
         necessary to give them a fully human significance.”[55]  Ellul’s personalism explicitly entails the human person surmounting the technical
         forces of society to give them a new human signification and submit the proliferation
         of technical means to the ends of humanity. My purpose here is not to suggest that
         Ellul’s person draws exclusively on Marx, but rather to show both that Ellul’s rejection
         of a certain idea of the person (Mounier’s metaphysical, less-than-totally corrupted
         person), and the one he found more commonality with (that of l’Ordre Nouveau) would have been attractive for one who subscribed to the Marxist person described
         above. That is, I see significant continuity between Ellul’s Marxist human and the
         person active in Ellul’s personalist years. 
      

      
      This continuity is visible in Ellul’s personalist texts. If for Marx, between the
         real and ideal “there is man,” i.e., the human of praxis, in Directives for a Personalist Manifesto (written with Charbonneau), materialism and idealism—“two complementary perversions,
         by which man has renounced living”—are both rejected in favor of “incarnation of certain
         forces.”[56]   This manifesto laments the loss of human scale in a society characterized by gigantism;
         describes concentration of production and the state underway; gives an early “exegesis
         of commonplaces” (which, first, derives from Marx, who viewed ideology as a reflection
         of human practices, the “language of real life”;[57]   and second, critiques Marxism, the source of most commonplaces in Ellul’s day; and third, establishes continuity
         between this book and his 1966 Critique); and gives a very early description of the artist’s slavery, prefiguring Empire by some forty-five years. “Man resigns himself to being nothing more than a machine
         which cannot change its needs—whether this need is intellectual or manual.”[58]   Juxtaposed with the later positions of Deleuze or Lyotard, who seek to liberate
         desire from the word or the conscious subject, operating respectively as mechanics
         of “desiring-machines” or economists of desire, Ellul’s early project is evidently
         directly opposed.[59]   
      

      
      Crucially, in this early personalist manifesto, Ellul describes “the social sin”:
         
      

      
      
         
         By abandoning himself thus, man commits the social sin—that is, the sin which consists
            of refusing to be a person conscious of his duties, of his strength, of his vocation,
            to accept outside influences (whether voluntarily or not, through direct orders or
            by watching films, for example). Henceforth, man withdraws into the crowd. The social
            sin is the sin against the spirit, by which man renounces that which makes him different
            from his neighbors—(his vocation)—to assimilate himself to them and to become an interchangeable
            token, carrying out identical movements, reading the same words, thinking the same
            thoughts. It is a refusal to live.[60] 
         

      

      
      Like Marx’s human, Ellul’s person is not assumed for the human species; but whereas
         Marxist praxis was a function of the mass, for Ellul it consists in individualization, separation from the mass. Minimally,
         Ellul has a negative definition of the person (akin to what he found in Marx)—he knows that the person
         is not derivable from their coordinates in a mass. Rather than the human person being a derivation
         of categories which are abstract since beyond the scale of the human, “Man must be
         at home in a moment, in a country—he is never a citizen of the world—this is a lie.”[61]  In other words, this personalist manifesto is a sociological call for the present, I, a willful desire to be human, to find the scale of the human within a certain time
         and place. The process would result, like the knowledge possible in Ellul’s reading
         of Qohelet, in a humbler and more living human. It stems from a double desire on the
         part of the human to “make man . . . to root him in the real,” and a “will to liberate
         him—which can only be done if he exists. He will thus attain a freedom which is less
         noble and less elevated, but real and living.”[62]  
      

      
      There is thus significant overlap in Ellul’s personalist person between the contradictory
         Marxist human and a theological human, who would exist within what I described as
         Ellul’s present. Both are non-ontological, non-metaphysical, unknowable in static
         categories; in both cases, freedom is heavily emphasized. While Marx’s human highlighted
         freedom to create oneself, Ellul’s theological human freedom is a function of the
         Word of God, of response in dialogue with God. The difference is crucial: Marx’s human
         is essentially knowable in acting, in self-creation, in modifying its own nature, while the Qoheletian-Kierkegaardian
         human is tasked primarily with being—“today you have to be what you are.” 
      

      
      This matters because their overlap is readable in two ways, one theological (deriving
         from a theology of presence), the other essentially derived from Marxist sociology.
         In terms of the dialectical conception of Ellul’s writings as split between two separate methodologies, one sociological and the other theological, these two dialectics share
         common trajectories which must be attended to.
      

      
      In other personalist writings, Ellul develops the theme of language as he leads into
         his postwar theological writings. In his 1935 article “Personalism, Immediate Revolution,”
         published before the break with Mounier, Ellul argues from common sense, not from scientific reasoning—a sign that he is trying to speak a language whose grammar
         is different from that of scientific modernity.[63]   This reappears strongly in his 1936–37 article “Fatalité du monde moderne” [Fatality
         of the Modern World], where they (likely referring to Ellul and Charbonneau) are “
         . . . convinced of our inefficacy when we speak the permanent language of men.”[64]   Ellul’s concern with the individual is significant, as he notes that even isolated
         humans act as if they are part of a crowd; “massification” is not limited to the physical mass.
         Consistent with the rest of Ellul’s thought, revolution must start at the interior
         of the individual—changing social regimes is not enough. Additionally, one cannot
         say that one is revolutionary unless one lives in a revolutionary manner—human words demand the “external referent” of human lives.
      

      
      True and False Community: Institutions 
vs. Propaganda
      

      
      The theological/sociological overlap described above is visible in Ellul’s approach
         to institutions as a crucial societal link threatened by modern propaganda. While
         it may seem tangential, this section’s exploration of Ellul’s early writings on language,
         law, institutions, and propaganda notes their decisive linkage, thus crucially setting
         the stage for the crisis of language treated in chapter 4.
      

      
      Institution as The Societal Present, III

      
      Ellul is not concerned with the individual alone; his entire concern in Fatalité is how society is constituted as a community of individual persons. The strongest link between this early writing and his first
         book occurs at this juncture. The link between the permanent revolution of Christianity
         and the personalist revolution he desires, between grace and a possible spiritual
         life of humanity, is the institution.  
      

      
      Ellul writes that while at other times, a purely exterior revolution may have sufficed,
         in the nineteenth century, a separation of the general political and economic life
         of communities on the one hand from individual lives on the other means that society’s
         communal aspect was “voided of its reality.”[65]   From the average individual’s perspective, institutional revolution in these conditions
         would only change what is already an abstract relation; they have no living connection
         to these institutions. On the individual side, the newspaper, radio, and cinema maintain
         a constant dream state in which the individual acts as part of a crowd, even while
         alone. Therefore, society must form individuals, transform or educate their modes
         of judgement and action, and reestablish institutions which are concretely grounded
         in the life of the community. 
      

      
      For Ellul, the first task belongs to the church, while the second occupies his hopeful
         personalist engagement. “Creating a person in each one of us is not so much the work
         of Esprit; it is necessary for the revolution, but is not specific to our group; it corresponds
         much more to the work of a church.”[66]   The church works to form persons in community; personalism orients itself toward
         institutions. “Christianity attacks avarice, but we attack a current form of this
         avarice: capital.”[67]   The institutional studies begun here continue in Ellul’s five-volume Histoire des Institutions, not published until the fifties, and in his first book, Fondement (1946).[68]   
      

      
      Institutions connect the person, used here as roughly equivalent to the individual (but not the human species), with the group. Within institutions, law is the locus of the problematic. Ellul provisionally defines institution as “objective social idea,” describing it as having “a social finality (due to its
         goal) and a social objectivity (due to its detachment from the beings who use it)
         fully realized (finding their form in a social event).”[69]   Ellul cites Emmanuel Lévy (himself citing “Dehan,” for whom Ellul gives no first
         name), saying that “the place of encounter and conflict between the present institutional
         reality and eternal spiritual reality is law . . .”[70]   He defines his institutional approach more fully at the beginning of Histoire des Institutions:
      

      
         The term Institution must not be taken in the technical sense that this word has taken
            on in juridical vocabulary, or in “institutional” doctrine of philosophy of law [droit],
            but in a broader and more common sense: everything which is voluntarily organized
            in a given society . . . But also, as History, the History of institutions is different
            from the History of law [droit], in two respects: first, its goal is to describe the
            evolution of rules and juridical structures in relation to the economic and social
            context; on the other hand, it considers juridical phenomena much more in their essence
            and their profound reality than in their technical manifestation . . . In law, in
            effect, there is a reality which expresses a given state of society, and certain more
            or less contingent, incidental forms, whose regulation undoubtedly contributes to
            the image of the law at a moment, but which are not necessarily the expression of
            forces or of economic or political forces, etc . . . In any case, in a History of
            Institutions, law cannot be envisaged as a reality in itself, evolving for its own
            reasons, and studied from an intrinsic point of view . . . Law appears as the stabilized,
            rationalized expression of social and economic relations, of doctrines and ideological
            tendencies, of interventions of dominant groups or of decisive personalities at a
            given moment.[71] 
         

      

      On the communal and institutional level, Ellul’s concern is the meeting place between
         the temporal and the eternal, which he finds in human law. But theologically, this
         meeting place is Jesus Christ. Fondement specifies this, looking for the present work of Jesus Christ in human institutions
         and finding their true ground only in Christ.[72]  Institutions incarnate law; they are law in materiality and movement. Ellul ends
         Fatalité saying that the institution is both realized and not yet realized, a cadre en mouvement—a framework in movement.[73]  In light of Ellul’s later subtitle for Apocalypse: Architecture in Movement, where he seeks the theological movement of Christ within human history in the book
         of Revelation, applying this title to the institution cannot be ignored. Early on,
         Ellul views all law and institutions as part of dialogue with God on a societal level, as part of the presence of the eternal in the present—that is, the Present, III. 
      

      
      But this dialogue is not a static or abstract eternal. He rejects theologies or philosophies
         which categorize institutions as natural law (without rejecting natural law as a juridical
         phenomenon), from this point, through Foundation and until the very end of Sources. For the institution to be an outworking of metaphysical natural law would make static
         what he sees as the living work of Jesus Christ, here and now.[74]   Ellul’s institution is the materiality of law (which, if understood as equivalent
         in both this article and Fondement, is ambiguously understandable as either theological incarnation or Marxist material
         external referent, or both). “Basically, to me [the institution] appears to be the
         only foundation and the only source of law because it is the most real foundation,
         closest to the concrete, and the purest spring that we could have.”[75]   
      

      
      Central for understanding the present in Ellul’s early work, this article forcefully rejects metaphysical thinking: 
      

      
         This is the case with all metaphysical notions: we understand them by meditating on
            them, by contemplating them; we make them understood by continually fixing our interlocutor’s
            gaze on them, training [our interlocutor] in familiarity with them; this is an accommodation
            which occurs through the force of rethinking [these notions]. Dictionaries, academies,
            and juridical technique fertilize them by capturing them, just as engineers capture
            the energy from waterfalls, but this is a violence . . . We reach [metaphysical notions]
            progressively insofar as we isolate them from their incidental escort, and the more
            we renew this experience the less we feel the need to know them otherwise: these are
            complicated notions, clever words, latecomers who easily lend themselves to definition.
            Saint Paul never tried to define charity, and only [approached it] analogically under
            this term and its equivalent: love! Therefore, these words specify that it is not
            necessary to search for the exact meaning [sens] of the institution or, in any case, lock up this meaning in concepts.[76] 
         

      

      Ellul is describing a process of intellectual abstraction reaching beyond the institution;
         including Paul’s approach to charity and love implies that he sees this as a wider
         epistemological condition, an operation of reasoning within language not excluded
         from theological thought. From the beginning, Ellul sought living knowledge (of institutions, charity and love, language, etc.), linked inseparably
         to human life, even if it meant that concepts remain blurry or incomplete.[77]  On the one hand, Ellul seeks to safeguard the existential from the violence of metaphysical
         abstraction. 
      

      
      On the other hand, this living knowledge retains existential   universality:
      

      
         The institution thus appears as a sort of intellectual link between men, a link which
            unites men by virtue of their nature, which is at once personal and social, and which
            leaves persons unchanged, just as body parts are unchanged insofar as they are part
            of the body; but this intellectual link continually tends to transform itself into
            a social link coupled with a constraint, and consequently loses its character of universality.
            In sum, every expression of the institution would be a degradation of it; we will
            have to return to this. But we must never lose sight of the fact that the institution
            . . . unites men together and that, consequently, the institution should continually
            serve the person. Thus, it should never set itself up as supra-personal necessity—as
            dogma—it should never escape the hands of man, and additionally it should never keep
            its material body when it has been voided of its spiritual substance, i.e., of its
            intellectual universality.[78] 
         

      

      This difficult passage must be parsed carefully. Ellul has just vehemently denied
         the institution a metaphysical character. How, then, does one ground it, systematically speaking? On what grounds
         does the institution link humans—from whence its intellectual universality? Ellul
         answers: one does not ground it intellectually. The institution is itself the institutional ground of universality between humans, already the framework within
         which they think; but this is an existential and not a metaphysical universality. By virtue of human existence, at once personal
         and social, institutions unite humanity without dissolving them into a mass (“leaves
         persons unchanged”). But, Ellul has already said that the institution is the incarnation of law—it is not only intellectual, but is in movement, is a practice. Intellectual universality should be indistinguishable from humanity’s
         life. 
      

      
      Ellul describes a three-stage process of institutional degradation at length in chapter
         one of Fondement. Relating what his juridical studies have observed as common to the evolution of
         natural law in different western societies, Ellul’s first stage sees a religious character
         in the human relation to law. This law is laicized in a second stage in which a state
         appears, distinct from the religious power. In this stage, law arises spontaneously
         out of society—not externally imposed or decreed by the state, but directly from the
         people’s common will. At this point, law is elaborated as a theory of natural law
         and intellectually explicated. “But this moment that we can conceive as the peak of
         natural law . . . is on the contrary the point of its decline. It is in effect the
         moment where man ceases to be spontaneously ‘in the law.’”[79]   Afterwards, the third stage is marked by technical law, where principles and juridical
         hierarchies are elaborated. Law becomes more technical and less spontaneous, thereby
         becoming abstract. Separated from life, it can no longer keep up with social evolution.
         “This coincides with the phase of decadence of all society. It is impossible to turn
         back, to find again behind juridical technique a new spontaneity of law.”[80]   Phase lengths may vary, but Ellul sees this evolution—from a religious character, through a laicized, conscious character linked to life, through intellectual elaboration towards a technical character of law, the point of decline—as common across western societies. His personalist
         writings locate the contemporary West in the third phase of this evolution and seek
         a style of life which could be the “seeds of a new civilization.”[81]   
      

      
      This understanding is supported by important sociological roots in Marx and elsewhere.
         It might be viewed as a directly Marxist reading of the history of institutions, applying
         Marx’s inversion of Hegel’s dialectics of the Idea. In this case, the idea (law) would
         spring from concrete life, but its separation from this life into abstraction would
         be its death—exactly what Ellul wants to avoid. He sees institutions as simultaneously subjective and objective, in the person and the community.[82]   However, this reading would ignore Ellul’s historical study of institutions, from
         his doctoral thesis focused on the evolution of ancient Roman institutions to his
         Histoire des Institutions. In Fondement, Ellul cites the Latin phrase summum jus, summum injuria, which in Roman law expresses the idea that the more law achieves technical perfection,
         covering all social facts, the more it excludes justice, becoming its own opposite.[83]   One could see this as a sociological root for Ellul’s approach to institutions,
         language, time, human knowledge, etc.—the more these things attain perfection in themselves, apart from the life of the people, the more they are dead, cut off from a living,
         spontaneous freedom. In short, ontological completion is death.
      

      
      Returning to the difficult passage above, Ellul identifies a permanent tendency of
         law to flee close relations to the communal life of individuals, becoming abstract,
         systematic, and technical. The expression of law—its constitutional elaboration described
         in phase two of its evolution—is its degradation. This degradation runs in the opposite
         direction of a metaphysical ideal, which is degraded because the living thing is always
         an imperfect expression of the ideal. Here, the description is either too abstract
         or too static a description of the living reality, which it degrades by so describing
         it. Then, law becomes a social link for large, abstract communities, but also a constraint,
         since enforced by a body separate from the communal life of the citizens. To avoid
         this, law must always serve people, always relate to life, and be eliminated once
         this link is broken. Evidently, Ellul seeks a program to sustain this second, laicized phase of law, operating between a first-stage theocracy (which
         he refuses) and the reign of third-stage technique (the death of the living aspect of this law). This conception of institutional evolution specifies Ellul’s
         description of western society as characterized by third-stage technical reasoning—i.e.,
         technique. This position separates Ellul from conceptions which would see all institutions—family,
         nation, etc.—as constructed, and therefore relatively interchangeable. For Ellul at
         this point, “the family is an incontestable necessity that it is not in our power
         to reject.”[84]   
      

      
      Towards the end of the article, Ellul specifies his understanding of ‘person.’ The
         person is irreducible to other categories or classifications, because these mutate
         its nature. Furthermore, 
      

      
      
         . . . the institution requires a foundation of persons, i.e., beings capable of their
            own judgement, of an autonomous life, of personal seeking, of action based on reasons
            obtained by themselves on a foundation of particular principles; and all this, not
            with an a priori individualism or particularism, but with a simple clairvoyant good
            faith. Now, presently, there can no longer be any question of such persons.[85] 
         

      

      
      Instead, clearly marking the break between human and person, today’s addressee is
         “a stripped man, the simple analog of the person.”[86]  
      

      
      However, to what extent does Ellul’s person form a sort of ideal? Is he not describing
         an ideal democratic subject? Could the contrast between this and the troubled youth
         in the street gangs with whom he works in the sixties be a significant factor in his
         existential crisis? Conversely, what he describes would likely be criticized today
         for being too anthropocentric. But, Ellul challenges his readers to consider: what
         is the alternative? When Ellul says in Fatalité that “as soon as man ceases to command society, there is fatality,”[87]   one could see an anthropocentric charge. But his work poses a weighty counter-question:
         is there not a misrecognized fatality at the center of today’s decentered society?
      

      
      The Origins of Ellul’s Propaganda 

      
      Fatalité demonstrates another crucial theological/sociological overlap. Refusal of the prise de conscience—which Ellul earlier qualified as the “social sin”—now becomes the sin against the
         Holy Spirit: 
      

      
         If the spirit is the possibility for each man to participate in the grace of God—in
            the sacrifice of Christ (I am obviously writing for Christians), this presupposes
            that each man is capable of (i.e., can receive and contain) a vocation—now vocation
            is the particular sign of a man—there is no more vocation when man renounces it to
            assimilate himself to his neighbors. In doing so, this man refuses the spirit itself,
            and sins against the Holy Spirit—the gravest of sins, which is unpardonable because
            it is the will itself of man who refuses this pardon, who refuses to participate in
            all justification by Christ.[88] 
         

      

      He ends the article alluding to the convergence of his theology and sociology: 

      
         . . . for Christians as for non-Christians, the work which must be done today is anterior
            to our person. It is a condition of our person, and this not so our person would exist,
            but only so that it would have the possibility of existing . . . for non-Christians,
            the fight is to the death, and for Christians who have become aware and received their
            vocation, the fight is to their death.[89] 
         

      

      As later specified in Sources, if becoming a person is defined in terms of consciousness, it is the Holy Spirit
         who makes conscious. Ellul calls all persons to fight this Marxist battle against
         material necessity; but insofar as this ‘Marxist’ person “between the spiritual and
         the ideal” is already spiritual, that the person is already thereby defined as made
         conscious by the Holy Spirit, could one not fault Ellul for unjustly eliding his theological anthropology into
         his sociology? Perhaps one could—today. But insofar as the average non-Christian of Ellul’s day assumed a spiritual human,
         this was undoubtedly still a valuable means of dialogue.[90]  
      

      
      Also in 1937, Ellul publishes his first article in Esprit, “Le fascisme, fils du libéralisme” [Fascism, Son of Liberalism], in which he argues
         that the infamous dictatorships of the twentieth century were not flukes in modernity,
         but natural outgrowths of the liberal state. If Ellul seeks true human community on
         the societal level, here he describes false human community—the mass—in depth. During the rise of Hitler and Mussolini, Ellul
         describes the fascist leader as “a man who strives to gather in himself all the commonplaces that the crowd accepts.”[91]   
      

      
       If Ellul rejects metaphysics as abusing language—giving excessively clear content
         at the cost of language’s relation to life—he rejects commonplaces as equally abusive
         in the inverse manner. Commonplaces retain argumentative, rhetorical, or emotive force,
         despite being voided of content. This is a subset of problems which these ways of speaking pose to time. Metaphysics erects a false eternity within the present; commonplaces close the present
         as a monism with no question of another time, forbidding any relation or sens (signification and orientation). For Ellul, the reasoning of fascist dictators serves
         to justify their embodiment of what the crowd already demands. 
      

      
      In these circumstances, the personal prise de conscience is “rendered incalculably more difficult first by the fact that this thought has
         no more repercussion on its person, and then because it is lost in the flood of books
         which follow . . . By proclaiming freedom of thought, liberal society has freed itself from thought.”[92]   Mirroring his view that fascist dictatorships over masses stem from the liberal
         modern state, the metaphysical abuse of language leads to its abuse as commonplace. Words such as ‘freedom’ are proclaimed as values to be
         incarnated—but are so abstracted and de-contextualized that they mean almost anything
         to almost anybody. If this seems overstated, remember that Ellul wrote this two years
         after attending a Nazi rally, having been invited to Munich by protestant communities,
         and having been deeply impacted by what he observed. In interviews with Patrick Chastenet,
         he recounted attending the rally out of curiosity and admitted that it inspired his
         works on Propaganda.[93]   Also, Ellul considered himself 
      

      
         . . . an average man, and of this I am absolutely convinced. I have always seen myself
            as the average man, plunged into the same milieu where everyone is immersed. At the
            cinema, I am an ideal spectator, I laugh when everyone laughs, I cry when everyone
            cries, I am emotional, I have no distance. I do not distance myself except afterwards.
            Once home, I say to myself: “here is where and how you reacted, here is how the others
            reacted . . .” And I begin a detailed observation of everything that happened. But
            in fact, I am split in two: the one who goes to the play, and the other who observes
            the milieu.[94] 
         

      

      Ellul’s sociological analyses of commonplaces and propaganda thus root deeply in his
         experience as an average person at a Nazi rally. This powerful experience of communication
         in mass settings with new broadcasting technologies must be recognized as formative
         for Ellul. I argue that he saw the dawning of a new era with communicative conditions
         unique in history. Additionally, this constituted a rational application of technical
         methods to communication, a will to dominate (not address) the individual, intending
         to form a mass—and thus a new, powerful enemy of his personalist political goals. His 1967 Histoire de la propagande traces the history of western propaganda until Lenin; his 1962 book Propaganda studies precisely what changes with modern propaganda. 
      

      
      This will be decisive for us later in understanding Ellul’s response to structuralist
         thought: he is tracing what will constitute conditions of developing postmodernity.
         He describes liberal thought as lacking “exterior necessity:” as having become disincarnate
         and systematic, and as having three principal characteristics: 1. All thought is equivalent
         to all other. 2. All thought is admissible—thought’s self-justification by coherence
         or elegance is all that matters. 3. No theory has a chance to realize itself.[95]   Method, “which is nothing other than a technique of intelligence,” replaces doctrine.[96]   In the 1930s Ellul criticized positions akin to those of Slavoj Žižek today:
      

      
      
         The liberal state has slowly killed—by means of uselessness, of equality, and by way
            of the all-too-tempting play which intellectuals are ever expected to indulge in—all
            power of thought. The fascist state has built the Pantheon where it has gathered these
            various cadavers, to which we still burn our incense, knowing that they are no longer
            to be feared. ( . . .) We now need only perform a brief exegesis of the commonplaces
            of fascism to show that fascism and liberalism are really using the same dead gods.[97] 
         

      

      
      Žižek maintains such an ironic position regarding theology and language: analyzing
         his treatment of language, the death of God, and theology together in his Metastases of Enjoyment, I have described his work as a wager (borrowing his own phrasing) that language works, even if we don’t believe in it.
         He has attested to his own “atheist prayers” in this regard.[98]  It could be argued that in this article, like Žižek, Ellul recognizes a critical
         connection between desire and politics, and that in the ironic approach to language
         characteristic of modern propaganda, the state knows all too well how to manipulate
         human fantasies, making conformism to the mass a duty. Further suggesting commonality
         between the Kierkegaardian Ellul and the deeply Hegelian Žižek, Ellul implies that,
         if the state integrates the human into the mass, Hegel’s dialectics were essentially
         correct; one could “let out a great cry, invoking Hegel!”[99]  If fascism can only appear when the people demand it, and only the mass argues in
         the commonplaces which demand the fascist leader, then the difference between the
         liberal and fascist states is correlative to the difference between the individual
         person and the mass. This is also the difference between the person as active subject
         and the person as passive object of the state—the subject-object difference which
         Ellul views Hegel as trying to overcome.[100]  
      

      
      Charting this dual passage from individual to mass and from liberalism to fascism,
         Ellul adopts Durkheim’s distinction of mechanical group solidarity, in which “the individual is coagulated to society, directly” and
         law is punitive, versus organic solidarity, in which individuals conserve their personality, supposing a conscious,
         nuanced group and restitutive law.[101]   Onto this opposition from Durkheim, he grafts von Wiese’s distinction of mass/group/abstract
         collective. The mass is a temporal unity, while the group implies more duration and
         a sentiment of unity; the abstract collective, by contrast, is permanent, with an
         ideological mission. For Ellul, the mass is the most important, requiring three conditions
         to exist: 1. a group of diverse people who 2. make themselves represent a unity, and
         3. a short duration of this unity. People form this unity for three reasons: common
         interests, common socio-economic situations, and common sentiments. Finally, he distinguishes
         abstract from concrete masses, separated only by the prise de conscience. The abstract mass includes those who “passively receive external influences or suggestions,
         which are identical for all,” including cinema, newspapers, jazz music, and statistics;
         these individuals are a mass because they “have no idea of the identity of their reactions,”
         but are abstract because they will never break their consciousness of being a mass.[102]    Breaking this prise de conscience with a sufficiently powerful mass excitation activates them into a concrete mass,
         with similar responses to mass communication: “Even without an individual command,
         all the readers of l’Action Française meet at [Place de la Concorde in Paris] on February sixth.”[103]   Combining all these factors produces Ellul’s definition of fascism: “ . . . fascism appears, from the standpoint of forms of sociability, as a transformation
            of abstract masses into concrete masses within a mechanized solidarity . . . Liberalism
            and individualism prepare this transformation by a creation of abstract masses and
            a constantly growing mechanical solidarity.”[104]   Modern fascism is the new incarnation of state power made possible by tools of
         modern propaganda. This connects to metaphysical thought: Ellul says of liberals that
         “In place of seeing man, they have seen schemas of man and doctrines are based on
         these schemas.”[105]   Because they already view themselves as subjects of an abstraction as large and
         disconnected from their lives as the liberal state, because they are adapted to the
         metaphysical human of human rights, citizens of the liberal state are primed for the
         transition to the dictatorship of propaganda.
      

      
      The Second World War, Law, and Natural Communities

      
      Ellul’s concern for language and law as the medium of social unity continues to develop
         during and after the Second World War. Again, examining law in Ellul’s work might
         seem less than self-evident; what does law have to do with our larger inquiry concerning
         presence and communication ethics? Because law is a linguistically mediated form of
         voluntary social community, late modern shifts in communication technologies and patterns
         will have profound consequences for law. I will show below that interpreting these
         changes and their consequences theologically will factor heavily into Ellul’s shifting
         theology. It thus behooves us to grasp his approach to law and social unity.
      

      
      In 1938, Ellul separated from Personalist engagement by accepting a teaching post
         at the University of Strasbourg, which was transferred to Clermont-Ferrand.[106]    The French evacuated Strasbourg, the largest city in the border region of Alsace,
         in September 1939; Nazi soldiers occupied it in June 1940. He describes how around
         June 20, 1940, he left a faculty meeting and was confronted by some fifty scared Alsatian
         students, asking whether they should return home. Ellul told them not to return because
         they would be put into the German army, warning them not to trust the Vichy regime
         forming around Marshal Pétain. A student reported him to the police; they made him
         swear to these statements and, upon further investigation, discovered that his father
         was a foreigner. On this pretense, Ellul was discharged from his position and by the
         kindness of a French army general was able to return to occupied Bordeaux. His elderly
         father was arrested and eventually died in prison. Hearing that his Dutch wife would
         be called in as a foreigner, they joined the resistance, left Bordeaux and rented
         the home of a friend in a small village forty kilometers from Bordeaux, on the line
         separating occupied France from the free zone. The villagers protected Ellul and his
         family, who lived by farming the land and raising chickens, while Ellul forged documents
         to help Jews escape. In 1943, he was discretely given a teaching post in Bordeaux.
         
      

      
       During the war, Ellul acquired “on-the-ground political realism” which he kept for
         the rest of his life, a brutal look at the facts of current political situations as
         a starting point for his analysis. “I was offering a judgement of concrete appraisal
         which very often influences what I write and which is rarely understood.”[107]   His experiences left him disillusioned with the “political illusion,” eventually
         viewing political revolution as impossible. After the war, having participated in
         the resistance, he was given an administrative position within the new government
         in Bordeaux. He hoped for a new kind of political construction. But experiencing concretely
         the power to do little more than sign papers which he could not even read carefully,
         much less discuss or debate, he left the political life.[108]  
      

      
      During this time, Ellul published biblical studies on “Droit” [Law] (1939) and “Les
         communautés naturelles” [Natural Communities] (1942) which later factor into his 1946
         Fondement and 1948 Présence. The former neatly summarizes his early approach to law.[109]   Ellul notes the impossibility of substituting ourselves for God in judgement, emphasizing
         our justice as temporal and incomplete. Ellul views the Hebrew legislation explicated
         by the Pentateuch (which is neither natural law nor a principle) as elaborated over
         time, “born of historical and social necessities, and developed on the basis of the
         Decalogue.”[110]   Hebrew law is a dialogue with God in time, accounting for historical necessity.
         Law only appears when Israel becomes a nation; again, his concern is with law as the crux of large-scale community (as opposed to propaganda as means of mass formation).
         He then approaches law from the juridical, human side, highlighting the difficulty
         posed by large groups for juridical technique and the adaptability of concrete laws.
         Legal fixity of form of expression divorces juridical technique from the people’s conscience, leading to abstract law
         and judicial casuistry. Law thus becomes “an ensemble of forms, voided of reality
         and substance.”[111]   Law’s evolution is thus a tension between the popular conscience and law’s form
         of expression. Prefiguring Présence and Sources, Ellul concludes a sociological argument by adding a dimension of theological significance.
         Juridical technique divorced from the popular conscience becomes viewable as human
         sin; the appearance of law is a sign of the patience of God (this argument returns
         in Sources). He acknowledges the proximity of his two modes of thinking: referring to non-Christian
         sociologists, he writes “Practically, everything they have said could be taken up
         by a Christian. Only the ultimate foundation would be missing.”[112]   Arguing from Romans 2:14 (examined more fully in Sources), Ellul considers the consensus of jurists who see law as expressing popular conscience,
         and thinks it is correct as far as it goes. But this conscience and law are for Ellul
         part of God’s current and active patience with society. However, law sometimes transgresses
         its limits by trying to manage the interior of man. The task of the Christian is to
         discern and fight this tendency, to find what could be viewed as the present, I on the societal level—the limits of law. 
      

      
      In Communautés Naturelles, Ellul rejects metaphysics and commonplaces discussing the nation and family. He acknowledges
         these two elements as common across all societies, beginning with families which unite
         to form the nation. Both are involuntary and unstable. As the nation evolves, the
         family relaxes and the nation grows in importance. A stage is reached wherein isolated
         individuals voluntarily seek communal frameworks. Biblical analysis transmits a message
         as God’s revelation: “what the Bible says to us about the Israelite communities indicates
         a completely valid direction today according to the analogy of faith.”[113]   Biblically, the word ‘community’ is absent from the Old Testament except in connection
         with the paschal lamb in Exodus 12:6; so, focusing on the family and nation, Ellul
         finds that the Bible gives these two as human groups as an order intended for all
         societies by God.[114]   But biblically, communities are founded by an act of God, connecting covenant promises
         with identifying practices such as the paschal lamb and circumcision. The community
         of Israel is given to the other nations as a blessing and a curse (Zechariah 8:13);
         other nations have at least enough knowledge to know that they should not forget God
         (arguing from Romans 2 again and from Psalm 9:16–19).
      

      
         And there we have the key of all the decadences of all civilizations and societies.
            The fundamental cause of this decadence which is always marked historically by the
            dissolution of natural communities (or by their sclerosis and petrification, which
            amounts to the same thing) is this spiritual cause of the scorn of the divine order
            of creation and the scorn of the law to which conscience witnesses.[115] 
         

      

      He ends the article emphasizing that in the Old and New Testaments, the father/son
         blessing is the link of the community, and in the New Testament, obedience to the father is only
         fulfilled in Jesus, who is thus unveiled as the root of all human communities. 
      

      
      Amidst a war which was tearing apart his own family and nation, Ellul sought the true
         foundations of human communities; Jesus Christ is the answer he found. This carefully
         applies, in the sociological study of law, a Barthian corrective to reformed theologies
         which ground human rights and political obedience in categories of natural law. More
         than this, Ellul’s early writings establish his fundamental concern with true human
         community. Rejecting metaphysical or ontological philosophies of the family or nation
         and staying in the present, observation and scripture provide him enough to contend
         that while humanity might not have discrete definitions of family or nation, it knows
         enough of them to know that despising and destroying them is to destroy its community, and
         that God is actively involved in maintaining both. However fragile and constructed
         they might be, they are for all that not simply interchangeable or disposable.
      

      
      Ellul’s 1946 Fondement marks the heaviest focus on God’s work in law, but does not completely settle the
         issue. Ellul revisits it until the mid-sixties, with Sources finding him citing Fondement numerous times—something he does very little in later works.[116]  
      

      
      I have summarized Ellul’s three-stage view of the evolution of juridical law, but
         will nuance it by briefly treating the rest of Fondement. While still concerned to show that law has always had an external referent, he refutes
         Marx, for whom law directly results from historical or economic circumstances. According to Ellul’s study, this
         elaboration is mediated via the human, but not as a direct creation of the state.
         The Bible, however, does not know our definition of law; biblical law is always an
         expression of justice, defined as the will of God.[117]   He highlights the prophetic function of law, a theme revisited in Sources. The Bible gives no ontological treatment of law, instead condemning the Chaldeans
         for founding law on themselves, making it intrinsically violent (Habakkuk 1:5–11).[118]   He clearly indicates his rejection of a static eternal, directly stating that God’s
         work must be understood in the present:
      

      
         . . . it is not the same thing to say “Justice existing eternally in itself,” and
            to say “the Will of God which is justice” . . . The first term is essentially static
            and is thus the conception of the Greek system. The second term is essentially dynamic.
            While eternal, the will of God is not immobile; on the contrary, all that Scripture
            reveals to us in this regard is that we cannot know the will of God outside of Revelation,
            i.e., outside of the act of God, and consequently hic et nunc . . . We can know neither the essence nor the form outside of the present, current act of
            God, which is judgement.[119] 
         

      

      What I have described as Ellul’s present is clearly at work here. The form of God’s work is inseparable from the content of
         God’s act. The dimension of God’s will, God’s choosing this specific form, would be
         lost in such a separation: God’s choosing law invests it with meaning. “In other words,
         the mechanism: Judgement-Justice-Law is normative because it is an analogy of the
         action of God.”[120]  By contrast, Ellul sees theologians such as Calvin, Aquinas, and Brunner as borrowing
         too much from philosophers, whether Aristotelian or stoic. Again, law is not absolute—it
         is relative, but not unimportant; it is chosen by God. Drawing on his article on natural
         communities, humans have rights—not intrinsically, but via their status as God’s creature
         in Jesus Christ, only knowable in his present work (characterized by its relation
         to the eschaton). “The place of law is precisely the human, partial, and contingent
         realization of a covenant which is not accomplished except at the end of time . .
         . Law finds itself thus rigorously founded in Jesus Christ, and absolutely delimited
         in its value and sphere of action.”[121]  Separating the eternal from the temporal in current law is impossible, “because
         this discrimination is not yet.”[122]  His descriptions of law resemble his descriptions of morality later in Will: necessarily pragmatic, relative, under judgement, “at the same time permanence and
         constant modification.”[123]  Furthermore, law exists to signify something, overflowing its judicial function and use value: “God is present in every
         act of justice.”[124]  In Ezekiel, the Israelites are even condemned for not submitting to the laws of
         the surrounding nations.[125]  Signification, rather than being linked to a closed structure of signs and signifiers,
         refers instead to God’s presence, his willful intervention in the concrete.[126]  
      

      
      To conclude this treatment of Fondement, I will note that Ellul briefly criticizes Barth’s treatment of the state, which
         he returns to in depth in Sources.[127]   Ellul concludes saying that his writings to this point are an introduction, implying
         that this concern to seek God’s present acts in institutions and law as the heart
         of true human community will drive his future work. Here, Ellul’s theology and sociology
         fully coincide: “We can grasp only a form of [rights and institutions] in the revelation
         and only by expressing a form in our times. So, here, the theological work would be
         inseparable from current juridical problems.”[128]   
      

      
      This last statement clearly indicates law as a point of intersection between his theological
         and sociological works. Ellul has thus laid foundations for seeking God’s present
         act in contemporary political events (more remarkably given the wartime context).
      

      
      Propaganda and the Crisis of Language

      
      A final theme worthy of attention in Ellul’s early works concerns the rise of propaganda
         and the application of technique to communications, and especially to language. Ellul’s
         concern with truly free speech notes the rapid transformation of communicative conditions and heralds a crisis of language, which peaks in the media revolutions and structuralist critique of language of the
         sixties (treated in chapter 4).
      

      
      In the fifties, Ellul’s early concerns with technique culminate in Technique (1954). I will not treat this book at length. Emphasizing technique’s double origin
         (first, in the Marxist integration of time and the human into the economy; second,
         in the systematic closure of law in western societies) are the most worthwhile contributions
         I can make to discussion of this most celebrated of Ellul’s books.[129]   More generally, I believe that elucidating both technique’s opposition to presence
         and what Ellul means by presence clarifies why Ellul is so concerned with technique; technique excludes presence.
      

      
      For my inquiry, I will only mention that Society continues Ellul’s earlier critique of commonplaces as technical language. I have shown
         how commonplaces are for Ellul linguistic manifestations of the speech-speaker separation
         and the closure of a disconnected false present. This is concretely visible in harsh
         criticism of Reader’s Digest and the explicit goal of its creator M. Wallace: “Ford standardized machines, Wallace
         will standardize ideas.”[130]   Ellul repeats this criticism in Society.[131]   In the same vein, an article critical of Marx’s incorporation of the human into
         the economy was published in a 1947 volume titled For an Economy on the Human Scale. Applying his propaganda worries to advertising, Ellul compares the Hitler Youth to the “American Girls” in advertisements; both are
         “people of tomorrow.” He sees advertising as giving the ideal of our times, again linking metaphysical thinking and commonplaces.[132]  
      

      
      To keep my theological focus, I will not summarize Ellul’s entire argument, neither
         in the many articles leading up to his full treatment in Propaganda, nor in this full treatment itself. I will only draw out enough to make points integral
         to my argument. 
      

      
      Furthering Ellul’s concern with propaganda, commonplaces and careful speaking, a 1950
         article sees Ellul concerned with “L’évolution de l’idée de liberté depuis 1936” [The
         Evolution of the Idea of Freedom since 1936]. He traces the evolving context of this
         word so central to western projects. 1936 saw a common conception of freedom in the
         “classic bourgeois” sense across a range of literature. This freedom was individual
         above all, close to independence, and limited within democracy. This definition was,
         however, almost entirely political, formal, abstract, and static. After several years
         of heavy criticism from the far right and left (fascism and communism), the fascist
         critique was carried out in 1940–44 with the creation of a “state truth,” where freedom
         was participation in the state. Afterwards, Communist expansion into Europe emphasized
         the mass dimension of this participation; “only the triumph of the masses can assure
         freedom.”[133]   Consequently, the new freedom is within the state, not against it, an increasingly collective freedom by principle, exterior
         to humanity. By contrast, Ellul emphasizes that true freedom involves risk and indecision.
         In a 1952 article, true freedom and responsibility are only available to those questioned
         by God; freedom only exists in dialogue with God.[134]   Ellul addresses this Christian freedom in “La liberté chrétienne” (1955) [Christian
         Freedom], criticizing Bonhoeffer for treating freedom as one among other virtues; Christian freedom (and communication) are fruits of spirit, not structure. Even
         if Christians do the same things as others, it is not necessarily the same act. Freedom
         is valuable as a sign of God’s freedom but is not valuable in-itself. 
      

      
      Various themes fully expressed in Propaganda appear in smaller articles beforehand. Ellul applies propaganda concerns to the church
         with shocking foresight. There is no church without evangelism, but the French church
         has a limited time to engage in this task, “ . . . before the work would be, for example,
         taken over by American organizations which risk making Evangelism into a moralizing
         and conformist enterprise, more or less linked to the American civilization . . .”[135]   His concern with communicative form discerns an absolute contradiction between
         propaganda and Christian truth, since propaganda is “an instrument which cuts into
         the human soul.”[136]   He finds four points of opposition between propaganda and the Bible: 1. Propaganda
         orients itself toward the mass, while the Bible addresses individuals—the relation
         to God is what individualizes. 2. A total contradiction between the conditioned reflex of propaganda
         and the freedom of faith. 3. Propaganda follows exact laws; if faith did this, this
         would make Christians mechanically (i.e., falsely). In this regard, Ellul is critical
         of Ignatius of Loyola’s “spiritual exercises.” 4. Lastly, propaganda influences the
         person’s nature, targeting the least common denominator of humans. Rather than calling
         humans to change, this reinforces them in their current state, their current sins.
         He highlights three points of contrast between the witness and the propagandist: 1.
         The witness engages in the same adventure as those she addresses; the propagandist
         should not be engaged and should never believe what they are saying. 2. The self-effacing dimension of communication for Kierkegaard and Ellul is the
         witness’s task; the propagandist aims to create dependency on propaganda and can never
         efface themselves. 3. Modern propaganda demands an abstract, mechanical apparatus;
         Christian witness demands direct, personal contact. The Gospel supposes a human relation.
         If the church uses propaganda, it may direct people, but not to Jesus Christ. If Christianity
         were a simple doctrine among others, it would be more understandable, but if Christians
         live by Holy Spirit’s direct action, propaganda is incapable of such a transmission.
         
      

      
      An important sociological element gives a communicative version of summum jus summum injuria in “Cybernétique et Société,” (1953) examining Norbert Wiener’s treatment of cybernetics.[137]    Cybernetics finds communication (and thus language) as the base of all society.
         If communication transmits something, cybernetics applies laws of entropy to communication,
         finding that in a closed system, entropy only increases; all transmitted information
         tends toward self-degradation. This implies a gradual evolution toward a state of
         information-less homogeneity, where communication can still exist, and yet transmit nothing. As the Roman legal principle described law’s becoming its own inverse, so here, a
         communication system’s very perfection undermines communication itself. However, small
         pockets of resistance are possible—local zones of diminishing entropy. This view sees
         society as a living organism, where life is an attempt to maintain life against the
         certainty of death. For Wiener, good communicators are the most important agents of
         society, not (as for Marx) economic producers. This implies that intellectuals gravely
         misunderstand their role. Ellul sees the application of communicating machines and
         communicative technique as accelerating this entropy, and thus society’s suicide.
         This article weaves a new thread into Ellul’s concern with communication loss. 
      

      
      In another 1953 article, Propaganda alone enables abstract global political relations.
         In the Cold War, the only relations between the United States and Russia are through
         propaganda. Propaganda is the only cause of wars, since the reasons to go to war are now abstracted from the human scale
         of problems.[138]   In a 1957 article, these new conditions imply that information and propaganda are
         indistinguishable (Ellul cites a 1949 US Congress study which said the same thing).[139]   In 1958, Ellul notes that our society lives by a stock of ideas from 1830–1875,
         diffused ideologically since. “Our ideas and pre-judgements date from the steam engine.
         We have not even adapted them to the period of electricity, to say nothing of the
         atomic age!”[140]   In these conditions, humans permanently seek signification; a perceived “crisis
         of public opinion” is thus normal, and, in light of the Incarnation, preferable for
         the Christian to united opinion. Another article in the same year notes that propaganda
         makes public opinion into a self-relating spectacle with no reference to individual
         opinions.[141]   
      

      
      Ellul’s concerns synthesize in a sociological crisis of language. Recalling the three-stage evolution of natural law, a 1959 article on the contemporaneity
         of the reformation shows that by desacralizing the church, the reformation marked
         the passage from a theocentric to an anthropocentric society. But today, Ellul believes
         western society is passing from an anthropocentric to a technocentric society. Ellul
         searches to understand and relate to both: “It seems to me that we are called, in
         our time, to situate ourselves in relation to this new world, but also in relation
         to the world which is being effaced. Our situation is an almost inextricable mix of
         the one and other . . .”[142]   Christian ethics of signification play a crucial role in relation to this new world:
         
      

      
         We are witnessing an explosion of deliriums, a negation of Reason, whether in the
            collective herd mentality in the West, obedience to sociological currents, the furious
            call to the dark forces of the Unconscious, of propaganda . . . [calling humanity
            to humble reason is more difficult today because] words have lost their meaning [sens]! . . . Perhaps we have here, Christians of the Reformation, a very singular vocation!
            We must not forget that we are people of the word, that for us the humble human word
            is invested with a unique gravity . . . We cannot accept that language would be a
            simple convention . . . We will have . . . to denounce the fundamental lie of the
            one for whom the word is nothing but a sound.[143] 
         

      

      The contours of the shift to a propaganda culture are specified further in 1960. In
         a decisive passage, the transition from language to propaganda is the passage between
         these two societies, the old and the new: 
      

      
         The grammatical structure of language is a logical structure appealing to reason .
            . . The content of the words is an ideal content and consequently appeals to the intellect.
            Of course, words also have emotional power and a content of images, evocations, and
            sentiments—but they are not primarily that. Now, when propaganda takes possession
            of the language, it transforms it . . . It is reduced to the role of a stimulant.
            The word is no longer used to express something; it is only a means without dimension
            and an object of its own . . . [propaganda] trades on the fact that words keep their
            force even when they have lost their meaning . . . To expect to rediscover a meaning
            for language is to fail to understand the needs of modern man. In this matter, language,
            no longer having a common meaning, ceases to be a means of communication.[144] 
         

      

      In short, from the thirties until the publication of his seminal study Propaganda in 1962, Ellul’s concern with human relations to language is constant. True human
         community demands a living approach to language, rejecting philosophy and commonplaces
         as two failures of the present, failures to speak the relation of the eternal in time. Philosophy fails because it creates a false eternal; commonplaces fail because they create a hermetic false present with no external relation. This
         proper temporality is the only context for true human freedom, possible only in response
         to God’s present questioning. 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Ellul’s sociology can be understood as a modified Marxist project. Examining Ellul’s
         reading of Marx on time, language, and the human—all closely linked to the present—showed
         elements from this reading active in Ellul’s personalist writings, suggesting ways
         in which Ellul’s early project was more or less faithfully Marxist. This allowed me
         to observe that some of Ellul’s conclusions could be reached either via his Qoheletian/Kierkegaardian
         theology described in chapter 1, or via his Marxist sociology. Rather than ascribing
         Ellul’s conclusions to one demonstrable method, reading Ellul involves discerning
         which inheritance is more active at a given moment. I then demonstrated this regarding
         Ellul’s institutional approach. I showed how he viewed the institution as an aspect
         of the work of God in Christ, the eternal in the temporal, the ground of human community,
         and its close link with linguistic law. Philosophy and commonplaces are rejected as
         linked linguistic falsifications of the present. Finally, I suggested that the rise
         of technique applied to language in modern propaganda formed a longstanding concern
         for Ellul, who saw it as a lethal threat to human community. Doing so has laid the
         foundation for understanding the significant changes described in chapters 4 and 5.
         
      

      
      If Ellul’s work is generally characterized as a dialectic of two distinct approaches,
         I have noted significant overlap between the two sides. Ellul’s fundamental concern
         with human community, and with language as integral to the construction and maintenance
         of this community, mean that technique poses a major problem. If we might say that
         ‘presence’ is ultimately about being together, with God and with one another, then
         technique’s quest for power and mastery threatens this community, and is ultimately
         more about being alone.
      

      
      Thus far, I have used Ellul’s sources to describe his understanding of the present
         in an almost negative sense: beginning with central elements of Kierkegaard, Ecclesiastes
         and Marx, I have emphasized Ellul’s rejection of important elements from these sources. The following chapter describes the roots
         of presence in Ellul’s own life, giving a more positive weight to the term.
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      Part II

      Movement

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 3

      The Dialogue of Sign and Presence

      
         
         
         Presence and Signification in Ellul’s Theological Ethics

         
      

      
      Because Ellul wrote so much and in so many genres, it is easy to lose sight of what
         he considered to be some of his main emphases—especially with the reception his works
         have had. The international success of his critical sociology in Technique is often what his work is reduced to in the popular imagination. Conversely, even
         among those familiar with his theology, his works of theological interpretation of
         scripture (perhaps better termed “existential commentaries”) are often the most memorable
         (especially City). This unfortunately obscures that the goal of all of Ellul’s writing was a call
         to ethical living in freedom. His sociological studies were material which his prophetic
         theological ethics employed in their communicative call.
      

      
      Focusing on presence offers a new inroad into this central theological-ethical element
         of his work. Presence is a term with a discernable positive content, used by Ellul
         from the very beginning of his work. Just as Ellul’s ‘present’ links humanity, language,
         and time, presence designates a triple, reciprocally implicating dialogue: first,
         an incarnational dialogue between body and spirit; second, a communicative dialogue between sign and presence; and third, a spatio-temporal dialogue, a back-and forth between space and time. Furthermore, presence is a driving
         theme which hermeneutically illuminates Ellul’s theological ethical corpus, revealing
         the essential unity of his theological-ethical thought from the thirties until 1964.
         This chronology prepares the treatment of Ellul’s crisis and the rise of structuralism
         in the second half of the sixties in chapter 4.
      

      
      This chapter examines five of Ellul’s works: his unpublished and unfinished 1936 article
         “The Dialogue of Sign and Presence (Notes for a Christianity Learned by Heart)”; his
         1948 Presence in the Modern World; his introduction to Christian ethics, To Will and To Do (including the recently published second volume, drawing from a lost manuscript);
         and finally, the three volumes of his Ethics of Freedom. Examining the first of these works establishes presence as an early, central theme
         and establishes its content. The ensuing discussion of Presence and Will displays chronological unity between the thirties and 1964, and, when Freedom is included, illustrates presence as a dominant theme throughout Ellul’s entire theological
         corpus.
      

      
      The Dialogue of Sign and Presence: The Foundation of Ellul’s Theological Ethics

      
      Ellul’s Unpublished Article, “The Dialogue of Sign and Presence (Notes for a Christianity
         Learned by Heart)” 
      

      
      Presence was a central notion of Ellul’s theological work from its conception, one
         that he used intentionally with a demonstrable content. Furthermore, focusing on Ellul’s
         use of presence clarifies that Ellul’s project is inseparable from his life. Recalling
         Ellul’s love for finding “[Kierkegaard] in his work,” Ellul’s work is intentionally
         inseparable from his lived experience.[1]  
      

      
      The evidence for this claim is clearly displayed in Ellul’s unpublished, handwritten
         article “The Dialogue of Sign and Presence (Notes for a Christianity Learned by Heart).”
         Ellul’s grandson Jérôme shared this article with me during a research trip to Bordeaux
         in July 2017. I transcribed it; my transcription was checked by Jérôme and Jean-Phillipe
         Qadri, who is assisting Jérôme in creating an archive of Ellul’s papers and articles.
         The paper and materials used in this document and comparison with other documents
         with which it was found lead Jérôme and Qadri to date the document to 1936, and certainly
         between 1935 and 1937.[2]   This makes it one of Ellul’s very first pieces, written when he was developing
         a plan for his life’s work.[3]   
      

      
      This eleven-page, handwritten article is dialogue, through and through: Ellul’s wife Yvette gave editorial suggestions and
         additions in pencil, and Ellul responded again in a different pen.[4]    Furthermore, the article takes the form of a dialogue between two characters.
         It is thus a dialogue (between Jacques and Yvette) about a dialogue (between two characters)
         about a dialogue (between sign and presence).[5]   Before examining the article’s content, three further textual comments are in order.
         
      

      
      Textual Comments

      
      It is perhaps risky to make a draft of an unconventional, uncharacteristic, unpublished,
         and ostensibly unfinished article the point of departure for reading presence in Ellul’s
         works. The literary form of a dialogue is unlike almost anything else Ellul ever wrote.[6]   Ellul and Yvette’s handwritten dialogue implies that this is not a publication-ready
         piece. Can I really suggest that Ellul directly meant what either of these two characters
         really said?
      

      
      In response to the first objection, I see a relative unity of content to the article,
         a discernible trajectory to the discussion. It is hard to tell which of the two characters
         speaks the last section. Instead, this section conveys their agreement as to the essential
         necessity of the “dialogue of sign and presence” (discussed below). In this light,
         while perhaps Yvette’s commentary would have produced a modified final version, comparing
         presence as discussed by the two speakers with Ellul’s use of presence in other works
         permits us to discern Ellul’s own thoughts expressed via the two characters. 
      

      
      Second, the form of the article is fitting for what I intend to say about Ellul’s use of presence.
         That the origin of presence in Ellul’s corpus springs from an unfinished and humble
         attempt at describing a slippery idea is appropriate to Ellul’s appraisal of words:
         they are definable enough to live with, enough for ethics. However, if one attempts
         to nail words down in a manner sufficiently clear-cut and certain to separate the
         definition definitively from the speaker, one simultaneously forces words out of a
         fragile temporality into an eternal grammar, mutating their nature and communicative
         ability. That the discussion of presence should itself be ‘dialogue all the way down’
         is fitting, since (in this article and throughout his work) Ellul insists that words
         lose their meaning when separated from the life of the one speaking them. That Ellul
         begins in this way (instead of, for example, with a conceptual framework or grounding
         which would be separable from the form of its communication) inherently problematizes
         attempts to separate his work from his life, enacting the communicative nature of
         his entire project.[7]   Against the objections raised, I therefore view this article as the perfect starting place for my reading of presence.
      

      
      Third, a connection must be noted between the bodily and spiritual presence of God
         and God’s communication to humans via signs available only for faith, as described
         in this article, and Ellul’s own conversion. Recall Ellul’s “brutal” conversion to
         Christianity after being confronted with a “kind of undeniable presence.” This presence
         was accompanied with “no word, no image. Nothing. And yet it was a presence of incredible
         solidity.”[8]   Ellul’s journey of faith began with an “encounter with God [which] provoked the
         upheaval of my entire being, beginning with a reordering of my thought. It was necessary
         to think differently from the moment that God could be near.”[9]   Furthermore, Ellul recounts that a second step in his conversion 
      

      
      
         . . . was the reading of the eighth chapter of the Epistle to the Romans, a reading
            which, for me, was overwhelming. It is often said that Romans is the Protestant epistle.
            This is the chapter where “nature suffers and groans with pains of childbirth.” It
            gave me at once a response on the individual and collective levels. I saw another
            perspective than that of Marx, a perspective beyond history, definitive.[10] 
         

      

      The eighth chapter of Romans includes Paul’s discussion of the relation between flesh,
         spirit, and body. Ellul would have been twenty-two years old in 1934, putting the
         estimated writing of this article shortly after his conversion. In other words, Ellul’s
         suggestion in the article that presence outlaws the use of models in thought is very
         likely a hint at his own conversion. Yvette’s addition on the final page seems to
         indicate something similar to the “upheaval of [his] entire being”: “A real presence,
         I tell you, and one which was not spiritual except because it was not corporeal but
         which attained my being.”[11]  In addition to the necessary dialogue between thought and life rooted in Marx and
         Kierkegaard, Ellul’s own life provides the referent for the dialogue of sign and presence.[12]  It is critical to understand that Ellul’s entire thought thus claims to spring from
         God’s presence, which can confront us in the present time, which cannot be codified—that
         is, God as a personal being who acts at His will in the world—and a dialogue between
         this presence and signs given to the believer, in the church which is Christ’s body.
         Thus, the ethical injunction to be present as used by Ellul directly relates to the way in which Ellul experienced the communicative
         presence of God in his own body, space, and time. 
      

      
      My interpretive section-by-section summary of this article is available in Appendix
         1. Paragraph marks are my editorial insertions, following Ellul’s indentations indicating
         a change of speaker. 
      

      
      The Triple Dialogue

      
      While I will not offer a full summary here, I suggest that the article begins with
         the problem of ethics and its relation to the human as a creature divided between
         body and spirit.[13]   It then considers Christ as a communicative sign of God’s presence; it concludes by suggesting that the sign of God’s presence and this presence itself mutually imply each other, that they are in necessary dialogue. While it is
         necessary to distinguish sign and presence, their difference is perhaps best understood
         as temporal; the one will follow the other in time. The two terms thus involve and imply a certain
         dialogue between space and time as well. The results of this line of questioning are
         then reflected back into the original question: if it is necessary to distinguish
         between spirit/flesh, soul/body, or spirit/matter, the two are mutually implicated
         in dialogue and are inseparable. For Christian ethics, this implies that a theology
         of God’s presence problematizes the consideration of morality as directly knowable,
         universally valid, and sufficient for righteousness or salvation; instead, only a
         “formulated” attempt at morality is possible. 
      

      
      Central to this progression is Ellul’s understanding of Christ’s communicative nature.
         God’s sending of Christ, one speaker argues, is necessary, but not for humanity’s
         salvation:
      

      
      
         God, bound by no law and by no historical cohesion, could effectuate the rescue of
            lost man without a tangible sign of this sanctification. In other words, He could
            efface original sin without sending Christ. He could have just had a prophet announce
            that Christ had already come and that the redemption of those who wanted to put their faith in Christ had already happened. It would be enough to justify the presence of Christ by dialectical reason,
            saying that man, having been lost by the fault of a man, had been redeemed by the
            blood of a man.[14]  
         

      

      
      But God did send Christ; this was a necessary sign of salvation. “Now this sign was necessary, precisely because if the sign had not
         taken place, the certitude of our salvation would not have entailed the change signified
         in us.”[15]  For us humans “of little faith,” the sign was necessary because “the communion of
         Christ is not a mystical union, but a communion of living and sinful men, speaking
         and discussing and denying, and who need to break bread together to know what communion
         is.”[16]  
      

      
      This speaker insists that Christ’s presence (and by extension, the Christian, following
         Christ and as part of Christ’s body) must be carnal, not solely spiritual. At what might be the peak of the dialogue, Ellul
         comes as close as he ever will to defining presence.[17]   Speaking of the carnal and the spiritual, he writes: 
      

      
      
         Presence in the complete sense of the word involves the two elements, because presence
            is above all a testimony of the person. A witness borne by the person about the person.
            Consequently, it is the complete engagement of the being in this gift which one person
            is to another. It is the complete engagement of God in this gift of God.[18] 
         

      

      
      He suggests that something is present in material presence only because of spiritual presence, 
      

      
      
         . . . but when this presence is realized, a reversal happens, and henceforth carnal
            presence becomes a condition of spiritual presence. This latter can no longer do without
            corporeal presence . . . The witness would cease to be, for the corporeal presence
            has become the base and support of spiritual presence . . . unity in the order of
            simultaneous space takes the place of successive unity in the order of time.
         

      

      
      The body is thus a sign pointing beyond itself; but one cannot discard the body once
         one has understood the spiritual presence to which it refers. Neither is one purely
         controlling of the other—this is a dialogue, a back-and-forth. The article ends with the two characters finally in agreement, explicitly
         solidifying the effect of this dialogue: “Presence is the sign of the gift and bodily
         presence is the sign of the spirit. These two are one and the same thing. Presence
         and the sign . . . Everything is indissolubly linked.” 
      

      
      This formulation of presence bears two important implications. First, this is a dialogue,
         not a dialectic (interpreted as a logical unfolding of events). I would even suggest
         that this dialogue explicitly cuts off a certain view of Marxist or Hegelian dialectics.[19]   The necessary mutual implication of the two sides of the triple dialogue refuses
         that it might end in humanity externalizing themselves in their labor, as in Ellul’s
         reading of Marx, or that as in his reading of Hegel, the real is the externalization
         of the ideal. In other words, Ellul’s presence is not a unidirectional, impersonal
         process that ends by externalizing material or an idea; it is fundamentally the presence
         of persons (including God’s person) to one another, engaging in a back and forth dialogue.
         Neither is it a Kierkegaardian dialectic, a movement between ethical, aesthetic, or
         religious stages. While perhaps we see Kierkegaard’s Socratic roots coming through,
         and while this dialogue may later be situated within a sociological dialectic, it
         is not the same as a dialectic in the sense of teleological progression or evolution.
         
      

      
      As I have shown, Ellul has Marxist, sociological-historical, and Qoheletian/Kierkegaardian
         reasons to insist on a dialogue between material and (employing a flexibility similar
         to Ellul’s varying terms in this article) institution / spirit / law / language. There
         are therefore close links between Ellul’s theology of presence developed here, implying
         a dialogue between sign and presence, and his usage of other sociological conceptions,
         such as summum jus, summum injuria (which necessitates dialogue between institutions and human life); his Marxist sociology
         (in which ideas need material external referents); cybernetics (in which the more
         communications systems are perfected, the more they exclude true communication); or
         most broadly, technique (in which the perfection of efficient means leads to the evacuation
         of the human ends in relation to which they are means). This again implies that whichever
         of these latter plays the decisive role at a given moment in Ellul’s writing is irreducible
         to method, inseparable from his person, and thus, a question of discernment on the
         part of the reader. 
      

      
      Second, this unveils additional roots of Ellul’s person. Against Speaker B’s suggestion
         that Jesus “spiritualized the flesh,” Speaker A notes that he only gave a “communion
         of flesh and spirit in diversity.” Additionally, in this context, this ongoing dialogue
         is grasped as dialogue only by passing through the communicative incarnation and resurrection
         of Christ.[20]    This implies that Christ is the key to the dialogic communion of spirit and matter,
         which (even in the dialogue itself) tend towards separation; it is achieved only in
         dialogue with God, seeking signs of His presence. Against Fasching’s claim that God
         is found in difference, for Ellul, the perfection sought is “diversity in unity.”[21]  
      

      
      Far from devaluing the body, Ellul’s ethic of presence thus nevertheless insists that
         the body is insufficient on its own: true presence is only such by the spirit, which
         the body signifies. And yet, this spirit cannot free itself from the body; we cannot
         abstract away from the body. Ellul’s ethics of signification are thus firmly rooted
         in a triple dialogue between sign and presence established at the very conception
         of his oeuvre. This tripartite dialogue encompasses communicative dialogue between
         sign and presence, which implies the dialogue of matter and spirit, within a dialogue
         between space and time. The sign and presence are one and the same, but only because
         Jesus Christ is, bodily, spiritually, humanly, the God he represents. Jesus Christ is God present in
         the present. 
      

      
      Presence in the Modern World: 
Ethics of Signification
      

      
      With the dialogue of sign and presence in the background, the reader is prepared to
         understand both what is truly at stake in, and the driving force of Ellul’s 1948 introduction
         to his oeuvre, Présence au monde moderne.[22]   I will briefly summarize the argument before developing the central role of Ellul’s
         theology of presence in his ethics of signification.[23]  
      

      
      The book contains five chapters: (1) The Christian in the World, (2) Revolutionary
         Christianity, (3) The End and the Means, (4) Communication, and (5) Prologue and Conclusion.
         Chapter one begins with the ethical injunction to be a sign, then opens the umbrella for Ellul’s theological ethical project under the biblical
         phrase “redeeming the time.” Chapter two suggests content for the term revolutionary, implying that the Christian situation is necessarily revolutionary today. It then
         splits Christian work in two: first, a humble Christian approach towards institutions
         which would be acceptable to the scale and life of humanity (understandable as based
         on an order of creation only knowable in present dialogue with God, as discussed in chapter 1 of this book),
         and second, an attitude of eschatological expectation which leads the Christian to live this other order of time in the present.
         In this way, the Christian’s situation is prophetic. Chapter three attempts to name
         the current problem of western society as a split between end and means in which all
         has become means; this leads into Ellul’s consideration of technique. The Christian
         cannot accept the ends/means split; Christ’s presence is God’s only means, but also
         the end. Thus, the Christian’s task is one of being, not acting. This is difficult
         because today, humanity’s spiritual nature has been essentially lost, buried in technical
         processes. To live before God demands the entire human being. Chapter four treats the problem of communication
         for the life of the Christian intellectual. There is an opposition between technique
         and communication (the latter demands presence); in a society characterized by technique,
         communication is practically impossible. Humans today know only a false present of
         appearances. The true threefold task includes rediscovering how to be a neighbor,
         which includes: 1. Finding a new language to re-establish communication; 2. Rediscovering
         history and events to allow for change; and 3. Finding the limits of modern intelligence—a
         sort of intellectual temperance or asceticism. The final chapter designates this book
         as a prologue. It notes that evangelism is failing, the Gospel no longer penetrates;
         the failure of the church is to continue to evangelize, casting its pearls before
         swine. Instead, Ellul calls for a preliminary, human work: to make humans able to
         hear again. He reiterates theology’s need for a style of life, an external referent to its words, which must be particular and collective. 
      

      
      To demonstrate how the triple dialogue of presence established above plays heavily
         in Ellul’s ethics, I treat the book as delivering four ethical injunctions which correspond
         roughly (but neither exactly nor comprehensively) to the book’s four primary chapters.
         The first three each treat one part of the triple dialogue, and the last could be
         seen as putting the three parts in relation. These parts include, first, the ethical
         injunction to be a sign; second, the enslavement of time and the injunction to redeem   time; third, technique as anti-presence and the injunction to being over doing; and fourth, the problem of communication and the injunction to be   present. This latter includes the subheadings of re-becoming a neighbor, finding a new language,
         recovering history, and finding the limits of modern knowledge.
      

      
      Being a Sign: An Ethic of Signification

      
      Ellul begins by noting three scriptural descriptions of the Christian’s specific function
         in the world: “You are the salt of the earth. You are the light of the world. I send you out as sheep
            among wolves.”[24]   Referring to Leviticus 2:13, Ellul reads salt as the sign of the covenant with God. To fulfill this role is to be “before men and in the spiritual
         reality of our world, the visible sign of the covenant that God has made in Jesus
         Christ with this world of the new covenant.”[25]   The Christian therefore is this visible sign, but not ontologically: “But [the Christian] must truly be this
         sign—i.e., they must make this covenant appear to the eyes of men in their life and
         their words.”[26]   Ellul tells us that light “gives a meaning [sens] to the history of the world . . . orients and explains it.”[27]   The active presence of the Christian as visible sign gives history its orientation and signification. Thus, in the same way that the Christian’s words
         are not complete in themselves but need a lived Christian life as a referent, human
         history needs the external referent of the eschaton, this relationally exterior component
         lived within it, to know itself at all. “Sheep amidst wolves”—here, Ellul calls the
         Christian “the real and living sign of the sacrifice of the lamb of God which is always
         renewed at the heart of the world.”[28]   Practically, this implies that Christians do not dominate others, but sacrifice
         themselves for others.
      

      
      In all three cases, this is clearly an ethic of signification. Salt is a sign of the covenant; light gives a sens to history, which Ellul always explicates as doubly implying orientation and signification; and being a sheep implies being a living sign. This emphasis becomes explicit a page later when Ellul concludes the first subsection,
         saying that “the only mission with which [the Christian] has been specifically charged
         by Jesus Christ, which is principally to be a sign.”[29]  
      

      
      Taking Dialogue into account, Ellul’s theology of presence as developed here gives us a concrete context
         within which to situate Ellul’s ethics of signification. The injunction to be a sign
         (which, in light of Dialogue, explains dialogically what Ellul means by being “present to the modern world”) here
         indicates an ethic of bodily and spiritual engagement in active dialogue with God
         and looking for signs of his presence. Note the double insistence on the body and the spirit: one cannot be present-at-a-distance, at least not for long; neither can a Marxist,
         purely material conception of the human dominate.[30]   Ellul’s theology of presence implies an ethic of signification which takes seriously
         the limits of my own physical presence. This directly implies that witness is not
         possible via just any means; it demands bodily presence, which is thus a task executable
         only within the spatio-temporal limits of one’s body. (The relation between presence
         and audio-visual communications is treated further on.) 
      

      
      This presence is clearly situated within the present conceived via Kierkegaard’s time and Marx’s history (as developed in chapters 1 and
         2 of this book). In Ellul’s exposition, signification implies tension with the world.
         In his sociological account of the contemporary world, conditions of mechanical solidarity
         mean that sin is a collective phenomenon more than ever before. “Our society is an irrefutable manifestation
         of the revelation of God concerning our sin.”[31]   The tight weave of Ellul’s sociology and theology is not surprising; taking the
         world seriously theologically means studying and observing it; never should theology
         be a determining metaphysic. Unable to moralize or leave the world, the Christian
         life is insoluble tension, which must be lived. (Recall that forces in tension drive Marxist historical evolution.) The tension
         of the lived Christian life is the external referent which makes their proclamation
         meaningful, gives it content, and allows for contact with the language of pagans,
         which Ellul describes as a different language. But this ethic of tension is the opposite
         of a morality, and cannot be derived directly from scripture (a theme fully developed
         in Vouloir). This ethic has a Kierkegaardian core, with nods to Ellul’s presence and Kierkegaard’s
         contemporaneity: 
      

      
         Christian ethics is founded on an agonistic structure of life . . . this is nothing
            other than the constant and concrete presence of judgement and of grace in our heart.
            But this fact precisely assures our freedom. We are free because we are both judged
            and shown grace at each moment of our life—and consequently placed in a new situation,
            without automatic determinations or satanic chains . . . the entire Christian attitude
            is in immediate relation with the act of God in Jesus Christ.[32] 
         

      

      Recalling both the ‘formulated’ morality in Dialogue (which was necessarily so because Christ’s presence problematizes anything more permanent)
         and Ellul’s use of Qohelet, the ethic to be elaborated should be temporary and apologetic.
         It is temporary, because it must be reconstructed anew continually to meet a given
         and variable situation. It should give actions and circumstances, not principles or
         morals, implying its constant re-creation. By calling it apologetic, Ellul is clear
         that this is an existential apologetic, not an intellectual one. It does not appeal to reason, but is lived as
         in Matthew 5:16: “Let your good works shine before men . . .” Furthermore, the living
         aspect of this ethic is inseparable from preaching the word to edify the hearer. 
      

      
      Time Enslaved: An Ethic of Temporal Redemption 

      
      Ellul believes that most of what he wants to say about Christian participation in
         preserving the world is expressible under the heading of “redeeming the time.” After
         finding parallel structures in Colossians 4:5 and Ephesians 5:15, Ellul decisively
         writes:
      

      
         Without even trying to penetrate into the problem of redeeming time—the notion that
            time is enslaved, which would need to be redeemed to become free—we should only consider
            that we have here an astonishing, living indication for the study of the situation
            of the Christian in the world, an indication which could appear to be at the very
            center of this problem, since it is placed, we could say, at the hinge between behavior
            (thus the question of ethics) and preaching—between good works, the fruit of wisdom,
            and the knowledge of the will of God.[33] 
         

      

      If Ellul avoids the question of enslaved time momentarily, I suggest that it occupies
         the entire rest of Presence, if not the rest of his career. I have shown that in Ellul’s thought, fixing an abstract
         eternity metaphysically or viewing time as a succession of equal moments abstractly
         could be mistreatments of the present, and thus, slaveries of time. This decisive passage shows that for Ellul, this question of the present time’s freedom
         is the link between words and life, between thought and action—praxis and incarnation,
         treated in one question. Ellul sets his theological-ethical project under this scriptural
         heading. Viewed in light of Dialogue, a dialogue between space and time is also necessary. Ellul’s description of the human
         living in a “false present” implies that one of these two dimensions is lacking, or
         that they simply are not talking to each other.[34]  
      

      
      Because time is enslaved, everything occurring within it is out of joint; “the days
         are evil.”[35]   Ellul sees the will of the world as perpetually moving towards suicide; time’s
         slavery gives it a suicidal orientation. But he cannot accept this as a spiritually disembodied affirmation; he must discern
         its present form. The world cannot find “the remedies to its spiritual situation (which
         commands all the rest).”[36]   
      

      
      At this point, Jean-Luc Blanc’s statement that Ellul’s Marxism never becomes a theological
         Marxism must be qualified: Ellul is clearly looking for the spiritual element which
         is the determining factor in the evolution of society—viewable as an essentially Marxist
         view of the development of historical factors, but modified with the spiritual instead
         of the economic as determinative. Furthermore, the ambiguously Marxist or spiritual
         prise de conscience plays a large role in this first chapter: the Christian must become aware of the
         true nature of the situation. The ethical injunction defining the second chapter—revolutionary
         Christianity—plays a role in relation to the rest of society which is neither entirely
         divorced from nor assimilable to its Marxist roots. The heart of the second chapter
         is a contrast between false revolutions and the true revolution, the “necessary revolution”
         (borrowing a term from his personalist influences).[37]   The false revolutions have essentially posited a fixed future, giving an orientation
         for history (whether Marxist or otherwise), installing a logic within historical development.[38]   While the contemporary era praises itself as more revolutionary than ever, the
         bulk of these revolutions are false because they have not oriented themselves to their
         time: “They are all just as conformist, but they are the conformists of the future.”[39]   
      

      
      The true revolution would free time from this marked-out path. For the Christian,
         this is a prophetic, eschatological vocation. The presence of Christ in time is the approach of the kingdom, but also its coordinates and signification; “The immanence
         of Christ’s return gives authentic seriousness to each moment; through this, the moment
         receives its true content.”[40]   This means that the Christian is “a man of the future . . . and not of a temporal
         and logical future, but of the eschaton, of the coming rupture of this present world.”[41]   This future which is already and not yet here is the external referent of the present
         which provides it with tension and sens, and is the presence which the form of the Christian as sign signifies. The Christian
         life thus signifies, incarnates, and moves within a time with a different sens (orientation and signification) than the present, but within this present. Manifesting this different time is the Christian’s prophetic function: 
      

      
         Each Christian having received the Holy Spirit is now a prophet of Christ’s return
            . . . because the prophet is . . . the one who already lives it and already renders
            it current and present . . . Consequently it is to make the future intervene in the
            present as an explosive force . . . to seize the present by way of the future, and
            dominate it by way of the future in the same fashion as the historian dominates the
            past . . . He judges the present time by virtue of a metahistorical fact, and the
            intervention in the present of this event is the only thing capable of overturning
            the stifling social and political structures under which civilization, little by little,
            is withering and disappearing.[42] 
         

      

      The Christian’s ethical function is to overturn the slavery of the false present so
         that the freedom of time can manifest in a true present. Hope in the promised eschaton gives the Christian power to do this. When Ellul says metahistorical, one ought not hear a platonic eternity. Ellul reads events immanent to history as
         expressing the historical presence of the living God (such as his conversion). I take
         this to be more akin to a response of one who believes a promise than a speculation
         on eternity. 
      

      
      In a later interview, Ellul succinctly encapsulates this revolutionary position: 

      
         Madeleine Garrigou-Lagrange: You want Christians to be ahead of tomorrow’s history
            . . .
         

         
         Jacques Ellul: Exactly.[43] 
         

      

      
      Technique, the Slavery of the Present: An Ethic of Incarnate Being

      
      So, the revolutionary Christian, consciously seeking to redeem the present time from
         its slavery, seeks a style of life conducive to the dialogue of sign and presence
         in their own lived and spoken existence, an existential point of contact between (theological
         or preached) words and the world. But times change, “because they are the times”;
         how does Ellul define the slavery current in the late forties?[44]   In the third chapter, Ellul analyzes this current slavery under the rubric of the
         end and the means, before inquiring into concrete possibilities of such a style of
         life. 
      

      
      Ellul again refuses to pose the problem in philosophical terms, either moral or metaphysical,
         believing that this would miss the point. He sees western society’s current situation
         as resulting from an evolution starting in a search for happiness; for this, we must
         offer many goods for consumption; therefore, we must produce large quantities; we
         end by adapting consumption to the demands of production. In this process, everything,
         even art, has become means—the ends are effaced: “These ends become implicit in the
         heart of man and in his thought no longer have any formative power; they have no more
         creative capacity. They are dead illusions stocked among the props of the contemporary
         theater.”[45]   Starting with production and describing art as expressing the determining factor
         of societal evolution recalls Plekhanov, indicating this as Ellul’s Marxist-style
         analysis of what has changed since Marx’s era. 
      

      
      This loss of direction, of sens, renders life absurd. Why all this speed? Why bother saving time? For today’s human, “life is more absurd than ever, because the spiritual foundations
         of time and of life have been destroyed in his heart.”[46]   If the foundations of time have been destroyed, it is “because finally time has
         never been as uncertain as our time . . . Man has set out at astronomical speed heading
         nowhere.”[47]   Ellul’s attempt to discern the times begins with his own time’s uncertainty. 
      

      
      Prefiguring ‘decentered’ postmodern society, Ellul notes that “time has revolved”
         for almost a century, and while humanity continues to view itself as at the center
         of society, it clearly is not. If presence includes a clear call for the human to
         live within spatio-temporal limits,  technique is anti-presence, as “the means become technique know no limit.”[48]   Ellul’s worry with technique is a societal version of summum jus summum injuria: “In a century, in these domains, man will have the best means without possible discussion,
         they will be the same everywhere in the world, and we will live in peace—Requiescat in pace.”[49]   Furthermore, technique is self-justifying: it is used because ‘it works.’ “And
         the fact that technique justifies itself has a theological root which ought to be
         indicated in passing: it is evidence.”[50]   As perfect law excludes justice, the perfection of technical means implies the
         exclusion of signification. This prefigures Ellul’s analysis of the technical system in formation, the globalizing and universalizing of technical means. This systematizing,
         self-referential and self-evident nature implies the end of signifying an external
         referent, and rests on an epistemology of vision which is ultimately theological (developed later in Humiliation). Working out this logic of means, development of technique will launch attacks on
         morality and humanism (which is already behind the times), against the gratuity of
         art (which it will subordinate), against consciousness and critical thinking, against
         values such as the State, the race, the proletariat or labor—these latter are for
         Ellul just decorations on technical evolution. In a truly central formulation, the
         ‘revolution’ of our times is the subordination of the spiritual to the material, “And
         since man has become object, because the spiritual is classed among the spiritual
         means, there is no longer any possible meaning [signification] for existence.”[51]  
      

      
      All while avoiding metaphysical or ontological description, Ellul has just described
         society as moving toward the end of concrete signification, the end of the human,
         the overturning of morality, and the immobility of time—the “end of history,” one
         might say. With his adapted Marxist sociology, Ellul has described a society heading
         toward the exact conditions described philosophically by structuralist thinkers almost
         twenty years later. And if Christian signification is existential, demanding incarnation,
         “the Christian should know in a precise fashion that Christian witness and action
         have become impossible too because of the circumstances . . .”[52]   Incarnation and signification have now become impossible—not metaphysically, but
         practically, by the form of modern life, because of the ends/means split omnipresent
         in the technological society. Why?
      

      
      The subordination of the spiritual to the material is an obvious danger to the dialogue
         of presence. ‘Presence’ implies a dialogue between sign and presence, together with
         inseparability of and dialogue between spirit and material and between time and space;
         the monologue of material means in modern technique is thus anti-presence, and thus
         makes both Christian presence (and thus, witness) and a true present time impossible.
         As a corrective to those who consider Ellul to be first and foremost a thinker focused
         on technique, it is because Ellul first cares about presence that technique is a serious
         concern. The Christian task is thus to break the supremacy of means, which will not
         be easy. Ellul cites Rimbaud (who resurfaces in Raison): “Spiritual combat is as brutal as the battle of men!”[53]   How should the Christian fight?
      

      
      For Christians, there is no ends/means distinction: “Greek and moralizing thought
         . . . has performed this scission.”[54]   As in Dialogue, because God is His signs, Christ is God’s ultimate means, but also the ultimate end:
         “Thus, when Jesus Christ is present, the Kingdom is near.”[55]   Presence is “exactly the inverse” of technique: “whereas our civilization absorbs
         the end in the means, in the action of God, the means only ever appears as the actualized
         presence of the end.”[56]   As in Raison, the Christian task is one of being this presence of the end, not of having or doing. The result is an ethics of presence,
         which, like law in Fondement, would signify the will of God: “And so the principle of a Christian ethic comes back to this: we must search in
         Scripture what must be lived by us so that the end willed by God would be present
         in the milieu of men.”[57]   In this ethic as in Dialogue, signification and presence mutually imply one another. This formula is further specified
         in the manifestation of love and communication of the Holy Spirit.
      

      
      An important question arises at this point: if one only examines Ellul’s sociology,
         it sounds like externality to the ‘systemic’ tendencies of institutions are enough
         for the necessary revolution; must it be specifically Christian incarnation which provides the lived ‘external’ element? Could the question be reduced
         to one of the monism of the same/the presence of the other? Can we reduce presence
         to a structural need to be fulfilled? In a sense, yes:
      

      
         We see concretely that the world is lost if it cannot find, in a spiritual revolution,
            an end which is transcendent yet already present, an end whose presence would be perceptible
            even in the secret world of techniques. Now, we can search all philosophies, only
            Christianity offers a solution.[58] 
         

      

      Posing this question in purely sociological terms could certainly separate from the
         theological aspect. At the heart of this possible division is the person. To the extent that society should remain a society of persons, and persons are already
         spiritual, then for Ellul, only Jesus Christ can sustain this person and this society.
         This is why Ellul could say in his personalist writings that the refusal of personal
         consciousness is at once the destruction of society and the rejection of the Spirit.
         Indeed, his description of what happens to the person under technique (“. . . he has
         reflexes and sensations but no judgement or consciousness. He has lost his soul in
         the perfect purring of his motor”)[59]  strongly prefigures Deleuze and Guattari’s description of humans as “desiring-machines”
         in Anti-Oedipus. Since this ‘postmodern’ shift of the human is inherent in the modern human, Ellul
         recognizes that Christianity cannot simply accept foundational modern thinking: “We
         must take the spiritual powers contained in the fact of being spiritually alive seriously.
         We must stop believing that life depends on vitamins, hormones, and physical culture.”[60]  Ellul’s answer emphasizes this God-human relation: since Christian history is contingent
         upon God’s action, not a Hegelian or Marxist history which evolves mechanically, and
         because scripture shows that God rarely acts without a human intermediary, this question
         must be rephrased theologically. “In other words, this observation that the revelation
         of God in Jesus Christ brings the only valid response to the end and the means—does
         it entail consequences in the lives of those who, currently, call themselves Christians?
         Is this anything other than a simple intellectual position?”[61]  The dialogue from Dialogue is clearly at work: the spiritual is in dialogue with the material, the incarnation
         of words, separating this from being addressable on the purely abstract level. As
         in his critique of liberal thought, the question of incarnation is the way out of
         the endless play of interpretations.[62]  
      

      
      Ellul ends this chapter saying that “the act of living . . . is the revolutionary
         act par excellence . . .”[63]   Finally, he suggests that all he has said is nothing other than exegesis and homily
         of Christ’s command to “seek first the kingdom.” Ellul actively seeks the eschatological
         presence of Christ’s kingdom now, in the modern world, in the form of a creational order desired by God.
      

      
      Living Signs: An Ethic of Communication

      
      If the previous sections began with signification, then moved to time, and third to
         incarnate being (i.e., language, history, and the human), Ellul returns to the beginning
         of the triple dialogue, considering the communicative implications of living in a
         technological society. In doing so, his specific focus is on the Christian intellectual.
         The three aspects of the dialogue are in play throughout. 
      

      
      The scriptural injunction driving this chapter is Romans 12:2, which emphasizes time
         in the French Louis Segond translation used by Ellul. While English translations often
         speak of conformity to the world, this French translation speaks of conformity to the present age [au  siècle présent].[64]   The intellectual’s irreplaceable function is to think this relationship.[65]   If faith renews intelligence, then Christianity demands an entirely different approach:
         “The Christian intellectual can no longer have, I do not say the same philosophy,
         but the same intelligence of things and of the world, of their reality, and of the
         human being.”[66]   If this renewal is roughly equal to the prise de conscience, the work of the Holy Spirit, Ellul has “the impression of an enormous machine set
         up to prevent man from becoming aware.”[67]  
      

      
      Instead of grasping the reality of the contemporary situation, today only appearances
         are perceived: “Reality disappears, the reality of man for himself and of the events
         which surround him.”[68]   This could be juxtaposed both with Walter Benjamin’s essay “The Work of Art in
         the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” (written in 1935, published in French in 1936)
         which discusses how mechanical reproduction questions authenticity and re-contextualizes
         the original, and Jean Baudrillard’s later studies on hyperreality, in which the copy
         has totally effaced the real, from which it is no longer distinguishable. Ellul views
         the contours of this situation as specific to this time in history. The twentieth-century
         human oscillates between the phenomenon and the explicative myth—two opposed images,
         both disconnected from their experiences. This is directly linked to the spread of
         new communication media, whose representations now give human reality: “In his eyes
         a fact becomes true when it has been accounted for in the newspaper, and if the letters
         are bigger it is more important.”[69]   But at base, what Baudrillard and others later described, Ellul casts as a falsification
         of presence: “Man adapts to living thus, without present and without past . . . because all his
         intellectual activity clings to these fleeting visions, themselves without past or
         future, without consistency for the present.”[70]   No past means no memory, and the string of passing visions means there is no continuity
         for a future. If Kierkegaard’s true present was the unity of memory and hope, then
         time under these new media conditions becomes a false present. 
      

      
      The discontinuity of this false present is intolerable; humanity needs something to
         assure itself of its existence and its future. But this latter continuity cannot be
         the real continuity, which presupposes in-depth knowledge and intelligence; propaganda
         answers this need with simplified myths. The press-induced dream state from Ellul’s
         personalist writings returns; these myths create the “‘man-mass,’ who would not be
         able to detach himself from the mass without dying.”[71]   These media still depend in some sense on capital.[72]   
      

      
      This amounts to a grave intellectual situation, “the suicide of intellectual consciousness.”[73]   Intellectuals create their own version of the simplified myth, whether based on
         the permanence of man (for liberalism) or historical dialectics (for communism). Rejecting
         reality behind appearances (except perhaps pure absurdity for the human), new intellectual
         movements (particularly ‘Parisian intellectuals’) “. . . deny the existence of a reality
         other than apparent phenomena and refuse an objective reality. And here, we hit upon
         the first element of intellectual degradation of our times.”[74]  
      

      
      Lack of consciousness combined with the subservience of the intellect (or, to recall
         the formulation discussed earlier, spirit) to technical means implies the absence of communication. Theologically, this has been so in some way since Babel; “God had left a certain
         relation between men thanks to intelligence. Now, it is this bridge that our time
         has just broken.”[75]  Even if natural law or intellectual apologetics were theologically viable for Ellul,
         they would now have been rendered ineffectual sociologically. This epistemological
         shift caused by sociological conditions bears grave consequences for communication:
         “We can no longer communicate among ourselves . . . Today’s intellectual does not
         believe in the possibility of meeting another . . . the person has disappeared, and
         it is to them alone that we could speak authentically.”[76]  Communication is an exclusively personal phenomenon, and if technique is anti-presence, communication needs presence and not
         technique: “Communication transcends technique because it can only take place except
         if there is a complete engagement of the two interlocutors in a real debate.”[77]  Technical reasoning thus challenges the foundation of our entire civilization; we
         will be pushed toward “suicide in pleasure or hopelessness.”[78] 
      

      
      What Christian response is possible? In replying to this question, insofar as Ellul’s
         analysis has prefigured what has come to be called the postmodern condition, what
         follows is an early attempt at Christian ethics for a postmodern age—but seen from
         a certain distance, like Benjamin; the attempt from within, like Baudrillard, comes later (see chapter 5). Transitioning to theological response
         to this situation, Ellul calls for an either/or decision by simply citing both Deuteronomy
         30:15, calling Israel to choose life, and Revelation 11:17–18, a praise to God acknowledging
         the presence of judgement. Whereas the value of technical work is its self-evident
         efficacy, in truth, a thing’s sens only comes from God. “In reality man makes his work and God gives this work its meaning
         [sens], value, efficacy, weight, truth, justice—its life—and if God does not give this,
         let there be no illusions: nothing remains of the work of man.”[79]  
      

      
      In this situation, the Christian intellectual’s first duty is consciousness, described
         in four phrases: 1. Destroy myths and idols; 2. A will to recover objective reality
         via authentic human realism; 3. This work must be done at the human level; and 4.
         Problems must be seen in their depth.[80]  This work cannot be done like the disengaged “liberal intellectuals of the nineteenth
         century,” but demands personal engagement and risk in the outcomes.[81]  A sense of reality must be rediscovered. But this consciousness only comes from
         the Holy Spirit; ultimately, it is God’s work, because “all systems of interpretation,
         of comprehension of our civilization are englobed by it (including the materialist
         dialectic which is an integral part of this world that we could qualify as bourgeois;
         including surrealism . . .).”[82]  Only the Holy Spirit can be this exterior intervention, because “there is no more
         outside in the world.”[83]  Ellul lists three consequences of this re-prise de conscience which relate to the triple dialogue of presence: first, rediscovering the sens of the neighbor (implying both embodiment and signification through the rediscovery
         of a new language); second, of the sens of the event (relating to historical time—a recovery of the true present); and third,
         of the limits of the sacred (an intellectual limit to thought-as-technique, which
         would threaten communication). 
      

      
      First, renewed consciousness will allow the Christian intellectual to renew communication
         with the neighbor. Because interpersonal communication is broken despite (and directly because of) new means of transmission of information, it must be re-established.
         Recalling Ellul’s account of language’s destruction via Readers’ Digest, propaganda, etc., “The particular work of the Christian intellectual is to discover
         a new language today, a language which allows people to understand one another despite
         the fanfares of advertising, a language which allows individuals to leave their hopeless
         solitude, and which avoids rational dryness and subjective emotivity.”[84]   This linguistic personal communication is the Holy Spirit’s work: “For the intellectual
         Christian, this problem of language is the key problem of proximity with men . . .
         the Holy Spirit creates communication between them.”[85]   But as in Dialogue, this avoids a spiritualism because Ellul insists on the material conditions necessary for the dialogue to happen:
         “If we do not recreate a possible language in our civilization, there is no support
         for the action of the Holy Spirit, there is no human means that God always demands
         of his creatures to manifest his power.”[86]   Also, Dialogue insists that the neighbor is the one nearby, in bodily proximity; new means of communication
         only distract from fulfilling this command of Christ.
      

      
      Second, renewed consciousness will be historical consciousness of the signification and orientation of events. At stake in the event
         is Christianity’s possible reduction to a philosophy: “If Christians have a particular
         mission here, it is because they are the witnesses of an event on which all others
         rest . . . We should not at all reduce [God’s intervention in history in Jesus Christ]
         to a philosophical formula.”[87]   Rediscovering the event of Christ’s incarnation, death, resurrection, and current
         eschatological presence is the key to giving a new direction to history (in a Marxist sense), but also to opening the false, ahistorical present
         to a new relation to past and future in memory and hope (as in Kierkegaard’s formulation).
         This is as close as Ellul comes in Presence to defining time’s redemption.
      

      
      Finally, consciousness will allow rediscovery of the limits of the sacred, the border
         between profane and sacred. In this text, Ellul explicitly mentions Rudolf Otto’s
         “approximate” sense of the sacred as a source, which he says is not religious or Christian.[88]   It involves finding the limits of modern intelligence, where modern methods must
         stop. Concretely, these limits can be transgressed: this move therefore re-submits methods and practices of intellectual
         inquiry to human will, voluntarily stopping at a certain point. “For by rediscovering
         this frontier, by the same move, intelligence also recovers the reality of the world
         and the possibility of renewed action. Because it rediscovers the timeless framework
         of the world . . . it attains in truth its equilibrium.”[89]   In the expression “timeless framework of the world,” Ellul is clearly opposed to
         such a framework as an intellectually expressed concept; it is a matter of letting
         the world be a world for thought, giving existential rather than conceptual continuity
         through time, rather than abstracting it so that thought can contain the world. Like
         law, the sacred is part of the created world, not external to it. This too depends
         on the Holy Spirit. These works of the Christian intellectual presuppose a lived practice
         of prayer and meditation. The equilibrium in question in this citation is a human
         equilibrium between spirit and matter, a corrective to the subordination discussed
         in the previous section. This correction, as in Dialogue, would restore and maintain the communicative equilibrium between sign and presence,
         and would allow for the change in the times that keeps time from being an infinite
         repetition or subordinate to a fixed eternal. 
      

      
      False Presence in the Modern World: 
Presence Misunderstood

      
      Following some fifteen years after Présence, Ellul’s 1963 text Fausse présence au monde moderne (False Presence in the Modern World) helps delineate presence negatively by criticizing the French Reformed church and
         protestant intellectuals for mistaking political involvement for presence. The book
         offers concrete examples of what presence is not, firing off attacks in sections such as “The Church’s Conformity to the Modern World,”
         “Justification of the World by the Church,” “Adaptation of Christianity to the Thought
         of the World,” and “The Politization of the Church,” before reluctantly sketching
         positive ethical orientations which presence might yield. Examining this work furthers
         two concerns expressed in Dialogue and Presence. First, what matters is the church’s relation to its own time—the church ought to live according to a different time instead of justifying its
         conformity to the world. Towards this end, sociology can be a useful tool for the
         church’s own self-critique. Second, the presence of the wholly other God should not
         be ontologized in the church, nor reduced to a principle or a formula. Both items
         clearly express Ellul’s concern with the church as the locus of God’s presence in the world. I will briefly summarize Ellul’s positioning
         of the book before discussing these two items. 
      

      
      Situating the Critique

      
      Fausse is an example par excellence of the limited comprehensibility of Ellul’s works when taken individually. The book
         opens by informing the reader of its relation to other works, citing four books (including
         Présence) and four articles. It further refers to two forthcoming works, Politique and Vouloir (here provisionally titled Éthique Chrétienne, simply Christian Ethics).[90]   The English translation specifically warns American readers that the book refers
         to situations, discussions, and decisions of the French Reformed Church.[91]   
      

      
      The rationale for this book and its concrete discussions is given straight away. The
         Holy Spirit does not act alone, but 
      

      
         God has always asked man to use human means and knowledge. When we concretely consider
            the forms and effects of presence in the world attempted by Christians, we are obliged
            to ask ourselves if the Holy Spirit compensates for the manifest deficiencies of these
            good intentions. It is obvious that the several indications which I presented in Presence in the Modern World have appeared too intellectualizing and difficult.[92] 
         

      

      If Ellul’s ethical indications in Présence were certainly read and discussed—the 1948 book was reviewed at least twelve times
         by 1960, with reviews coming from France, Switzerland, Scotland, Germany, and elsewhere—he
         evidently felt it was not understood, or at least not by his own country’s Reformed
         church.[93]  Présence sketched main facets of the modern world and summarily indicated general lines of
         Christian ethical response; Vouloir (which he was working on when Fausse was published) would treat this ethic in detail. Fausse finds its place between the two, but not as a logical continuation; Ellul writes,
         “Let’s say that [Fausse] would be the obverse [of this Christian ethic].”[94]  Fausse is not theological research for an ethic but analysis of a factual situation, aiming to
         show behavior which does not represent the type of presence he sought. Ellul sees the book as necessary because
         good ethical reasoning is not a natural consequence of good theology, and in his time
         and place, he finds the ethics lacking.[95]  More specifically, while he still has his critiques of Barth’s theology (which is
         popular among his fellow churchmen; his most notable critique is that despite its
         best intentions, Barth’s is still a “theology of transcendence” which renders ethical
         reasoning difficult), he finds it to be very carefully balanced, and the faulty ethical
         application of it to derive from separating elements from this whole, shifting the
         equilibrium.[96]  It is therefore very explicitly a strong, published criticism of Ellul’s own fellow
         churchmen for their theological-ethical reasoning and political engagement; but above
         all, it is a critique of Ellul himself, as he specifies.[97]  
      

      
      The Church in Relation to Her Time

      
      In line with the reasoning seen in Raison and Présence, Ellul’s concern is not to judge the church’s action by an absolute moral law, but
         to use his sociological examination of the world to question the church’s relation
         to her own time. While he agrees with criticisms generally leveled against the church’s association
         with earlier times, focusing on these criticisms now could instead serve to distract the church from her own temporal context: “. . . we
         must ask ourselves if we are not committing today, in relation to the society and ideas of 1960, exactly the same errors that the Church of 1860 committed in relation to the society
         and ideas of 1860.”[98]   Later in the book, he suggests that the historical church’s conformity to its own
         time is “all we can fault them for.”[99]   Thus, instead of critiquing the church for cloistering itself away, in the sixties,
         the church’s biggest temptation is to empty itself without remainder into politics,
         forgoing any Christian specificity, and demonstrating (via proclamations, political
         positions, etc.) its political engagement.[100]   Instead, “It is much more important today that the church learn to see herself
         as the body of Christ than to formulate messages without signification which are in
         no way a presence to the modern world.”[101]  
      

      
      Ellul’s sociology explicitly serves him as a diagnostic tool in this self-critical
         search. Ellul believes strongly that the Holy Spirit’s present work in the church
         should not manifest conformity to the present age, but transformation, a different mode of life. To the extent, then, that the church is accurately described
         by the same sociological trends as the rest of society, sociology can help the church
         question the validity of her claim to Spirit-driven difference. If she can observe
         no concrete differences, perhaps her style of life has not yet been ‘transformed,’
         but expresses pure conformity.[102]   For example, Ellul thinks the church’s passion for ecumenism would have expressed
         radical difference with society in the seventeenth century, but in the sixties, “how
         many additional and purely sociological motives we could discover!”[103]  
      

      
      Instead of this conformity, the church’s life should express a different time. 
      

      
      
         When we think about the questions of the world and try to act in the world, we must
            start from a point which is not and cannot be that of the present age [siècle present] . . . It is a matter of introducing another viewpoint, another standard, another
            orientation, another destination into these same problems . . . It is here that we
            encounter the necessary presence of the No and the Yes, together.[104] 
         

      

      
      This citation displays the theological framework from chapter 1 at work: the presence
         of the eternal in the temporal, the heterogeneous temporality of Christ now, transforms the church and funds her resistance to societal currents. As in Présence, the function of the church’s presence is to produce tension with the social situation,
         preventing its closure.[105]  But if she embeds herself only in appearances and the constant, shallow torrent
         of what is reported in the news, she is doomed.[106]  
      

      
      The Wholly Other as an External Relation

      
      Clearly, then, Ellul is concerned with the church as the primary locus of God’s presence
         to the world, as the material offered up to the Holy Spirit for its use. Two related
         ways in which the church falsifies this presence are to ontologize it into herself, or to make it into an intellectual principle or value. 
      

      
      The church ontologizes presence when she thinks that she is the presence of the world
         on her own. 
      

      
         Christians are a bit too convinced that the Church (of course, the privileged part
            of the church which they agree with: the [Federation of Christian Students] for the
            student, or Taizé, or the protestant professional associations, or the parish, this
            or that group, or movement, or work . . .) contains in itself, on its own, the presence
            of the wholly other, the presence of the Lord; that it suffices that this Church go
            to the world to bring exactly what is missing, precisely the presence of the Lord.
            And Christians, taken individually, show exactly the same tendency. It suffices that
            a man proclaims himself Christian (and I do not doubt the sincerity of his faith!)
            that we just as quickly make way for his presence in pagan milieux, that we make a
            duty out of placing oneself on the famous ‘frontier.’ But have we forgotten that when
            Paul was converted, he began by retreating into years of meditation before beginning
            his work?[107] 
         

      

      Ellul believes that this ontologization leads to faulty ethical reasoning—whether
         assuming that the church’s simple participation in a movement means that it is transformed,
         or that because Christians now have the spirit in them, they can proceed directly
         to the work of evangelism. Similarly, when presence becomes a principle or value in
         ethical reasoning which is valid either permanently or in-itself, the church is wont
         to bend this principle to justify her own desires or conformity. As a principle, presence
         is too abstract; this is Ellul’s concern with the reasoning linked to a theology of
         transcendence. 
      

      
      Instead, as in Dialogue and in the existential grammar elucidated in chapter 1, Ellul treats presence as a
         relation which is always external to the Christian and the church, never internalized,
         and invalid as a principle of reasoning. Ellul sees the world as tending towards ontologization, completion
         and closure; the church ought to be herself open to Christ, and thus maintain the
         openness ‘of’ the world (which is the opposite of openness ‘to’ the world.’)[108]   The political-ethical punch line of this analysis is that “Participation in politics,
         presence in the world have no value in themselves . . . The sole duty of the church (even in politics) is situated
         in the presence of the question: ‘When the Son of man comes, will he find faith on
         the earth?’”[109]   These concerns are all taken up again in Vouloir. 

      
      To Will and To Do: Further Development 
and Foundations
      

      
      Le Vouloir et Le Faire (To Will and To Do) represents Ellul’s full introduction to the distinctly theological-ethical portion
         of his project, his most direct engagement and criticism of Karl Barth, and expresses
         continuity with the general lines traced from Présence to this point. 
      

      
      This two-part work showcases Ellul’s writing process: apparently, the entire work
         was written in the early sixties, but not annotated. Ellul annotated the first half
         once he was sure of its publication; the second half was never published, and thus
         never annotated. The manuscript for this second half was lost for decades before being
         recently rediscovered by Bernard Rordorf in his archives in Geneva. It seems that
         Rordorf was part of a small circle of friends to whom Ellul occasionally sent manuscripts
         for feedback before publication. Rordorf gave the manuscript to Frédéric Rognon at
         the University of Strasbourg, who annotated and prepared it for publication. It first
         appeared in French as Les sources de l’éthique chrétienne: Le vouloir et le faire vol.  II (The Sources [or Springs] of Christian Ethics: To Will and to Do Vol. II) in January 2018.[110]   In this section, Vouloir refers to the work as a whole, Faire refers to the first volume, and Sources refers to the second volume. Because of the novelty of Sources, a subordinate aim in this chapter will be to indicate summarily the general argument
         for anglophone readers.[111]   
      

      
      Vouloir consists of five parts—three in Faire and two in Sources. The three parts in Faire include critiques of ethics as a discipline and of what the good is not, descriptions of the different goods according to humans, and a discussion of the
         impossibility and necessity of a Christian ethic. The two parts in Sources approach the conditions, characteristics, and content of a Christian Ethic. On this
         foundation, he later builds an intended three part project: an Ethics of Freedom (as the ethical dimension of hope—three volumes exist in French, roughly half of
         this in English); an Ethics of Holiness (relating to faith—a more than one-thousand-page
         manuscript is being edited by his son Yves); and an Ethics of Relationship (relating
         to love—never written, to scholarly knowledge).
      

      
      In what follows, I will indicate the general lines of Vouloir while focusing on the role which presence plays in these more mature texts. 
      

      
      Faire: An Impossible and Necessary Ethic in the Present 
      

      
      I read Vouloir as an excursus on the notion (central to Dialogue) that the presence of God (which forms the center of Christian dogma) problematizes
         a fixed morality; only a formulated morality is possible in this light. Part I explores
         the moral problematic; Part II treats major contemporary approaches to morality; Part
         III describes how morality is still necessary, but it must be a relative formulation
         and not absolute; Part IV describes the conditions and characteristics of this formulated
         morality; and Part V treats the specific problems of relating this ethic to the Old
         Testament law and to theology. Throughout the treatment, Ellul explores this problematic
         in dialogue with such major twentieth-century thinkers as Karl Barth (agreeing almost
         without exception until late in Sources, drawing mostly on volumes II.2 and III.4 of the Church Dogmatics); Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Rognon and Müller note that Ellul was one of the first French
         readers of Bonhoeffer’s Ethics, disagreeing only once in this text over his reading of Bonhoeffer’s famous ‘man come
         of age’ statement to imply a narrative of human progress of modernity—a critique continued
         in Demons[112]); Paul Ricœur (whom he amply criticizes for the latter’s philosophical approach,
         and sometimes appreciatively agrees with); Reinhold Niebuhr (offering mostly critique,
         though some agreement); and Rudolf Bultmann, among others. 
      

      
      Part I: The Presence of God, the Good, and Morality

      
      Ellul begins Faire as a human trying to attend to biblical revelation in the present. “I am only trying
         to be human. I am trying to live fully in this time.”[113]   From the beginning, Ellul is concerned with the relation of ethics to time. The
         good cannot be known outside of a present dialogue with God; if it could, God’s will
         would be “fixed, immobilized in an objectively perceptible content . . . and that
         for man (who lives in time) God is definitively relegated to  the past: God has willed . . . In other words, if man could know the content of the good by himself, this
         would mean that God is not free.”[114]   
      

      
      In chapter two, “The Good” is only knowable within the communicative grammar of God’s
         presence. There is no abstract or indeterminate context for the good; it is only for
         those who already know that the good relates to God, who believe and accept God’s will.[115]   He rejects the objection that this position implies an incoherent Christian moral
         life: “To say this is to have a strange idea of God!”[116]   Instead, the unity of God’s commandments, and thus of our person, action, and time,
         stems from God’s own unity. God’s pardon gives relational goodness to what is dead or bad in itself; there is no ontological difference between the Christian and the non-Christian.[117]   In chapter three, “Morality is of the Order of the Fall,” Ellul criticizes Ricœur
         and natural approaches to the good for building on philosophical foundations. He carefully
         discusses Romans 2:14–15, rejecting a natural law written on the hearts of pagans;
         this “methodical error” changes the “living Event of Love and grace into a Principle
         of systematic construction . . . a utilization of Revelation for the satisfaction
         of man, which crystalizes, immobilizes this revelation in order to insert it into
         its system, and in doing so removes all of its value.”[118]   He rejects an “essential Nature of man” as well as conscience conceived as anything
         other than lucid consciousness leading to self-critique in dialogue with the Holy
         Spirit.[119]   The order of the fall becomes concrete in chapter four, “Morality is of the Order
         of Necessity:” “It is a commonplace to speak of the slavery of sin, but in reality,
         we must translate this from the interior domain to the total domain, in speaking of
         the order of necessity.”[120]   Morality known outside of present dialogue with God’s presence expresses necessity,
         a consequence of the fall; this continues the relational line of thought established
         at the beginning of Dialogue.
      

      
      Developing morality is necessary for humanity to integrate necessity into their will, to maintain belief
         in their freedom. But this unavoidable process makes obeying necessity a virtue—a
         grave theological error. “To make a virtue of necessity is to reassert control over
         a situation which escapes us; it is to recover the superior dignity of man which consists
         in naming the unnamed. What was purely blind event receives a meaning and a value
         because man imposes a name . . .”[121]   As in §4 of Dialogue, “The will has integrated the constraint, and the constraint has not made the will
         cede.”[122]   But this happens because it is necessary—humanity cannot live without it, cannot accept the limits of the present:
      

      
         He cannot live in the instant. He cannot submit himself to pure impulse, he cannot
            always be the man of the Hic et Nunc. And even when he has taken the decision that it should be thus, it is still at the
            end of a moral debate and of a moral judgement that he arrives here . . . He has thus
            reconstructed a morality.[123] 
         

      

      Yet, to criticize this morality is to attack that which, like its language, binds
         society together, an offense which society cannot simply accept. 
      

      
      In the last chapter in this section, “The Double Morality,” Ellul summarizes: first,
         true morality comes from God. However, human morality—temporal, relative, not expressing
         God’s will—is necessary because we are temporal creatures. Human morality is “a cry
         in the night, to which man responds.”[124]   In Christian morality (in contrast to other moralities), freedom presupposes obedience,
         not the other way around. “The Christian life is not conformed to a morality, but
         to a current and living revealed Word.”[125]   Relevant for my postmodern inquiry, “. . . the Christian ethic should defend itself
         on two fronts, that of an idealist dualism and that of a naturalist monism, that of
         an optimism which admits the in-itself validity of the world, and that of a pessimism
         which reduces historical existence to an absence of signification.”[126]   
      

      
      This problematic explicitly recalls Dialogue: A directly known exterior rule rules out God’s presence and freedom, (Dialogue, 1–5); integration of this exterior rule excludes dogma (2–5, 10); formulated morality
         lived before God is the only possible Christian morality, and dogma points beyond itself
         (12, 14). Part I thus revisits the moral concern of Dialogue and lays out the problematic.
      

      
      Part II: Moralities of the World

      
      Part II of Faire, “The Moralities of the World,” analyzes diverse contemporary approaches to morality.
         I will not treat these in detail. This section (especially chapters two and three)
         contains noteworthy concentrated critiques of existentialism and phenomenology. On
         the existential ethic:
      

      
         This ethic is unthinkable in the USA or the USSR. The only role played by Sartre,
            S. de Beauvoir and others is to raise what is simply the product of circumstances
            to the level of doctrine, metaphysics and duties. By this very fact, they give a rather
            beautiful justification to the men of a moment, allowing them to remain what they
            are and be praised for it.[127] 
         

      

      These philosophers make a sociological situation into a philosophical one in order
         to make a virtue out of necessity, to affirm their own freedom: Ellul will later aim
         this precise critique at structuralist thinkers. Existentialism is guilty of hypostasizing
         values, making abstract essences out of living words, and constructing exclusive communities
         on these grounds. 
      

      
         The Philosophers of Values tell us that these latter create communion, interpersonal
            relations, that they are sources of expression and the creation of subjectivity—fine;
            but let us never forget that a communion which creates itself demands the excommunication
            of outsiders; and that in the fallen world whose Prince we know, this affirmation
            of being is always paid for by the sacrifice of this being itself, or the annihilation
            of the other.[128] 
         

      

      As community has been Ellul’s concern from the beginning, the exclusion created by
         a self-making community is a significant problem. Discussing immoralism, Ellul again
         targets “Parisian existentialists” who attack yesterday’s morals, justifying their
         slavery to their desires by always presenting and explaining themselves to others.
         He also attacks theoretical immoralists like Marx and Freud, who undermine all morals.[129]  
      

      
      Contemporary western society is undergoing a transition to work-oriented technical
         morality with collective virtues, breaking with older charity and individual virtue-oriented
         bourgeois and Christian moralities. Recalling Presence, technical morality only deals with behavior and does not bother about interiority, conscience, thought—i.e.,
         it excludes the moral problematic. Technique is not, as for Heidegger, the “end of
         metaphysics,” but (perhaps taking end in a different sense) the end of morality.[130]   Recalling Dialogue, focusing only on morality short-circuits the dialogue of body and spirit.
      

      
      Part III: Impossible and Necessary Morality

      
      Presence manifests prominently in Part III, which treats “The Impossibility and Necessity
         of a Christian Ethic.” The first chapter focuses on the impossibility, noting that “ethic” is already a Greek concept (too static and eternal). Pauline
         “ethics” in the New Testament are less precise or constructed than dogmatics: “. .
         . there are only examples of morality, a description of certain elements of the Christian
         life, but never an accomplished moral doctrine.”[131]   Agreeing with Niebuhr, the church can never justify her own ethics: 
      

      
      
         Only by knowing that this search is already perverse, that formulating a Christian
            ethic is impossible, that describing all Christian behavior is at once vain and sterile,
            that the pretention expressed therein is detrimental to the freedom of God—only in
            keeping this judgement ever-present in our mind and in our life can we progress in
            this pursuit, staying within the grace of God, since we will remain under judgement.[132] 
         

      

      
      The problem implicates the interlocking dialogues of Dialogue, especially the impossibility of certitude in 5: God’s presence in the present moment
         causes this impossibility. Circumventing this present by making ethics absolute bypasses
         our own limits as well:  “. . . in ethics, all of this is the effort of man to deny
         the determined and contingent aspect of his existence, and is precisely the reproduction
         of the very sin of Adam.”[133]  The ‘slavery of time’ is still a central issue: 
      

      
      
         Man would live in a universe of madness if he could not count on a permanence of the good, a coherence between yesterday and today, a more or less enduring identity
            of value. And this is so true that man can never resist proclaiming the universality
            of a morality or the permanence of the same values through all history. No constructed
            ethic can escape these three characteristics.[134] 
         

      

      
      Ellul rejects Bultmann’s existential present, which

      
         . . . neglects the continuity of the will of God and reduces the whole Christian life
            to obedience in the instant, which it is not. The Kingdom of God is not only the transformation
            of each instant into a last hour: it is also a grandeur which is really coming; it
            is there wherever Jesus Christ reigns, and it is the revelation of this reign during
            an effective last hour.[135] 
         

      

      The lack of guarantee installs an existential grammar. Recalling that presence cannot
         be made into a principle, Ellul suggests that “in most cases, the birth of heresy
         is made possible by the transformation of the Word of God into Principles.”[136]  Any Christian ethic must work within the situation of impossibility created by attempting
         to keep the present time free. 
      

      
      Having renewed Dialogue’s concern with the impossibility of codified presence, the rest of chapter one revisits
         Dialogue’s worry of codifying the Holy Spirit in a morality. This whole section could be summarized
         as the impossibility of an ethic of the Holy Spirit acting in the present. The Holy
         Spirit’s present action personalizes the Word for us, by this address making us individual persons; time, dialogue with God, and personhood are closely linked in the present. Ellul
         ends the chapter on a Qoheletian description of time: 
      

      
      
         . . . the innovation of today could not have be logically or reasonably deduced from
            the decision of yesterday. For it does not obey a human logic or the reasonable conduct
            of existence; it follows a deeper logic, a more secret truth which unites yesterday
            and today, but which does not allow us to predict what will be tomorrow.[137] 
         

      

      
      Chapter two in this section surveys the “Historical Formation of Christian Moralities.”
         While dogmaticians can benefit greatly by looking at ancient theologians, the changing
         of the times means that ethics must be recreated anew in every era. However, a look
         at how past Christians have managed this impossible task can be useful. Ellul schematically
         traces the development from Paul’s relative, humble, and provisional moral towards
         its ossification in philosophical formulae, especially from the fifth and sixth centuries
         onward. Injecting philosophy completes, systematizes and fixes morality, but excludes
         the life of the person. Ellul ends the chapter with a bold, broad statement: “while
         the Reformers reaffirmed the authentic content of the Revelation, despite appearances,
         they did not elaborate an Ethic corresponding to their Theology.”[138]  This critique includes Barth and twentieth century thinkers. The last chapter of
         Faire treats the necessity of creating this protestant ethic. 
      

      
      This will be above all an ethic of reading scripture. Failing to elaborate this ethic
         led to a sort of Biblicism: “Insofar as each of these biblical words was directly
         conceived as the Word of God and obeyed in-itself as such, we arrived at a perfectly
         fixed ethic, maintained in-itself against all the concrete conditions of human life
         and of the evolution of society.”[139]   Against this fixity, “the first eminent service provided to the Church and to Christians
         by the clear and precise formulation of an ethic is to remind them of the relative
         and continually moving character of morality.”[140]   The Christian ethic should thus be made because it is relative, to protect the temporal relativity of the present against the temptation
         to absolutize. 
      

      
      Against possible pitfalls to this ethic, Ellul asks an excellent question recognizing
         the dangers of abstraction and degradation into a sort of Hegelian view of history.
         If he agrees with Niebuhr, who criticized an ‘orthodox’ ethic as too abstract and
         lacking an encounter with reality, the question of the second problem is: “where and
         how can this relation happen, without thereby altering the truth, or without the revelation
         becoming an immanent possibility of a historical process? The accommodation to the
         secular culture in France is particularly noticeable, and this leads us to abandon
         the truth.”[141]  Ellul’s response focuses on conscious incarnation in the present. To avoid immanentization,
         an ethic must allow the Christian to be present to this world today; which requires
         diagnostic knowledge of this world. The ethic arises from the Christian’s being interpellated
         by God in the present, making her responsible. But as God’s Word is also action, the
         Christian’s response must be lived, or it is nothing. None of this ethical research,
         Ellul recalls, can be done outside of the church or prayer. Recognizing the humble
         and temporal relativity of a Christian ethic is a prerequisite for its formation.
      

      
      Sources: A Prophetic, Biblical Ethic for the Present of History

      
      Part IV: Conditions and Characteristic of a Formulated Christian Ethic

      
      Having established the temporal, humble, unjustifiable, impossible, and necessary
         character of the formulated Christian ethic proposed as early as Dialogue, Ellul now lays the groundwork for its construction. Part IV (which opens Sources) seeks a point of departure; this is the ‘choice’ in chapter one, “Choice and Guidance.”
         The Reformed Christian ought to begin with scripture, with other theologians as aids;
         discussion on scripture continues throughout the volume. Scripture gives this ethic
         its sens, but does not give its content in the same way.[142]   Scripture must be taken in its totality without separating certain ethical texts
         from others; Submission to the text is required, the attitude of a “listener who is
         questioned.”[143]   The Guidance is that of the Holy Spirit. This attitude eliminates two forms of
         Christian spiritualism: a first in which the Spirit progressively adds new elements
         to revelation, which Ellul dubs a Catholic attitude, and a second which claims direct inspiration of the Spirit, implying that all one does is thus inspired. A long section
         refutes humanity or philosophy as starting points, and human needs in particular: 
      

      
         If ethics is not inscribed in the sphere of needs (the search for comfort, security,
            happiness), if it does not bear on decisions concerning our sexual drive, or our instinct
            of self-preservation, or eating, if it does not ultimately put in question what is
            the most natural and essential—well, then it ultimately concerns nobody.[144] 
         

      

      In this temporal critique of philosophical starting points, his careful approach to
         Kierkegaard indicates why Ellul rejects the abstract or fixed dimension of Kierkegaard’s
         time: 
      

      
         I see very well that Kierkegaard, elaborating his philosophy on the basis of Revelation, formulates a Christian existentialism. But this does not tell me why
            I should now begin with this philosophy (instead of Kierkegaard, I will begin with the Revelation), nor
            in what manner the existentialism of Sartre might be close to Christianity.[145] 
         

      

      Theology has enough difficulty maintaining its own temporal relativity without injecting
         philosophy. Ellul ends this chapter by rejecting the false actualité (implying both ‘news’ and ‘current’ or ‘present’) for the true: “The true present
         is not the daily news, but that upon which the daily news is based, that which provokes
         and determines the daily news.”[146]  
      

      
      Chapter two revisits his personalist concerns, describing this ethic as “An Ethic
         for the Person.” Refusing collectivities as too abstract, this ethic only treats individuals
         as such. The address of the word inaugurates the human as a person; this ethic is
         only addressed to “individualities to whom the Word of God has already been spoken.”[147]   Citing Isaiah 46:8 and 1 Corinthians 16:13, Ellul views the injunction to ‘Be men’
         as encapsulating the whole of ethics.[148]   Ellul denies a public/private moral distinction; if collective ethics were possible,
         he thinks, Christian politics would be as well. 
      

      
      As in Dialogue, God’s address seizes the whole human, who is made up of connections to others and
         society. Though starting with this personal, individual unity, in chapter three, “A Communal Ethic,” this ethic is not individualist. There is no person without relation, but this formulation is already too philosophical: “It
         is better to begin with the fact that God makes a People for himself . . .”[149]   The individual is never alone, and the individual/communal balance is important.
         “This ethic is not individual on one side and ‘communitarian’ on another; it is personal
         and communal at the same time, which are one thing.”[150]   Recalling his approach to living institutions from Fondement and earlier, the church ought to resist static institutionalization which locates
         authority in itself. 
      

      
      Chapter four describes an unmediated ethic without permanent intermediary axioms, orders of creation, values, or reason.
         Despite reservations, these always attain “a sort of ‘co-naturality’ with God.”[151]   The only mediator is God’s Word in Jesus Christ: “this Word is the Presence of
         the Wholly Other which gives an orientation [sens] to our human life . . . there is strictly no other Wholly Other than this one.”[152]   Allowing other intermediary notions kills the eschatological tension developed
         in Présence and would problematize God’s presence as in Dialogue. These notions cannot replace Christ; only in Him can Christians live within their
         true limits as the dependent creatures they are.[153]  
      

      
      This ethic is specific: chapter five clarifies that it implies Christian specificity, an unpopular view.
         Many theologians either compensate with a theology so transcendent that it lacks true
         ethics (Ellul views this as true of most Barthians), or simply give up resistance
         and accept an ethic solely of values, which Ellul sees as conformity to the world.[154]   Against views of Paul as giving lists of values, Ellul asks if Paul means the same
         thing as Aristotle or Plato.[155]   If this conduct is specific, what is this specificity? Ellul gives examples showing
         continuity with Présence: first, God’s presence relativizes false revolutions; second, a brutally realist
         outlook; third, an ethic of demystification; and fourth, prayer.[156]  
      

      
      Chapter six specifies this as an ethic of contradictions. Contradictions which arise in formulating faith offer “no intellectually satisfying
         solution, but we only need to know that this is how the truth is.”[157]   The resolution to these conflicts does not come intellectually but as a matter
         of life. Ellul aims to clarify the contradictions and leave the Christian to respond
         freely in life.[158]   
      

      
      Chapter seven notes this as “purely and simply an ethic of means.”[159]   Nothing in this work belongs to Christians; it is entirely God’s, and Christians’
         aim is making the truth of God’s presence manifest in their lives; the choice of this
         form of life is up to them. Making this choice implies diagnosing the situation; I
         have shown that Ellul models his diagnostic on Marx. This diagnostic (which is missing
         in churches) is a precondition for true presence in the world. Creating this diagnostic
         is a specialized, difficult, humble, and necessary work, harder today than ever because
         the pace and extent of societal change is unprecedented. Human adequacy for this task
         comes from the Holy Spirit; what matters is not efficacy but having means adequate
         to what God demands and to the human addressee. In this choice of adequate means,
         the trouble with modern means is that they are defined by their efficacy; this relates to questions of propaganda. It is a real question
         as to whether these means must be rejected globally, or whether we can enter into
         them and assign them a new significance.[160]  
      

      
      Finally (and centrally for my argument), this ethic is eschatological. This section clearly summarizes Ellul’s emphasis on presence and connects it to
         an ethic of signification.
      

      
         . . . we have to live like men according to an ethic of the earth, which alone is
            appropriate for our stature, an ethic of the in-between: between Eden before us and
            the coming heavenly Jerusalem—an ethic of the present, of the current time—and an
            ethic of history—situated between the times, in the doubly limited world which is
            our own—but additionally, and finally, an ethic of the last times.[161] 
         

      

      Our “ethic of the Present of History” dwells in God’s patience.[162]  The next page begins an argument recalling Présence, again placing ethics under the umbrella of “redeeming the time.” In this temporal
         context, ethics are neither eternal nor meaningless; the future is not ahead of us
         at the end of a succession, but a living reality moving towards us and already present.
         Ellul emphasizes Christ as recapitulator of history, from which he draws two consequences.
         First, everything matters, but nothing in-itself; everything takes its value from
         its relation to the coming eschaton. In some sense, Christians already know this future;
         their work of incarnation is to make it present. As in Présence, this takes the form of an ethic of signification. Ellul revisits his insistence on
         being a sign, crucially distinguishing signs from symbol: 
      

      
         He is charged with providing signs of this future, which is the future of all things
            and all men, but which remains closed to them. This can only be accomplished by signs,
            not by symbols. The sign is of the same nature as that which it signifies; it is itself
            a reality, and not a simple image. It is partial to designate what is total. It is
            ephemeral to designate what is eternal. It is present to designate what is to come.
            It is an action of man to designate an action of God: and despite all these differences,
            it is still of the same nature. And through the sign that is given, man can perceive
            the reality which comes from God.[163] 
         

      

      
      In this definition, the sign is characterized by a grammar of presence regarding what it signifies, not representation. As in Dialogue, God is present in his signs. The Holy Spirit’s action means that the total, eternal,
         approaching God is the presence and present signification of a partial, passing, current
         human being expressed in their acts. Ellul is clear that nothing is a sign in itself; action needs preaching and the Holy Spirit’s intervention to
         be completed as sign. One might object that God can use anything as a sign; why focus
         on presence in Christians’ lives? Ellul says yes, this is obvious, but this does not
         imply disinterest on the part of Christians. This would be to accede to the situation
         of the man who buries his talents in Christ’s parable. Second, Ellul sees a difference
         between the Kingdom of God, entailing a post-judgement grandeur and the replacement
         of the heavens and earth, and the Kingdom of Heaven, already present (like Christ
         himself). This latter is a power and a person at work in the world, “present to the
         extent that men act as God has acted for them.”[164]  
      

      
      Part V: Law, Theology, and the Formulated Ethic

      
      The fifth, final part treats the content of this ethic in Ellul’s most detailed discussion
         of scriptural interpretation, in two sections, “Ethics and the Law” and “Ethics and
         Theology,” each with three chapters. The first chapter in section one reiterates his
         concern from Fondement that Scriptural law cannot be understood apart from Jesus Christ. In the second chapter,
         Christ’s accomplishment of the law becomes the ethical point of departure. Chapter
         three treats the use of the Old Testament law in ethics. The form of law (distinguished
         from an exterior command and treated as grace freely accepted within a previously
         existing alliance) establishes God’s authoritative demand on the Christian’s life,
         ending a purely intellectual approach; its detail provides means to live according
         to his will. As clarified in Leviticus 19, the law is concerned with holiness, separating
         God’s people by their submission and vocation. Ellul again emphasizes the role of
         the Hebrew imperfect tense, saying that the commands of law are always also promises.
         He ends this section echoing Présence: “He only decides on the form of the presence of the will of God, on its expression
         in the present [actuel] world where he lives, and ultimately on its incarnation.”[165]  
      

      
      In the second section, “Ethics and Theology,” Ellul begins by addressing dogmatic
         theology in his chapter “Ethics and Dogmatics” (the only place he does so in his entire
         oeuvre, to my knowledge). This is crucial for my inquiry: this newly published text
         contains Ellul’s most concrete treatment of dogma and its relation to ethics since
         the opening paragraphs of Dialogue. He begins with questions about the relation between ethics, doctrine, and preaching,
         and whether ethics should be constructed solely on doctrine or directly from biblical
         texts. Rejecting several false divisions, Ellul admits their essential proximity.
         All dogmatics inherently concerns life, necessitates ethical consequences, and englobes
         ethics. Dogmatics needs ethics to avoid abstraction.
      

      
      But recalling his view that there is no reformed ethic, Ellul distinguishes himself
         from Barth by rejecting the latter’s equating of ethics and dogmatics. Throughout
         this long critique, it becomes clear that this separation is precisely over issues
         of time and presence. Despite Barth’s disclaimers, Ellul sees him as distinguishing
         the God/man relation into a before and after, implying a progression in time. Equating
         ethics and dogmatics strips ethics of its concrete and practical character, of its
         necessary roots in time and place. 
      

      
         Not that I am saying that dogmatics is abstract and intemporal; but dogmatic formulation
            is much less directly influenced by time and place! It attains a certain permanence
            and universality (which are not total—for this would mean either that it is the word
            of God in itself, or that it is perfectly abstract); it remains valid outside of most
            contingencies. Now, to say this of an ethic would be to say that it is not an ethic!
            Obviously, ethics must be situated at the point of confrontation between the Word
            of God spoken hic et nunc to a man, and the situation that society makes for this man, his condition hic et nunc, his practical relation with other men and the social context. It must therefore account
            for the whole ideological, sociological, and political setting in which the life lived
            according to the will of God must insert itself. There really is an unvarying content
            to the faith; there is no unchanging Christian behavior. The absolute confusion between
            dogmatics and ethics leads us to leave man unarmed in the concrete condition where
            he lives. In his attempt, we are obliged to recognize that after passionate theological
            reflections and dogmatic reasoning, in his chapters relating to ethics, K. Barth comes
            back to very simple, well-known, and traditional ethical formulations. It seems that
            morality for Christians would not be very different from what it was in the sixteenth
            century, or in the fourth century. And even in tackling new “problems,” such as democracy
            or birth control, where it seems that the present moment is really addressed, the
            absence of a concrete situation (as a consequence of its infusion in dogmatics) leads
            to very general considerations, to rather theoretical examinations, for the problems
            themselves are not posed in their proper urgency and depth. And on the level of the
            life of Christians, this does not help very much.[166] 
         

      

      Thus, in the book where he expresses his clearest affiliation with and praise of Barth’s
         dogmatic theology, precisely his concern for the present marks his biggest divergence
         with the Swiss theologian. 
      

      
      If Ellul rejects directly identifying ethics and dogmatics, how ought they relate?
         He proposes three principles of relation: 1. Both are directly based on scripture,
         constructed with similar method but different concerns. 2. Dogmatics encompasses ethics,
         giving it points of departure and arrival. It does not determine ethics’ temporal
         expression, but “ethics claims no autonomy.” 3. Thus, morality is necessarily subordinate
         to dogmatics. “In a certain sense, we should say that ethics is situated between Doctrine
         and Preaching. It is simultaneously one and the other.”[167]   
      

      
      A short chapter on “Ethics and Christian Principles” follows. This continues his critiques
         of reasoning by way of moral principles or values (recalling his worries about Paul’s
         refusal to define love in his personalist writings) with an extended critique of Niebuhr’s
         use of love as a principle. He criticizes kerygmatic ethics for similar reasons, as
         well as for their use of the analogia entis. He continues criticizing Barth for what he views as a use of the analogia entis regarding the state in Barth’s essay on Civil and Church Communities, a move Ellul
         strongly rejects.[168]  
      

      
      Finally, Ellul ends Vouloir with a section “On the Interpretation of the Ethical Texts of the Bible,” addressing
         two very significant foci: the analogy of faith, and prophecy. Having rejected the
         analogy of being, Ellul turns to the analogy of faith. The biblical use of this term
         in Romans 12:6 clearly applies only to the hermeneutical role of the prophet; while the doctor and the apostle also treat scripture, the analogy of faith is not
         discussed in relation to them. Analyzing the prophet’s role as described in 1 Corinthians
         14:22, Ellul sees the three verbs of edification, consolation, and exhortation as
         eminently practical. Exhortation amounts to a moral, essentially ethical function.
         The prophet is treated after the apostle (who announces the message of grace) and
         before those who express the gifts of the Holy Spirit—i.e., the juncture between doctrine
         and practical expression. These considerations lead Ellul explicitly to conceive of
         theological ethics as a modern-day equivalent of New Testament prophecy. The prophet’s
         role is necessarily comprehensible communication (contrasted with the one who speaks
         in tongues). Ellul sees this as consistent with Old Testament prophets, who did not
         communicate general conduct so much as concrete and immediate demands.
      

      
      If the role of theological ethics is the prophetic elaboration and communication of
         the concrete and immediate results of faith in doctrine inserted into the context
         of the hic et nunc, the analogy of faith is not a general interpretive principle, but relates specifically
         to ethical concerns.[169]   Ellul sees a privileged role for the legal and moral texts of the Bible in this
         process:
      

      
         This revelation of God is truly independent of time and space, though it is inscribed
            in a history. But it inevitably entails a certain behavior from the man who has received
            this revelation. And this latter translates the content of this Revelation into the
            forms of his time and his place . . . When it is a question of behavior, this latter
            seems to be totally a tributary of this time.[170] 
         

      

      Christian ethics must be formulated from scripture by the analogy of faith—avoiding
         literalism and subjectivism—in relation to dogmatics, which furnish its limits and
         functions. Ethics cannot modify the content of faith to adapt to the necessities of
         life. 
      

      
      Interpreting the legal texts via the analogy of faith concerns three relations. First
         (in continuity with Fondement), the temporal form (not just the content) of the law and institutions in which God’s
         will is expressed matters: as with the body in Dialogue, while there is an opposition between letter and spirit, we never have pure spirit.[171]   Second, the relation between the action and life of people in these texts, between
         their faith and words, must be examined. There is no faith in-itself, but continual
         experimentation. And third, despite similarities in form and content between laws
         or institutions of Israel and surrounding nations, 
      

      
         Their domain of application, their absolute character, their meaning in relation to
            man, their finality, and even their very content are transformed from the moment that
            a word of God is involved . . . What matters is concretely considering how a given human institution is transformed by this action: the distance which this Justice,
            this Love, or this Freedom establish between two human works. We must hold onto the
            relation between this value (in the Bible) and the (apparently) same value or lack
            thereof (in the world); for in this mutation, we find a teaching for our time.[172] 
         

      

      These relations insist on the dialogue between letter and spirit, seeking the shift
         in signification of Israelite institutions which occurs when God speaks, within a
         certain time and place. The scriptural task of theological ethics is to discern these
         three relations (“quite clearly established”) in biblical texts and “transpose them
         into the context of our life and time, in relation to the morals, philosophies, customs,
         politics, and social problems of today.”[173]  This ethical work necessitates the historical study of Israel’s relation to their
         context; then, this relation must be transposed into the contemporary church’s relation
         to her own context—a difficult work which further implies that 
      

      
         We must first know the society where we live as precisely as possible, in its sociological
            trends and structures, its conditions and its profound evolution, its economic and
            political structures, its distractions and its customs. In the same way, we must know
            the average man of this time, of this society—his values and ideals, his lifestyle,
            and his psychology . . .[174] 
         

      

      For it is not this triple relation of Israel which matters in itself, “but the relation
         of separation or adoption that it establishes in relation to the precepts of its time.”[175]  Beyond fully keeping with Ellul’s concerns in Présence and his focus on the two texts on ‘redeeming the time’ (one of which explicitly puts
         this command in relation to “those who are outside”),[176]  the triple relation at work here bears the same three concerns as the triple dialogue
         which we discerned at work: the dialogue between body (here, letter) and spirit, between
         sign (institution) and presence (God’s Word), and its situation within a certain time
         and space. 
      

      
      This summary of his ethics highlights the role of presence in structuring Ellul’s
         entire approach to ethics. The triple and mutually implicating dialogue between body/spirit,
         sign/presence, and time/space (with which he wrestled in the very early text Dialogue) forms the structure around which Ellul constructs his oeuvre’s introduction (Présence). It is now plain that his introduction to Christian ethics (Vouloir) treats these ethics as a function of the eschatological present (the time/space
         dialogue), and implies a Christian search for a form of incarnation in this world
         (the body/spirit dialogue) which would faithfully communicate God’s revealed truth
         (the sign/presence dialogue). There is thus substantial continuity in Ellul’s theological
         ethical project between the thirties and the mid-sixties, a continuity structured
         around a theology of presence which leads to an ethics of signification. Before moving
         on to study the crises of the late sixties, I will indicate how this continuity extends
         into portions of Ellul’s Ethics of Freedom.

      
      Presence in The Ethics of Freedom

      
      Until this point, chronology in Ellul’s ethics has been straightforward: Dialogue was certainly written in the thirties, Présence, by 1948, and Vouloir was fully written by 1964. Ellul’s three-volume Éthique de la liberté, however, is an infamous chronological conundrum. In Geoffrey W. Bromiley’s English
         translation The Ethics of Freedom (1976), he notes that his translation comprehensively includes what was released in
         French in 1973 as volume one. However, he notes that what corresponds to part IV (which
         he calls Book II—see the next paragraph) in his translation had not yet been released
         in French, “and readers should be prepared for some slight differences when the French
         finally appears.”[177]   Hanks notes that parts of the English text lack corresponding French portions,
         and that there is confusion as to the true chronology.[178]   The inside of French vol. II states (incorrectly—see the next paragraph) that it
         appeared first in English in 1973; yet, the English text cites 1976 as its own year
         of publication. Chronological matters are even worse for the French editions. Vol.
         III opens with this note from Ellul, containing erroneous dating: “This text was written
         in 1966. Multiple avatars of publishing prevented its publication; it was reread in
         1972, reworked in 1974, and finally revised in 1980–1982, but in respecting all that
         dated from the first writing. The first two studies appeared in English in 1968 and
         in French in 1973.” Despite a range of dates assigned in the secondary literature,
         it seems to me that vols. I and II were published in French in 1973 and 1975, respectively.[179]  
      

      
      Frédéric Rognon has analyzed and tabulated the contents of the English edition and
         the three French volumes.[180]   Only the French first volume and roughly half of the French third volume (Combats) exist in English. The French second volume is untranslated, and the other half of
         volume three is partial, reworked, or reordered. Given the apparent chronology and
         Rognon’s analysis, it seems that it would be problematic at the very least to regard
         these texts as representing Ellul’s thought at a given moment. Instead, they seem
         layered with reflections spanning as little as six years and as long as eighteen years
         in duration. Especially since they were written around the time that I view as Ellul’s
         period of ‘crisis,’ I will not treat these as unified pre- or post-crisis works, but
         (in light of Ellul’s conservation of earlier writing during later editing) argue that
         they contain strong elements of pre- and post-crisis thought. Certain sections read
         as a direct continuation of Vouloir, in explicit dialogue and agreement with Barth, Bonhoeffer, and others; other sections
         introduce themes and arguments which, in light of the following chapters, can be seen
         as post-crisis emphases. 
      

      
      With this in mind, I will briefly highlight components of the triple dialogue of sign
         and presence at work in the three volumes of L’Éthique de la liberté, without claiming to give an overview of the three works. I will also point out some
         elements new to these works which are of interest for my query into structuralist
         thought, which is the subject of the next chapter.
      

      
      Freedom in the Presence of God

      
      In the introduction to tome three, Ellul concisely summarizes the contents of the
         three tomes.[181]   To make this summary even more concise: tome one treats the necessary dialogue
         between freedom and love, and freedom’s foundation in Christ; tome two treats “liberté dégagée” (‘unconstrained’ or ‘detached’ freedom), which Ellul qualifies as: “considered at
         its individual level, lived for itself.”[182]   This is opposed to implicated or engaged freedom, which is the subject of tome
         three. 
      

      
      The centrality of themes already highlighted in Dialogue and Présence continues throughout all three volumes. While I am certainly not suggesting that presence
         is the main theme in these Ethics of Freedom (they are not Ethics of Presence), presence forms the context for this freedom in a crucial way. 
      

      
      Tome I opens treating “Alienated Man and Liberation in Christ.” In light of my analysis,
         the ambiguity between Ellul’s sociology and his theology of presence in interpreting
         this move is perceptible. It could either be a modification of Marx’s capitalist alienation
         or could stem from the body-spirit dialogue: economic or physical alienation in work
         reflects and embodies spiritual alienation. In this tome, humanity is explicitly free
         only   in dialogue with God. This dialogue, naturally, is a function of the word, “for there is no freedom outside
         this word given and received.”[183]   Human freedom is directly based on divine freedom: 
      

      
         . . . man becomes free when he obeys the summons of this word, when he is caught up
            in the movement of God’s word, and when he thus comes to participate in the freedom
            of this word. Wherever the witness of Holy Scripture is received and accepted man
            has a freedom and a power which fulfil human pretensions and which correspond to the
            power and freedom of the word of God itself.[184] 
         

      

      Furthermore, because God is present in his Word, this Word is his very presence: “If . . . this lordship . . . can manifest itself only by way of
         free men, then only freedom which is lived out in the world is a sign of the presence,
         work, and efficacy of the lordship of Jesus Christ.”[185]  God is present in his signs and his word; we are in dialogue with God. Ellul pushes
         this to its necessary conclusion. Noting that Paul develops freedom as a doctrine,
         Ellul asks: is this his invention, or a superstructure of revelation relating to Jesus
         Christ? Seeing Paul’s emphasis as remarkably consistent with Old Testament scriptures,
         Ellul notes in a crucial formulation that “Freedom is the necessary condition and
         situation if man is to be the carrier of revelation . . . This implies that our freedom
         is in fact God’s own presence.”[186]  Thus, human freedom, the central emphasis of Ellul’s largest published theological
         work is directly understandable as only possible in and as the communicative presence
         of God in his Word. 
      

      
      The dialogue between body and spirit is part of this trans-testamental continuity:
         
      

      
      
         In the Old Testament . . . there is no differentiation of freedom . . . Political
            liberation from Egypt symbolizes and guarantees spiritual liberation. In the prophets
            of the exile, spiritual liberation announces and implies liberation from Babylon.
            Actual liberation from Babylon finds fulfilment in the rediscovery of the law . .
            . We do not find two realities, the one spiritual and the other material. On the contrary,
            the latter is simply a guarantee, attestation, and expression of the former . . .
            In my view one does not find in Paul the slightest dualism of body and soul, of the
            outer situation and the inner situation . . . He is solidly in the tradition of the
            Old Testament revelation.[187] 
         

      

      The impossibility of body-spirit separation appears again in tome three. As in Dialogue, the incarnational dialogue implicates time.[188]  Unlike his attacks in Autopsy on Hegelian-Marxist time, time in Jesus Christ “does not have tracks like a railway.”[189]  Christ reconfigures human time: “In Jesus Christ . . . the liberation is total.
         It is new and present every moment. This means that, while it refers to the historical
         moments of the incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection, it is not limited to a
         historical period or to a single generation . . . It is constantly actualized afresh.
         Hence our freedom is not oriented to the past; it is oriented to the future.”[190]  Especially in tome two, time becomes a central ethical piece: 
      

      
         And this leads us to consider availability for the other. It is quite simply to have
            time for them. For this fact, in our modern society, implies all the rest. To have time, this will signify to have attention, love, to participate in the joys
            and the sorrows of others, to open one’s heart and home, to seek for the other what
            they lack, work or friendship . . . Time is the rarest commodity of modern man: to
            be available, is to have time, for without this no word of truth, of charity, of hope
            can be spoken between us . . . From this, in this availability towards the other,
            this acceptance of the demand or the need of the other is the attestation of my freedom
            towards myself, towards the society which surrounds me, towards things: and if there
            were nothing but this, this attestation of freedom (knowing that this freedom is the
            work of Christ in me) is already an extraordinary gift which is given to me by the
            simple presence of the other. If I reject it, I learn that I am not free.[191] 
         

      

      Note, in this last citation, the proximity to the ‘definition’ of presence given in
         Dialogue, by mentioning “the extraordinary gift which is given to me by the simple presence
         of the other.” 
      

      
      If Christ is not perfect freedom, one might say that for Ellul, he is perfect presence.
         In tome one, Ellul “flatly oppose[s] the thesis of Van Buren . . . that Jesus Christ
         is the incarnation or personification of freedom.”[192]   However, discussing the dialogue of spontaneity and obedience in tome two, 
      

      
      
         . . . insofar as Jesus is absolutely free, he is perfectly spontaneous: which, in
            effect, the gospel accounts reveal admirably well. But therefore we must renounce
            understanding the life of Jesus other than as a series of moments, where he was entirely
            present each time, with all his past, with all the future (the Kingdom) that he bore;
            each instant was marvelously unique, and, perhaps we can say, absolute. There is no
            ‘history’ here in the sense of a historical account. There is no logical unfolding
            of events . . .[193] 
         

      

      
      This also highlights an important existential emphasis of the Ethics of Freedom that the person’s true continuity is not in themselves, but in their dialogue with
         God, who is unchanging.[194]  
      

      
      Finally, without developing them, I will mention three themes prominent in Présence which factor significantly into the Ethics of Freedom. First, a large section in tome two returns to the central verse of Présence, Romans 12:2. I will treat this section in chapter 5. Second, refusing an ends/means
         distinction, and third, presence as the core of true revolution, play in heavily:
         “This spontaneity, in effect, by its presence alone, will place human relations on
         another terrain. For as soon as a fragment of humanity resolved to be itself, in this
         freedom, is introduced into a milieu, its presence turns this milieu upside down.”[195]   The Christian life becomes the ferment in social institutions which keeps them
         from evolving towards death.
      

      
      In these short pages, far from giving a comprehensive treatment, I have shown that
         themes from the triple dialogue as developed in Dialogue and carried on in Présence and Vouloir are also notably present in the three tomes of Éthique de la liberté. 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Presence is a central theme in Ellul’s work as conceived from the beginning. Rooted
         in Ellul’s own conversion experience of being confronted by what he took to be the
         actual presence of God, presence describes a necessarily incarnate dialogue between body and spirit, reciprocally implying a communicative dialogue between sign and presence, in the spatio-temporal present. This existential
         dialogue allows Ellul to diagnose the modern world as characterized by technique,
         which excludes presence. I have shown how presence and signification drive Ellul’s
         theological ethics, from the introduction to his oeuvre (Presence in the Modern World) through his introduction to Christian ethics (To Will and To Do), playing a significant role in his massive Ethics of Freedom. In doing so, I have demonstrated an essential unity in Ellul’s theological-ethical
         thought between the thirties and the end of To Will and To Do. My hope is that this reading can help to bring a new balance to our view of Ellul:
         rather than caricaturing him as a techno-critic, he ought to be seen primarily as
         a thinker of presence; technique matters because of its threat to presence. 
      

      
      This brings my inquiry to 1964—just before the first signs of the structuralist wave
         begin to appear on the French intellectual landscape.
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      Chapter 4

      Crises in Communication

      
         
         
      

      
      “‘I believe that right now,’ declared [Roland] Barthes to Georges Charbonnier on France
         Culture in 1967, ‘we are approaching a revolt more profound than in the past, since—perhaps
         for the first time—it bears on the very instrument of revolt, which is language.’”[1]   If one seeks to understand the development of our current communicative condition
         in the West, Barthes and related French thinkers clearly demonstrate that our present
         state did not come as a surprise to a passive society, but included an active component
         of revolt against language. This revolt, which coincided with upheavals in numerous other facets of society
         (e.g., education, sexuality and reproduction, revolutions in media, etc.) in the turbulent
         second half of the twentieth century, marks a major shift which must be taken into
         account for a serious communicative inquiry, and must likewise be examined theologically
         in preparation for theological-ethical response.
      

      
      Ellul seriously considered and struggled with the communicative issues raised in this
         time. In his later biblical studies, he confessed: 
      

      
         The philosophies of Husserl and Heidegger have plunged us into a hermeneutical situation
            of such complexity and difficulty that I can honestly say that when I was a member
            of a committee struck to sort out this hermeneutical business, I really thought I
            was in danger of going mad. It was the only time in my life that such a thing happened
            to me. I do not have a bad head for these things and succeeded in mastering the issues,
            yet I really thought I was losing it.[2]  
         

      

      Carefully analyzing Ellul’s wrestling with these questions may thus offer us a response
         to these issues in our own time. 
      

      
      This chapter examines the period leading up to Ellul’s admission of having experienced
         a personal crisis (in Espérance, 1972). I argue Ellul’s theology begins to change significantly during this time, partially
         in response to sociological crises and intellectual developments in French society.
         A significant element in the intellectual and existential core of Ellul’s thought
         and life, his approach to presence, is challenged when Ellul encounters the rise of structuralist thought, as can be
         seen through a careful examination of his reading of Michel Foucault’s Les Mots et Les Choses (translated as The Order of Things). By highlighting this important change in Ellul’s work and situating it in response
         to this broadly influential movement of thought, I provide historical context which
         elucidates shifts in his later theology, discussed in chapter 5.
      

      
      To accomplish these goals, I briefly summarize salient historical shifts underway
         in France in the mid-sixties to contextualize developments in Ellul’s life and thought
         during this period. I demonstrate that Ellul experiences a personal crisis and suggest
         elements contributing to this crisis, arguing that the rise to popularity of the intellectual
         thinkers broadly associated with the term ‘structuralism’ plays a significant role.
         To situate my analysis, I briefly summarize structuralism and show why this movement
         could have provoked a serious crisis for Ellul. Finally, I show that his response
         to this movement constitutes part of Ellul’s social diagnosis to which shifts in his
         theology will attempt to respond. 
      

      
      To accomplish this last goal, I will analyze Ellul’s writings from this period, with
         special focus on his book L’Impossible prière (1972; in English, Prayer and Modern Man, 1970). I will also refer to Ellul’s own annotated copy of Foucault’s Les Mots et Les Choses, which is kept in an archive of his materials currently under construction.[3]   
      

      
      A Time of Crisis: Ellul and His Nation in the 1960s

      
      Changing Eras of French Intellectual Life

      
      In France, the sixties marked a shift from an era characterized by stability to a
         chaotic time of crises. Christophe Charle and Laurent Jeanpierre, the directors of
         La vie intellectuelle en France [Intellectual Life in France]—a massive two-volume work spanning from the French Revolution
         to our day—choose 1962 as the threshold between “the time of combat” (1914–1962) and
         “the time of crises,” with the latter continuing today.[4]   
      

      
      For Charle and Jeanpierre, this “time of combat”[5]   saw “a remarkable stability of the frameworks of intellectual life.”[6]   The authors describe this time by citing Alexis de Tocqueville, suggesting that
         all humans had the same ideas, habits, tastes, pleasures, books, and language.[7]   While France experienced numerous wars (World War I (1914–18), French intervention
         in the Russian civil war (1918–21), the War of the Rif in Morocco (1925–26), World
         War II, and colonial wars in Indochina (1946–54) and Algeria (1954–62)), lived through
         the 1930s crises characterized in chapter 2, and underwent continual state growth
         and the beginnings of an “era of technocrats,” there was still an overarching stability
         to frameworks of thought which permit this volume to summarize interwar thought as
         “critical humanism,” which generally viewed Europe as facing a surmountable crisis.[8]   
      

      
      By contrast, the “time of crisis” from 1962 onwards saw the inverse, with the disappearance
         of this intellectual stability amid relative economic prosperity and growth. “Whether
         progressive or conservative, the discourse of crisis of the intellectual world is
         thus interpreted as a more or less conscious counterpart of this rapid process of
         democratization of knowledge and ideas.”[9]   This period saw significant changes in university life within a society experiencing
         the growth and dominance of television and radio, a new logic of production-diffusion-consumption
         of intellectual works, and the doubling of the student population.[10]   The tensions caused by these changes in university life mounted until the famed
         student riots in May ’68, resulting in significant university reform. But the shift
         in intellectual life concerns its content as much as its form. In 1949, French universities
         still taught a hierarchy of disciplines inherited from the nineteenth century—beginning
         with philosophy, then French literature, Greek/Latin studies, history/geography, then
         languages. The focus was on transmitting the old culture, humanities, and an accompanying
         humanist tradition, as well as constructing national ideals. In the forties and fifties,
         this changed: the rise of human sciences, secularism, linguistics, Marxism, and psychoanalysis
         made their mark in the curriculum. In contrast to the “critical humanism” of the earlier
         period, this era’s intellectual life is subsumed under the term “theoretical antihumanism.”[11]   Summarizing the strong economic growth, intellectual thrust, and postwar contexts,
         the authors write “The so-called ‘trentes glorieuses’ are in effect marked by a deep faith in science and technique, deployed in a culture
         of mobilization inherited from the war.”[12]  
      

      
      This brief background indicates a society-wide shift in French thought. Ellul’s personal
         crisis thus takes place against the background of a society in transition—turning
         from inherited humanism to critical anti-humanism, believing in technical science—and
         still marked in its psyche by its most recent military conflict. Any changes in Ellul’s
         own life or theology must be analyzed with this context in mind.
      

      
      Ellul in Crisis

      
      In his 1972 L’Espérance oubliée [Forgotten Hope; translated as Hope in Time of Abandonment], Ellul describes having passed through 
      

      
         a severe trial through which everything was put into question once again. And not
            only in my most personal affections, or in the meaning of what I might attempt to
            undertake, but also in what has constituted the center of my person—or at least what
            I believe constitutes the center of my person, this faith so indisputable and that
            I experience as so fragile. Everything was put in question and I found myself once
            more before the unforeseeable plan of God.[13] 
         

      

      He describes Espérance’s shift from an “intellectual formalism” towards a more living theology as arising
         from this personal crisis: 
      

      
         This didn’t elicit much response, and it was legitimate: a simple affair of ‘good’
            (i.e., Barthian) theology, because it was all already there in Barth. But I didn’t
            know what I was saying. There is an intellectual formalism which, while transmitting
            the words richest in meaning, voids them of their meaning. Today, we are tempted to
            call it Orthodoxy.[14] 
         

      

      If in a book published in 1972, Ellul admits to a changing theology after a personal
         crisis, what was this crisis, and how did his theology change? I give my hypothesis
         to the first item here; afterwards, the remainder of this book attempts to answer
         the second item. 
      

      
      Ellul never specifies what constituted his crisis. Considering the events and positions
         Ellul held during this time, several items might reasonably be suggested which could
         have contributed or combined to produce enough challenges to constitute a personal
         crisis. I suggest four items which likely factored into Ellul’s crisis: the death
         of his mentor and friend Jean Bosc in 1969 and their failed work for the French Reformed
         Church; Ellul’s intense work with troubled youth alongside Yves Charrier, and Charrier’s
         death in 1970;[15]   the political climate of May ’68, with both another significant overthrow of his
         already-fragile concrete political hopes in the defeat of the Czechoslovak Marxism
         which he admired, and his view of the French student revolts as reflecting fragility
         and fear; and last, founded on his view of the current lordship of Jesus Christ over
         history and in line with his theological attempt to discern the work of God in historical
         events, his attempt to read the significance of World War II combined with the rise
         of structuralism in France in the late sixties.[16]   These will be treated in order below, with the last item receiving extended attention
         throughout the rest of this chapter.
      

      
      The Death of Jean Bosc

      
      In Season, Ellul describes meeting Jean Bosc, a French Reformed Church theologian, around the
         age of twenty-two or twenty-three. Beyond introducing Ellul to Barth’s thought (Ellul
         describes him as “Barth’s most loyal disciple”) Ellul credits Bosc with a strong personal
         influence on him, comparable only to that of Bernard Charbonneau.[17]   Ellul’s touching description reveals the depth and importance of this relationship
         to him:
      

      
         In terms of friendship, he was the closest and most truthful witness of God. There
            were no secrets between us. Jean was a Christian of incredible authenticity, and he
            gave me the most perfect combination for a model of Christianity that I have ever
            known . . . In my life, he represented a kind of straight line, through the force
            of his theology and, almost even more, through the absolute confidence I had in him.
            It was comforting to have him beside me, because we represented two completely different
            forms of the Christian faith. For my part, I have always lived it in a dramatic and
            fluctuating way . . . knowing every doubt and critique. Jean, by contrast, was always
            the same person . . . every time his apartment door opened upon his smile, even in
            my worst moments of anxiety, it was like opening a door of truth, of affection. For
            me, Jean’s presence was—yes, I can say it was like the presence of the love of God.[18] 
         

      

      Ellul and Bosc worked together to help the French Reformed Church inform Christian
         laypersons about societal problems; this work failed. After years of work on the problem
         at a high institutional level within the church, new leaders elected to the National
         Council ignored and dismissed the work. Between 1960–1970, Ellul found himself progressively
         on the margins of the church, leaving the National Council in 1970.[19]  
      

      
      By Bosc’s death, Ellul would have known him for roughly 35 years. Given the strong
         language of Bosc as “the presence of God’s love,” his death is justifiably understandable
         as a traumatic experience for Ellul. After Bosc’s death, Ellul takes over Bosc’s position
         as editor of the journal Foi et Vie and dedicates Hope to Bosc’s memory. Additionally, Ellul contributed an article to Foi et Vie’s issue remembering Bosc, adding that he and Bosc—both rigorous and systematic thinkers—kept
         each other from enclosing their own thought in a system. He further contrasts his
         own radical individualism, tragic faith, and sociological reality-focused thought
         with Bosc’s sense of community, responsibility, obedience, and focus on the supreme
         reality of God.[20]   In chapter 5, I suggest that Ellul’s theology shifts from a Barthian to more explicitly
         Kierkegaardian emphases; perhaps this partly stems from the loss of his Barthian dialogue
         partner.[21]  
      

      
      Work with Youth and Death of Yves Charrier 

      
      Ellul’s 1971 book Jeunesse Délinquante [Delinquent Youth] recounts his experience working with youth in street gangs in the sixties. Yves
         Charrier approached Ellul in 1957–58[22]   about his work with troubled youth in street gangs, asking for legal advice and
         finding a collaborator. Charrier had experience in youth reform institutions but discovered
         that any transformations dissolved once the youth returned to their daily lives. He
         sought to work with them in their own lived environment. However, as this work involved
         his explicit knowledge of crimes they committed, he needed legal counsel, advice,
         and protection. Ellul could provide this since he was respected in his field and Bordeaux
         society and government in general. Over the next decade, Ellul aided Charrier in his
         work, which included the creation of a club where youth could spend time together
         with Charrier, Ellul, and other educators. 
      

      
      This was very controversial work involving unorthodox methods. Ellul assumed the role
         of mediator between this unconventional work and the law. Occasionally, Charrier provoked
         one of the youths to fight and beat him physically, humiliating him in front of his
         friends—to earn their respect, which he did—with Ellul’s foreknowledge and approval.
         Ellul used his reputation with the law to create space for dialogue with these “delinquent”
         youth on terms they could accept and respect, with remarkable results. After my previous
         discussions of Ellul’s opposition to institutional fixity, one can hear something
         of his own institutional ideal in his description of this educational club:
      

      
         Neither is there any rigidity, fixity of methods—everything is always under research
            and varies according to the circumstances. Concerning methods of action, we can say
            assuredly that they are created from certain firmly established principles, but also
            as a function of the concrete situation, from the observation of this or that failure,
            need, or new fact. They are the fruit of lived attempts, of the inventive spirit of
            the educators, at a completely pragmatic level.[23] 
         

      

      However, this unconventional work caused Ellul to question himself, and the intense
         stories recounted in this book render this self-questioning understandable. One gang
         member gets in a fight and knocks several others unconscious by hitting them in the
         head with a tent-peg hammer.[24]  A wave of gang rape in Europe reaches the club, peaking between 1962–65 (attaining
         at least one per week in 1963–64).[25]  The most harrowing story recounts how the youth planned to enact a kind of vigilante
         justice against a celebrated intellectual who had enlisted them and others, including
         young teenagers, in orgies and the creation “of the basest pornography, but as the
         initiator was an intellectual, he was celebrated, of course, for eroticism and sexual
         liberation.”[26]  The young men in the gang planned to burn the man’s house down, murdering him and
         everyone inside. Ellul and Charrier understood that the police would not bring real
         justice due to the man’s status in the community. But simply denouncing these orgies
         would not do, and even if they tried to alert the police, the gang was so decided
         that police would not arrive in time. But neither could they let the youths commit
         premeditated arson and murder . . . So, with Ellul taking full responsibility for
         the legal consequences, Charrier accompanied the gang to the house. Filming everything
         upon entering and catching their target in the middle of a lewd act, Charrier supervised
         while the gang beat the man severely and sacked the house—leaving it, in Ellul’s description,
         with “furniture reduced to rubble, all windows and mirrors annihilated, bar destroyed,
         flooring rutted, doors and windows pulled off . . . at the end of an hour, only the
         roof and the walls remained.”[27]  They severely warned the perpetrator and confiscated a stack of photos of which
         the magistrate, upon seeing the photos after the fact, declared that he had never
         seen the like. While here and in other situations, the presence of the educators attenuated
         what would have been a much worse situation, one can see why Ellul would deeply question
         himself: was he nevertheless complicit in the illegal and harmful acts which he had helped to facilitate? 
      

      
      
         Possessed by scruples and worries of not being the ‘good conscience of society,’ worried
            by their powerlessness and fatigued with never seeing truly convincing results, convinced
            that it is neither good nor legitimate to simply want to adapt the youth to society
            such as it is, today’s preventative educator no longer knows very well what are his
            role, status, or signification.[28] 
         

      

      
      Such traumatic experiences and concomitant self-questioning could certainly contribute
         to a personal crisis. One can imagine that this burden only weighed more heavily after
         the death of thirty-nine-year-old Charrier in a scuba diving accident in December
         1970. (Ellul and Charrier trained the youth to scuba dive to extract motorcycles—which
         the gangs had sunk there themselves—from a nearby lake.)[29]  
      

      
      Another event in the late sixties influenced Ellul’s theology: he led Bible studies
         with certain of these troubled youths. Ellul notes, “As it implied speaking to them,
         not in the dialect of Canaan and bringing them into a hermetic world, but of making
         good, authentically biblical, and immediately understandable theology, this demanded
         an austere vocabulary and intellectual refinement. These groups made me work hard
         and greatly influenced me.”[30]   Ellul’s Bible studies with these youth suggests that changes in his theology might
         partially result from a change in context or audience. Presumably, he often worked
         with these youth and wrote theological texts on the same day; he may have had them
         in mind while penning his theology.
      

      
      Failed Political Hopes: 1968 in Czechoslovakia and France

      
      In chapter 2, I noted Ellul’s concrete political hopes in Czechoslovak Marxism; these
         events occur during this period, in 1968. I have shown how Ellul’s personal investment
         in Marxist thought led him to his diagnoses of society. In the Czechoslovak thought
         of Karel Richta and Ota Sik, he saw a similar line of reasoning, an adaptation of
         Marx’s work to twentieth-century technological conditions allowing for the development
         of human, personal, and intellectual forces. Ellul witnessed local governments apply
         these ideas in the famed ‘Prague Spring,’ which was unacceptable to the majority of
         the Communist Party. The invasion of Czechoslovakia by Warsaw Pact troops in August
         1968 reasserted Moscow’s control. After his various attempts at institutional change
         had successively failed (his postwar stint in Bordeaux politics, his attempts at institutional
         reform in the French Reformed Church, his disillusionment with overall Christian political
         engagement, etc.), this only added one more concrete item to the list of defeats of
         his already-fragile political hopes.
      

      
      Additionally, the May ’68 student riots are worthy of inclusion in this list, not
         least because they frame the backdrop of a society in crisis, but also because for
         Ellul they represented impotent revolutionary attempts to escape the dominance of
         technical thinking, instead further integrating themselves into the technological system and state dominance. While Ellul
         himself served as a mediator between students and faculty in some cases, he thought
         that the university certainly needed reform, but that these events aimed in the wrong
         direction.[31]   In “The Psychology of a Rebellion—May June 1968,” Ellul cites rapid growth of the
         student population from the end of the fifties to the end of the sixties, the outmoded
         character of university, and development of university campuses as factors contributing
         to the riots. But in contrast to the revolutionary rhetoric spun by the students and
         many intellectuals to describe the events, Ellul saw “the reaction of the human being
         against a universe that seems inhuman to him.”[32]   To Ellul, the event was rather an outbreak of anguish and insecurity, largely involving
         students of philosophy, sociology, and psychology who sensed their own uselessness
         in a society that exalts use-value. 
      

      
      Thus Ellul—who characterized it as a “weekdays-only revolution,”[33]   unconvinced by what seemed theoretically overdetermined protests and ‘revolts’—catalogued
         this event among the proofs of revolution’s death in his 1969 Autopsy. In Jeunesse, Ellul recounts an anecdote showcasing the separation of these intellectual students’
         revolutionary rhetoric from the life of the youth with whom Ellul worked. The students
         (perhaps drawing on doctrinal Marxist views of the revolutionary capacity of the working
         class, or on the focus on marginal and excluded figures as sources of revolutionary
         power) saw the youth in the club as revolutionary because of their maladaptation to
         society. Around May fifteenth, a dozen of them came to the club to recruit the youth,
         who, by contrast, viewed them with scorn and indifference. The club thus acquired
         a reputation among the students as an “anti-revolutionary bastion.” One night, Ellul
         recounts, a group of leftists came to sack the club, but the youth opposed them together,
         ready to fight them in a group. After an hour of insults, then discussion, the students
         left without doing anything.[34]   
      

      
      If anything, the May ’68 riots only testified to the fragility and weakness of society,
         certainly adding a turbulent backdrop to Ellul’s failed political hopes, potentially
         contributing to his crisis. 
      

      
      The Structuralist Wave

      
      I will now focus on this chapter’s most original contribution by drawing out Ellul’s
         reading of and response to the movements of structuralism. I argue that this response
         makes sense of Ellul’s crisis and theological trajectory in the following years (treated
         in the next chapter). 
      

      
      In 1966, the “structuralist wave” broke upon the French intellectual landscape, representing
         and augmenting the shift in French intellectual life described above.[35]   This section historically contextualizes the rise of thinkers and themes often
         united under the term ‘structuralism’ to situate Ellul’s reaction against it. First,
         the term ‘structuralist’ must be qualified to avoid misunderstanding. 
      

      
      Terminology: Structuralism, Poststructuralism, Postmodernity

      
      In Why There Is No Poststructuralism in France, Johannes Angermuller provides a useful schematic for delineating the oft-conflated
         labels of structuralism and poststructuralism. Angermuller suggests that ‘poststructuralism’
         is a term applied to a number of thinkers with overlapping themes arising within the
         French context, but notably, applied from outside of this context, naming “a theoretical discussion in the humanities and social sciences
         revolving around topics like the ‘linguistic turn,’ the ‘crisis of representation,’
         the ‘decentering of the subject,’ or the ‘critique of essentialism.’”[36]   Included within the canon of thinkers associated with this term are primarily Jacques
         Derrida and Michel Foucault, followed by Jacques Lacan, Gilles Deleuze, Jean-François
         Lyotard, Roland Barthes, and Jean Baudrillard. He suggests that Claude Lévi-Strauss
         and Louis Althusser are included, though often without the ‘post’ prefix. He refers
         to a second wave including Julia Kristeva, Michel de Certeau, Michel Serres, Paul
         Virilio, and Umberto Eco. Furthermore, he suggests that these are often linked to
         the wider “Continental” tradition, including thinkers like Nietz­sche, Heidegger,
         Hegel, Marx, Freud, and Benjamin, whose French reception has been particularly influential.[37]   Among the thinkers of the 1960s and after, he notes that some had only short duration
         links with structuralism while others remain committed to structuralism on a longer-term
         basis.
      

      
      Angermuller describes three phases or incarnations of poststructuralism. The first
         was rooted in a 1966 conference at Johns Hopkins University, where Derrida, Barthes,
         Lacan, and others spoke for the first time in North America. We begin to see the delineation
         which the ‘post’ prefix signifies: 
      

      
         Americans learned that if structuralism was among the latest intellectual fads in
            Paris, the critical interrogations of Saussureanism (e.g. by Derrida) showed that
            new trends were already emerging. Therefore, while structuralism was often reduced
            to a caricature, poststructuralism rapidly became an umbrella term designating various
            strands coming from Continental Europe.[38] 
         

      

      As these theorists and their translated works gained influence in North America over
         the next decade, the relation of these French intellectuals to the larger French university
         context was lost: “While the French university mainstream was largely filtered out
         in this transfer, the theorists from France who were received in North America soon
         stood for the epitome of ‘French’ thought.” As poststructuralism rooted in the Yale
         School of Deconstruction, the University of California in Berkeley and others, it
         spread into literary criticism and became “Theory” or “Continental Theory.” In its
         second phase, poststructuralism spread beyond its initial disciplinary boundaries,
         producing different “‘Studies’ (Cultural, Queer, Post-colonial Studies, etc.)” and
         inspiring North American thinkers such as Fredric Jameson. A third phase in the mid-nineties
         saw the return of “poststructuralism” to Europe. “Via the USA detour, the French theories
         of the sixties and seventies are now discussed in political theory and philosophy,
         too, as can be seen in the later works of Žižek and Derrida.” 
      

      
      The terms are even more difficult: Angermuller notes that poststructuralism is a ‘post’
         without a clearly defined preceding movement. The term can deceptively imply unity
         among what were vastly different philosophical, historical, sociological, anthropological,
         and psychoanalytical movements. Angermuller sees the term as denoting a “generation”
         of theorists rather than a movement, united by events such as the protests in 1968, “the emergence of mass culture, the
         post-material value shift as well as the ubiquitous references to Saussure and Freud,
         Marx and Nietz­sche.”[39]   After demonstrating this trajectory and reception of these French thinkers, Angermuller
         provisionally parses the terms:
      

      
         ‘Structuralism’ and ‘poststructuralism’ are not interchangeable terms for one and
            the same theoretical canon . . . the two labels usually imply different views on the
            discussion under consideration. Established since the late sixties in the arts and
            social sciences, ‘poststructuralism’ normally suggests an intellectual movement headed
            by Foucault and Derrida, whereas structuralism refers to a short theoretical discussion
            just before 1968, to which these intellectuals refer in a positive or a negative manner.
            In the following, I will take my point of departure from the frame dominant in the
            French field, the ‘structuralist’ viewpoint according to which these theorists occupy
            different positions in intellectual space.[40] 
         

      

      
      Concerning the often associated term ‘postmodern,’ Angermuller suggests two differentiations
         corresponding to slightly different time periods: conceived based on the “structure
         of the intellectual field,” postmodernity begins in the eighties and refers to the shift from an intellectual field with a
         tripolar structure centered around science, arts, and mass media, to one with a bipolar
         structure of science vs. audio-visual mass media.[41]  Conceived on an aesthetic-cultural level, postmodernism refers to the exportation of Theory from France to North America from 1975–1990,
         then its re-importation into Europe since 1990.[42]  
      

      
      Following Angermuller, I use the term ‘structuralist’ for these thinkers because in
         this chapter I am concerned with Ellul’s original French reception of these thinkers
         and not their later international reception. This is convenient as Ellul broadly uses
         “structuralism” to refer to several of these thinkers, often grouping them together.
         My hope is that narrating Ellul’s response to this generation will illuminate his
         work both inside and outside of France.
      

      
      Historical Context

      
      Angermuller views structuralism in sixties and seventies France as a peak moment in
         a short “golden century of intellectuals,” with ‘intellectual’ naming a specifically
         French version of one “who raise[s] their critical voice in the political space in
         the name of their specific cultural competence.”[43]   He bookends this period first with Émile Zola’s intervention in the Dreyfus affair
         at the end of the nineteenth century, then with (among other items) the deaths of
         Sartre, Foucault, Lacan, Barthes, and philosopher Raymond Aron in the early eighties,
         accompanied by the “silence of intellectuals.”[44]   In the eighties, structures and dialectic are largely sidelined as main topics,
         while subjects, freedom, authors, actors, morality, and fiction—all of which had been
         under criticism during the previous two decades—return to the human sciences.[45]  
      

      
      For some time, Jean-Paul Sartre held unquestionable intellectual authority in French
         discourse, representing the peak of the French intellectual without university affiliation.
         This was “the Sartrean ‘pontificate’ of the forties and fifties.”[46]   The turn of the sixties saw his dominance wane. At the beginning of this decade,
         philosophy was characterized by an opposition between a metaphysical and moral “spiritualist”
         side on the one hand and the sciences, logic, and language on the other.[47]   This would change by the second half of the decade: Sartre’s late-1966 attacks
         on Foucault and structuralism manifested these latter as the new center of attention.[48]   
      

      
      New Media Conditions

      
      When the rise of structuralism is situated in the shifting economy of production and
         distribution of information described by Charle and Jeanpierre, against a backdrop
         of larger media changes, it becomes clear that structuralist thinkers benefitted from
         a significant evolution in French publishing that allowed them to attain massive popularity
         quickly.
      

      
      In Charle and Jeanpierre’s description of the difference between the “time of combat”
         and the “time of crises,” some of the intellectual stability in the former period
         and instability in the latter is attributable to the respective dominances of print
         and audio-visual media. The stability of the former period could be linked to the
         relatively stable frameworks of production and distribution of information. Charle
         and Jeanpierre comment on pre-1962 intellectual life:
      

      
         The stability of its structures explains its capacities to welcome the mid-century
            convulsions, if not its aptitude to incite them: Parisian centrality; the decisive
            importance of an old, small handful of teaching institutions producing the intellectual
            elite; the well-marked path (deriving from these institutions) of ‘royal’ roads to
            the worlds of teaching, research or creation; the central and relatively unchanged
            role of the press (despite the arrival of audiovisual media) during the period, the
            sustained attraction of gathering around print reviews . . .[49] 
         

      

      Angermuller suggests that from the 1870s to the 1970s, the intellectual field was
         tripolar, divided between University culture, high culture and mass culture (corresponding
         to university, literary, and journalistic capital, respectively).[50]  Notably, this period was a “civilization of the newspaper”; even if the radio became
         a mass medium in the interwar period (with diffusion starting in 1921), the radio
         was largely spoken news and theatrical presentations until 1950, and was state controlled
         until the sixties.[51]  Neither cinema, though present at least since 1914, nor television, which did not
         become widespread until the sixties, were yet dominant intellectual forces (or at
         any rate, were not largely taken up by intellectuals).[52]  
      

      
      By contrast, the turn to the sixties and “the time of crisis” saw a media revolution
         accompanied by sweeping intellectual change. From 1958 onward, radio and television
         began exerting their dominance, rising within an already-developing mass culture,
         and became “instruments of power in the political and media system instituted by General
         de Gaulle.”[53]   By the 1970s, a distinction was established between “mass media” and “class media,”
         with television “hierarchizing” intellectual production from the 1970s onward.[54]   The sixties saw the number of journalists increase, and in the seventies, numerous
         new newspapers and magazines with large distributions vulgarized and legitimized news.[55]   By the eighties, “The intellectuals have lost their autonomy in the configuration
         of ideas to the profit of the written press. But this latter was itself more and more
         in competition with audiovisual mass media.”[56]   From the sixties onward, intellectuals become chercheurs médiatiques (media-friendly researchers) and “experts,” defined by their role in the media.[57]  
      

      
      Angermuller suggests that against the earlier tripolar structure, the university was
         now clearly dominant over literary culture.[58]   This dominance was accompanied by a significant change in French publishing. 
      

      
         At the turn of the fifties to the sixties . . . a new period of French publishing
            begins, which highlights by contrast the extent to which almost no new publisher had
            succeeded to emerge since before 1914 . . . it is in the same era, the end of the
            fifties, that a veritable public politics of the book begins to have the means to
            weigh on the market.[59] 
         

      

      The novelty of these new publishers was to combine dense academic content with a cheap
         paperback format. Three major publishers played a leading role in this change: Gallimard,
         Seuil, and Minuit. 
      

      
         As the publishing house of choice for the new human sciences, Le Seuil introduced the pocket format in academic publishing. For this reason, dense academic
            books could now attain a significant circulation . . . By copying this strategy for
            its sciences humaines collections, Gallimard boosted its sales as well (Foucault’s Les Mots et les choses, 1966, sold more than 100,000 times). The small publishing house Minuit . . . brought out highly complex and demanding theoretical works . . . for example,
            Derrida’s Grammatology (1967) . . . Deleuze and Guattari’s Thousand Plateaus (1980) or Jean-François Lyotard’s The Differend (1983).[60] 
         

      

      The change in publishing contributed to the context of May ’68. In this new situation
         defined by “the logic of these new media”—in which “the media gives orders to publishing
         which in turn gives orders to the university”—the new logic of publication shifted
         the balance of power and further upset the stability of old hierarchies.[61]  
      

      
      Sartre established his French intellectual pontificate in the forties because he bridged
         two of these poles, able to straddle the divides of popular vs. academic, literature
         vs. philosophy.[62]   Structuralism would benefit from the same logic, offering academic products to
         a wide, diffuse public, quickly attaining a fame widespread enough to contend with
         that of Sartre.
      

      
      This element of fame must be noted. At the time, many saw structuralism as nothing
         short of revolutionary and spoke of it in a rhetorically elevated manner. For example,
         Jean-Marie Benoist, in La révolution structurale [The Structural Revolution] writes:
      

      
         In the middle of the sixties, the eruption of structural fecundity in fields of research
            as diverse as anthropology, linguistics, psychoanalysis, the history of sciences and
            of ideas, and Marxism, had . . . succeeded in producing a philosophical and methodological
            revolution as important as the Copernican revolution in the sciences of the classical
            age . . .[63] 
         

      

      Crowning this ‘golden’ intellectual century, the height of structuralist productivity
         runs from 1965–1966 until 1975–1976, a “period of unprecedented ferment.”[64]  Charle and Jeanpierre call 1966 the “apogee of generalized structuralism.”[65]  In addition to the famed Johns Hopkins conference, Angermuller agrees, seeing structuralism’s
         high point between 1966 and May ’68.[66]  He notes that this allowed several theoretically demanding works to sell over one
         hundred thousand copies, including Foucault’s Les mots et les choses, which will factor importantly into my argument below.[67]  
      

      
      The late sixties, then, saw a French intellectual landscape in critical transition;
         the “critical humanism” of the first half of the century definitively gave way to
         “theoretical antihumanism.” If Ellul responded to structuralism, this was a response
         to what had rapidly become a very popular and widespread series of thinkers. Thanks
         to this new production logic, structuralism had quickly risen to prominence on the
         French intellectual scene.
      

      
      Themes and Lines of Inheritance

      
      Guided by Angermuller’s caution against reductively reading structuralism as a unified
         paradigm of thought, his characterization of structuralist thinkers as a generation
         responding to similar topics and common sources allows a unity of themes to be examined
         in a general manner. On a basic level, Charle and Jeanpierre suggest such common themes
         as “linguistic model, synchronic process, ‘structure,’ ‘critique of the subject,’
         ‘theoretical antihumanism,’ etc. . . . Phonology and structural linguistics constitute
         the first of these cardinal references.”[68]   
      

      
      Madan Sarup’s An Introductory Guide to Post-structuralism and Postmodernism, though dated and certainly more accessible in aim and thus lacking the detail and
         finesse of Angermuller’s account, suggests four lines of commonality among structuralist/poststructuralist
         thinkers: a critique of the human subject, a critique of historicism, a critique of
         meaning, and a critique of philosophy.[69]   This treatment provides a useful schema to grasp main themes of these thinkers.
         If its aim of accessibility might oversimplify the content it treats, complementation
         with other treatments can offer balance. In examining Ellul, I will not evaluate Ellul’s
         reading of structuralist thinkers. Rather, I will show that his reading of them played
         an important role in his own development. For this purpose, Sarup’s reading offers
         a helpful schema which renders palpable the critical relation of structuralist thinkers
         to the human, history, meaning (especially in language) and philosophy, all of which
         strikes a chord for Ellul. This period of his crisis finds him responding on precisely
         these fronts.
      

      
      Critique of the Human

      
      First, for Sarup, structuralism is a critique of the human subject. Sarup distinguishes
         the “subject” from the “individual,” noting that this critique is in part directed
         against the Cartesian cogito: “In his work Descartes offers us a narrator who imagines that he speaks without
         simultaneously being spoken.”[70]   He recalls Lévi-Strauss’s dictum that the human sciences aimed at the dissolution
         of the human. He sees the use of the term ‘subject’ by Foucault and others as “decentering”
         human consciousness by allowing us to view it as a construction, “as a product of
         signifying activities which are both culturally specific and generally unconscious.”[71]   Benoist, similarly, sees structuralism as stemming from the failure of a universal
         human essence, which sparked two responses: existentialism, in which existence precedes
         essence, and humanism.[72]   In all cases, the human is seen as an epistemological obstacle; structuralism replaces the ‘human’ with structures
         and the “anxiety of language.”[73]   “Where, in effect, is the peculiarity of man situated at present, in relation to
         the animal? . . . in the emergence of his logos, which he alone possesses among all
         the animals? Is this logos thought, language, or does he make of it the Son of God?”[74]   This last quotation notes language’s theological referent, a common theme among this generation of thinkers. Charle and Jeanpierre
         reinforce these readings of structuralism as a critique of human reality: 
      

      
         . . . if Lévi-Strauss’s structural anthropology thus publicly imposes itself as the
            seminal method of a new vision of the human sciences . . . it offers a vision of the
            west and its empires which is both decentered and disenchanted. Because with this
            view, progress is ultimately nothing but an illusion; the sciences of what remains
            of man are invited to take part in a mission which is no longer civilizing, but redemptive.[75] 
         

      

      Critique of Historicism 

      
      Second, Sarup sees structuralism as a critique of historicism, specifying that these
         thinkers “have an antipathy to the notion that there is an overall pattern in history.”[76]   Sarup takes this to mean a critique of notions of historical progress or teleological
         historical processes; in particular, this might apply to Marxist or Hegelian dialectics
         of historical evolution.[77]   Benoist agrees, suggesting that a “theology of history”—the possibility of history
         proceeding in an intentional direction—is no longer possible.[78]   As a critique of progress, I have shown Ellul’s agreement on this point.
      

      
      Critique of Linguistic Meaning and Philosophy

      
      To combine Sarup’s third and fourth points, he sees structuralism, third, as a critique
         of meaning, and his treatment focuses on meaning in language. He notes structuralism’s debt to the linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure, which links
         the signifier and the signified concept in the arbitrary linguistic sign, seeing language
         as a system of signs that acquire meaning through their difference from other signs.
         He further notes that Lacan and especially Derrida focus on the signifier, going as
         far as to deny any signified at all.[79]   Doing so constituted, fourth, an anti-philosophical critique of metaphysics, a
         critique of concepts including the subject, identity, and truth.[80]   
      

      
      Charle and Jeanpierre highlight how the language of “text” used by certain structuralist
         thinkers often accompanied this denial of external referents. 
      

      
      
         “Introduced in literary analysis at the beginning of the sixties, structuralism provokes
            a revolution. It authorizes speaking of the text out of context as a self-signifying
            and self-sufficient linguistic system. The pure object of literary analysis is thus
            born. This latter is the Text, a pure being of language, whose sacralization permits
            literary analysis to rise to the level of the human sciences . . . Structural linguistics
            is itself integrated in a ‘science of signs’ . . . which aims to accede to the highest
            level of abstraction” . . . These theories of ‘textuality’ refuse both the ‘biographical
            illusion,’ which attributes the singularity of a creation to the intention of an author,
            and the ‘illusion of representation,’ which allows one to believe that the value of
            a text resides in its capacity to reflect a reality outside of itself. Professing
            an absolute immanentism (at least when not tempered by recourse to Marxism or psychoanalysis)
            these theories make of the text or, more broadly, of writing, discourse and language,
            the place of the ‘permanent problem’ (Jean Ricardou). One no longer speaks of the
            subject, of meaning, of truth, the author disappears in favor of the ‘writer’ or of
            writing . . .[81] 
         

      

      
      The critique of signification in language, the relation of speech to a speaker and
         the emphasis on interpretation thus mark crucial and shared structuralist foci. As
         in Dialogue, Ellul placed early and long-standing emphasis on signification and the relation
         of speech to speaker. 
      

      
      Critique of Presence

      
      Perhaps most clearly, Ellul would have been affected by structuralism’s critique of
         presence. Jacques Derrida might be considered the chief practitioner of this critique.
      

      
      
         To characterize his claims at a very general level, Derrida argues that all of these
            thinkers [Husserl, Heidegger, Levinas, de Saussure, Lévi-Strauss, Plato, Aristotle,
            Rousseau, Hegel, etc.] privilege presence over absence, which he identifies as the
            central characteristic of metaphysical thinking, at the same time (in the case of
            the phenomenologists and structuralists) as they seek to move beyond traditional metaphysics.
            The valuation of presence goes together with a priority given to identity conceived
            as the verified self-presence of an entity, and any differences interrupting this
            presence are viewed as secondary. Crucially, Derrida does not then propose that one
            should avoid valuing presence and identity, and thus truly escape metaphysics . .
            . But nor does Derrida claim that one should go in the other direction to pursue a
            thinking of full presence and so completely embrace metaphysical thinking . . . thinking
            remains caught in a negotiation of these two poles.[82] 
         

      

      
      In addition to this formulation, Claire Colebrook regards the critique of presence
         as the “key contribution of structure”: 
      

      
         Considered positively, and as a critical foil that would preclude a phenomenological
            grounding of language on consciousness, the key contribution of structure lay in its
            problematization of presence: could a sign or proposition be traced back to consciousness
            or lived experience as something present? Structuralists argued that a sign could
            only function as a sign not by referring back to some self-present sense or object,
            but in relation to other signs.[83] 
         

      

      This latter formation suggests one reason the structuralist approach to language would
         have provoked Ellul’s reaction. Recall Ellul’s communicative version of summum jus summum injuria from chapter 2, in which the perfection of communicative means and networks contributes
         to the loss of true communication. Against this background, could not the Saussurean
         view of language (against which structuralist thinkers reacted), which treats language
         as a system of self-referential signs, be understood as a linguistic version of the
         systematic fixity and hermetic separation from life expressing the same problem seen
         on the institutional level in Ellul’s third-stage of technical law? Recall that Ellul’s emphasis on the principle of summum jus summum injuria tried to avoid such institutional fixity. I will follow this thread through my exposition
         of Ellul’s works in the rest of this chapter. 
      

      
      Ellul never addresses Derrida’s project directly but only occasionally mentions him
         in tandem with Foucault, Deleuze, or Lacan, treating them together. I am not arguing
         that Ellul directly read Derrida or responded to his critique of presence directly,
         but that insofar as this theme was a shared premise in other structuralist works of
         the epoch (above all, Foucault’s Les Mots et les choses, treated below), and that Derrida’s fame and themes were widely discussed, the critique
         of presence would have provoked Ellul, demanding that he revisit his own use of the
         term.
      

      
      Structuralism as French Nietz­scheanism

      
      The critique of presence highlights one strong link among structuralist thinkers:
         their diverse projects find commonality as part of the delayed reception of Nietz­sche
         in French philosophy. Alan D. Schrift gives a brief history of this reception, noting
         three important moments. 
      

      
      First, from the first French translations of Nietz­sche in 1877 through the end of
         World War I, his work was ignored by philosophers aiming to professionalize and scientize
         philosophy.[84]   The second moment, spanning from the thirties to the fifties, saw Nietz­sche’s
         influence flourish at the Collège de Sociologie initiated by Georges Bataille from
         1937–39. This small, short-lived association, “devoted to studying the pre-rational
         (or religious) unity underlying social community,” was essentially a Nietz­schean
         spin on the thought of Émile Durkheim, and included Walter Benjamin and Alexander
         Kojève (who taught a class on Hegel which invigorated French interest in the latter’s
         thought), as participants, among others.[85]    Bataille challenged Nietz­sche’s association with Nazism and fascism, calling
         him “the hero of everything human that is not enslaved.” He also tried to read Nietz­sche
         alongside Hegel. Crucially, while he viewed Hegel’s thought as telos-driven time with
         nothing left to chance, he saw in Nietz­sche’s thought each moment as an unmotivated
         end-in-itself, with everything left to chance.[86]   If Bataille was an important arbiter in this French Nietz­schean tradition, he
         by no means overlooked Nietz­sche’s approach to language. Ingram notes that “all of
         Bataille’s writings struggle with and protest against language’s form-giving powers,”
         and he cites Bataille: “If it were necessary to give me a place in the history of
         thought, it would be I think for having discerned the effects, in our human life,
         of the ‘fading of discursive reality’ and for having drawn these effects in an effervescent
         light.”[87]  
      

      
      Only in the third moment, beginning in the fifties, did Nietz­sche begin to be taken
         seriously philosophically. Numerous events contributed: Foucault read Nietz­sche “by
         chance” after reading Bataille in 1953.[88]   Deleuze taught a course on the Genealogy of Morals near the end of the decade. Then, Heidegger’s two-volume Nietz­sche was published in German in 1961; Schrift writes that “the entirety of contemporary
         French Nietz­sche interpretation has arisen in response to Heidegger’s seminal work
         in Nietz­sche.”[89]   Two major conferences took place: at the first, organized by Deleuze in 1964 (with
         presentations by Derrida, Foucault, Gianni Vattimo, and Gabriel Marcel), Nietz­sche
         was legitimated in French philosophy; the second in 1972 with presentations by Deleuze
         and Derrida put Nietz­sche at the center of French philosophy.[90]   Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, Bataille, Lacan, Lyotard—these major figures in twentieth-century
         French thought, most in sixties and seventies structuralism, all work out of significant
         Nietz­schean inheritances.
      

      
      Schrift highlights the crucial weight borne by Nietz­sche’s thought in these movements
         by showing how all of the major themes listed above find their roots deeply in Nietz­sche. Without recounting
         Schrift’s entire argument or recounting his full treatment of Nietz­sche on language,
         I will use Schrift’s account to show how the four themes mentioned above are linked
         by language and the questioning of presence. 
      

      
      For Schrift, critique of philosophy’s faith in concepts and in language as representation are defining elements of Nietz­sche’s thought.[91]   Nietz­sche sees human knowledge as founded on language, and language as founded
         on metaphor. While philosophy traditionally sees language as primarily mirroring reality and treating words as representations, Nietz­sche sees language as dissimulating via linguistic naming, a process which gives rise to concepts. This dissimulation
         involves artificial differentiation, classification, and designation, as well as metaphor,
         which Nietz­sche uses to refer both to a process where things that have some similarity
         receive an identical name and a “carrying over” between any two incommensurate spheres, “(e.g., physical
         to spiritual, literal to figurative, audible to visual . . .).”
      

      
      Crucially, there is no root ‘thing’ to which these concepts refer; words, linguistic
         concepts, are just a string of images of other images. 
      

      
         Language is thus not an instrument of representation, for there is ultimately nothing
            to be represented . . . This is to say, for Nietz­sche language is merely a sum of
            concepts which are themselves the artistic imposition of an image or hieroglyphic
            sign upon other images . . . There is no originary presence at the inception of language
            . . .[92]   
         

      

      Shrift then cites Nietz­sche’s own description of this presence as images all-the-way-down:
         “. . . all presence is a two-fold representation: first as image, then as image of the image.”[93]   This does not imply that language is useless or despicable, but certainly that
         in language one never attains a thing’s “full essence.” Rather than a speaking presence,
         language as a purely human creation allows Nietz­sche to emphasize that philosophical
         knowledge is a construction of the philosopher. From this lack of presence in language,
         it follows that traditional epistemological concepts of the correspondence theory
         of truth and a referential theory of meaning are to be rejected since truths, because
         constructed, are only “illusions which we have forgotten are illusions.”[94]   It also allows a critique of the post-Platonic authority of philosophical knowledge.[95]   In the move away from representation, epistemological questions become questions
         of rhetoric. 
      

      
      Critiquing presence as founding linguistic knowledge allows Nietz­sche to critique
         the other two themes noted above, historicism and the human. By targeting the linguistic
         bedrock under the foundations of epistemological certainty, Nietz­sche can attack
         the Cartesian cogito, and by extension, the enlightenment rationality built upon it. Philosophical arguments
         often proceed by respecting the rules of grammar, with the cogito as the example par excellence: 
      

      
         ‘There is thinking: therefore there is something that thinks’: this is the upshot
            of all Descartes’ argumentation. But this means positing as ‘true a priori’ our belief
            in the concept of substance:—that when there is thought there has to be something
            ‘that thinks’ is simply a formulation of our grammatical custom that adds a doer to
            every deed.[96] 
         

      

      Against this background, the ‘I’ is understandable as an effect of trust in grammar.
         But if language is constructed entirely by humans, grammar does not guarantee relation
         with the external world. If ‘human’ or ‘history’ are linguistic phenomena, if narratives
         of historical progress are forged in language, then skepticism towards grammar naturally
         invites a relativizing skepticism towards both. 
      

      
         Why couldn’t the word that concerns us—be a fiction? And if somebody asked, ‘but to
            a fiction there surely belongs an author?’—couldn’t one answer simply: why? Doesn’t
            this ‘belongs’ perhaps belong to the fiction, too? Is it not permitted to be a bit
            ironical about the subject no less than the predicate and object? Shouldn’t philosophers
            be permitted to rise above faith in grammar?[97] 
         

      

      Schrift draws a direct line from here to Foucault’s coupling of Nietz­sche’s suspicion
         with those of Freud and Marx as “breaking the ground for the modern epoch”;[98]  to Deleuze’s view of Nietz­sche as polemical against Hegelian conceptions of unity,
         seeing the übermensch as an affirmation of multiplicity and difference as such;[99]  and as explicitly providing Derrida’s alternative to ‘full presence.’[100] 
      

      
      One can clearly see the reasons why structuralism would have exerted an arresting
         force on Ellul. The previous chapter showed that presence was critical to signification,
         and both were central to Ellul’s project as conceived from the beginning. In 1966,
         a wave of new philosophers quickly became academic celebrities when their philosophies
         reached hundreds of thousands of French readers with a speed unheard of to that point,
         united by a Nietz­schean critique of presence as grounds for signification. In its popular Foucauldian incarnation, this critique
         showed the inherently theological nature of Nietz­schean language: 
      

      
         Perhaps we should see the first attempt at this uprooting of Anthropology—to which,
            no doubt, contemporary thought is dedicated—in the Nietz­schean experience: by means
            of a philological critique . . . Nietz­sche rediscovered the point at which man and
            God belong to one another, at which the death of the second is synonymous with the
            disappearance of the first, and at which the promise of the superman signifies first
            and foremost the imminence of the death of man.[101] 
         

      

      And when this inherent connection of language to theology, of the word to the Word,
         is taken into account, I argue that the naturally self-critical Ellul, actively reading
         the signs of the times, trying to discern the presence of Jesus Christ in a history
         submitted to his Lordship, would have shuddered with a chill at Nietz­sche’s question:
         “Why couldn’t the word that concerns us—be a fiction?” 
      

      
      Reading the Signs of the Times: Structuralism and Ellul’s Crisis

      
      In this period, Ellul was explicitly seeking to discern the work and presence of God
         in the present. In so doing, he came to see the rise of structuralism as a sign of
         the times. Ellul read and responded to structuralist works throughout this phase.
         This section summarizes Ellul’s sociological response to and critique of structuralism,
         before discussing Ellul’s theological reading of this sociological description. The
         background of a reaction to Foucauldian Nietz­scheanism allows us to fully comprehend
         Ellul’s 1967 book Métamorphose du bourgeois, and  L’Impossible prière (first published in 1970 in English as Prayer and Modern Man) finds Ellul mid-crisis, questioning the meaning of language, humanity, history,
         and presence. 
      

      
      Ellul Reads Foucault

      
      There is clear evidence that Ellul was aware of structuralist themes, authors, and
         to some extent, their writings. References to structuralism and authors associated
         with this term are frequent in many of Ellul’s books, from the beginning of this period
         well into the eighties and beyond.[102]   That structuralism was a growing and lasting preoccupation for Ellul is demonstrable
         by comparing the English and second French editions of Political Illusion. Compared to the original French edition of L’Illusion politique published in 1965 and the English translation based on it, The Political Illusion (1967), the 1977 second French edition finds multiple new references to structuralist thinkers which were lacking in the 1967 English edition,
         implying that in 1977, Ellul was still positioning himself relative to structuralist
         thought.[103]   
      

      
      My research has confirmed that Ellul carefully read the works of Michel Foucault,
         and particularly the latter’s 1966 book Les mots et les choses. Ellul “first read Foucault because [Ellul’s students] read him and not because he
         particularly interested me.”[104]   In light of my account of the rapid rise to popularity of Foucault and structuralism,
         it is plausible that Ellul’s students would have been interested in this new “intellectual
         star” and that Ellul would have carefully read the book inaugurating this status.[105]   But it is also possible that in this interview published in 1981, Ellul understated
         his own interest and reaction: whatever its initial qualities, his interest continued.
         One of his last books, Déviances et deviants (1992), lists two of Foucault’s other books in the general bibliography. Textual
         evidence from Ellul’s works in this period suggest he could have read Les mots et les choses immediately after its publication. Beyond my arguments below, many of his books are
         published in the same year as the books which they cite.[106]  
      

      
      Examining Ellul’s copy of Les mots et les choses clarifies that Ellul read it closely and with interest, and that various locatable
         passages provoked and excited him. While some sections were barely marked, a substantial
         number of pages contain handwritten comments, exclamations, underlining, etc.[107]  His notes which are readable present harsh criticism, historical agreement and disagreement,
         and points of mixed methodological approval. On the first item, he begins his comments
         on the book with notes such as: “immense bla bla—fine lucidité sur rien—rigueur extrême pour le néant [immense blah blah—fine lucidity about nothing—extreme rigor for nothingness]”; next to Foucault’s description of heterotopias on
         the same page, “non, elles sont invention pure! [no, they are pure invention!]”; and
         later, “quel baratin! [what hot air!]”[108]  There is historical agreement, as where Ellul writes and doubly underlines “oui [yes]” next to a passage from Foucault discussing epistemological shifts at the beginning
         of the nineteenth century.[109]  There is also significant historical disagreement, such as Ellul’s remark “un peu
         trop simple! [a bit too simple!]” next to Foucault’s statement that “Up to the end
         of the sixteenth century, resemblance played a role in the knowledge of Western culture,”[110]  and “pour arriver à démontrer son ______ du passage de l’identité à la représentation, il fausse totalement cette histoire! [In order to demonstrate his {unreadable} of the passage from identity
         to representation, he completely falsifies this history!]” next to Foucault’s analysis of wealth in mercantilism.[111]  There is some methodological agreement, as when Ellul writes “oui [yes]” in the
         margin next to this statement on Foucault’s approach to writing history: “ . . . one
         has to collect together into one and the same form of knowledge all that has been
         seen and heard, all that has been recounted, either by nature or by men, by the language of the world, by tradition, or by the
         poets.”[112] 
      

      
      Most interesting for my inquiry is Ellul’s overlap and separation from Foucault’s
         Nietz­schean critique of the human, language, and presence. To the extent that Foucault’s
         project grew out of a Nietz­schean critique of philosophical fixity in general and
         of a Kantian concept of “Man” specifically, Ellul’s own project bears important similarities
         which are reflected in Ellul’s reading of this text.[113]   Given Ellul’s view of historical development and opposition to institutional fixity,
         it is no surprise that Ellul writes “important” in the margin next to Foucault’s statement:
      

      
         . . . it is the cumulative time of population and production, the uninterrupted history
            of scarcity, that makes it possible from the nineteenth century to conceive of the
            impoverishment of History, its progressive inertia, its petrification, and, ultimately,
            its stony immobility . . . History exists . . . only in so far as man as a natural
            being is finite . . . The more man makes himself at home in the heart of the world,
            the further he advances in his possession of nature, the more strongly also does he
            feel the pressure of his finitude, and the closer he comes to his own death.[114] 
         

      

      However, to the extent that Foucault replaces Sartre as a famous public intellectual,
         Ellul will fault him (as he did Sartre and Death of God theologians) for ‘title shock,’
         using a rhetorical language of which the average person will hear only the rhetoric
         and miss the philosophical nuance. 
      

      
      More clearly, Ellul reacts to Foucault’s Nietz­schean statements about language and
         presence. Again, to the extent that Foucault takes up the Nietz­schean task of shaking
         the foundations of philosophical linguistic concepts, certainly Ellul would sympathize
         with such a project; recall the difficult citation from chapter 2 from Ellul’s personalist
         writings, where he criticized the de-temporalizing of language to create metaphysical
         concepts.[115]   Ellul’s own Critique from this period fulfils the project conceived in the thirties, wherein ideological
         language must be criticized and shaken to upset its role in massifying society.[116]   I have traced the beginning of Ellul’s sociology of the crisis of language, its
         destruction via propaganda—his study Propaganda is published in 1962—but also via more banal methods such as Readers’ Digest and advertising. The new media shift in the sixties only exacerbates this tension.
         The era witnesses a sociological condition where language is being attacked and destroyed. It is not surprising, then,
         that Ellul reacts strongly when Foucault writes:
      

      
         . . . [it is a matter] of disturbing the words we speak, of denouncing the grammatical
            habits of our thinking, of dissipating the myths that animate our words, of rendering
            once more noisy and audible the element of silence that all discourse carries with
            it as it is spoken . . . it will now be [a matter of] seeking to destroy syntax, to
            shatter tyrannical modes of speech, to turn words around in order to perceive all
            that is being said through them and despite them. God is perhaps not so much a region
            beyond knowledge as something prior to the sentences we speak; and if Western man
            is inseparable from him, it is . . . because his language ceaselessly foments him
            in the shadow of his laws: “I fear indeed that we shall never rid ourselves of God,
            since we still believe in grammar.” In the sixteenth century, interpretation proceeded
            from the world (things and texts together) towards the divine Word . . . our interpretation
            . . . proceeds from men, from God, from knowledge or fantasies, towards the words
            that make them possible . . . we are already, before the very least of our words,
            governed and paralyzed by language.[117] 
         

      

      Indeed, next to Foucault’s citation of Nietz­sche in the above paragraph, Ellul writes
         in the margin: “mais nous n’y croyons pas! [but we do not believe in it!]”[118]  It is on what he saw as a coincidence between Foucault’s Nietz­schean/“structuralist”[119]  approach to the destruction of language and the wider sociological condition of
         language that Ellul will launch his sociological critique of Foucault and structuralism
         more broadly. But perhaps most crucially for my inquiry, when Foucault writes: 
      

      
         . . . human nature resides in that narrow overlap of representation which permits
            it to represent itself to itself (all human nature is there: just enough outside representation
            for it to present itself again, in the blank space that separates the presence of
            representation and the “re-” of its repetition); and that nature is nothing but the
            impalpable confusion within representation that makes the resemblance there perceptible
            before the order of the identities is yet visible.[120] 
         

      

      Ellul puts no less than seven exclamation points in the margin—three near the top
         of the citation and four next to the text in parentheses.[121]  In the context of my inquiry into whether this questioning of presence would have
         affected Ellul, when Foucault mentions that human nature is an affair of presence
         and representation, Ellul puts more exclamation points than anywhere else in the book.[122]  In the face of Foucault’s Nietz­schean problematizing of the “unbridgeable gap between
         ‘words’ and ‘things,’”[123]  how does Ellul react? 
      

      
      Having demonstrated that Ellul closely read Foucault’s Les Mots et les choses and that there is reason to think he would have reacted to the Nietz­schean critiques
         of humanity, language, and presence therein, I now turn to Ellul’s own works from
         this period to draw out his responses to this reading over the following years. I
         suggest that two broad lines of Ellul’s response can be delineated: first, a sociological
         critique with Marxist components, and second, a theological reading of this sociological
         response.
      

      
      Ellul’s Sociological Critique of Structuralism

      
      Ellul criticizes structuralist approaches to language, saying that these thinkers
         make their theoretical critique of language in the context of its sociological destruction. I see two major elements to Ellul’s critique. First, within Ellul’s sociological
         studies of propaganda, there was already a broader societal movement towards a crisis
         of language, which, if it had different contours than structuralist critiques (and
         despite structuralists’ intentions), the latter supplemented and completed on the
         intellectual level. Thus, what structuralists did was not revolutionary, but conformism
         to a social trend. Second, the same critique in explicitly Marxist terminology appears
         in Ellul’s 1967 Métamorphose du bourgeois: structuralism, by stripping language of its signification, ultimately serves to
         justify broader bourgeois society. In short, structuralist thinkers’ Nietz­schean
         critique does not resist what Ellul sees as the deeper unified movement of society
         characterized by technique, but succumbs to and even celebrates it, making a virtue
         out of necessity and calling it freedom. 
      

      
      Fragility of Linguistic Politics in a World of Images

      
      From the beginning of this period, Ellul understood that presence in language was in question, and this was personal to him. From its first pages, L’illusion politique (1965) is concerned with words, concepts, and presence. I will cite him at length
         to show the link of human freedom and politics to presence in language, and that crisis
         in the latter necessitates crisis in the former. I suggest that this citation marks
         the beginning of his questioning of presence which will contribute to (or constitute)
         his crisis.
      

      
         The word, a compensation for an absence, an evocation of a fleeting presence, an incantatory
            magic, an illusory presence of what man pretends to grasp by his vocabulary . . .
            When we hold an object, it is vain to talk about it . . . In the midst of plenitude,
            what could we add? A lover with his beloved object writes no poems; poetry is born
            as the fruit of absence and division. At times, a Machiavellian will, a deceit of
            the neighbor without being duped oneself, a dictator’s word, a mage’s incantations—but
            through the mediation of this inspired word, maybe the people can still effectively
            live the reality of that which is thus removed from them. And freedom can be more
            real as proclaimed by the leader in the shadow of the gestapo than in the inertia
            of possibilities vainly open to our unsteady choosing. More often, this verbalization
            comes from the heart of man, a spontaneous, profound reaction to hide the intolerable
            observation that what we cherish most dearly is in danger of ultimately being revealed
            as defeat, shadow, absence, illusion. We cling to it; we have chosen it as our value,
            we must believe in it. Moreover, it must be an independent, constant object on which
            I can rely, by which I can live. So I will say it, I will repeat it as an incantation
            to assure myself that I have it, that I know it, that I experience it. Here is a profound
            and constantly proven rule which should become a theorem of political interpretation:
            “The regime which speaks of a value is the one which consciously or unconsciously
            denies it and prevents it from existing.” . . . Scientific, polemical, didactic, philosophical
            studies on politics and democracy appear every day. Each one of these discourses,
            and my own first of all, bears witness to our attachment to this political work of
            man, and the fear which gnaws at us because we know in our hearts that nothing is
            left but words.[124] 
         

      

      This book which begins so poetically finds Ellul mourning the impossibility of politics
         because it now takes place in a falsified context—a world of images. Furthering Ellul’s concern with institutions as the linguistic link between the individual and society, this linguistic institution is a human attempt
         to structure a future, to inscribe fixity within an ever-changing temporal evolution.[125]  In this conception, politics has always united the necessary and the ephemeral,
         and Ellul’s concern is where and how fixity is located. But by the sixties, in a world
         rife with print and televised news—which, by this point in history, are primarily
         images—the trouble is that “our whole civilization is ephemeral”; the news, a constantly
         shifting stream of images upon images, provides the only context for political speech.[126]  Echoing Charle and Jeanpierre regarding the sixties as a time of rapid media change,
         Ellul observes this situation as it arises, noting a “rapid perfection of mass-media/telecommunications,
         more rapid than all other techniques.”[127]  Crucially, this augments “man’s material power to transcend all barriers to time
         and space through this communication.”[128]  Ellul notes (similar to later descriptions of postmodernity as a “legitimation crisis”)
         that “we must ask ourselves if political power will be able to stay the same and if
         the impact of new communications will not lead to . . . a new structure of power and
         a new conception of legitimacy . . .”[129]  It is rather prophetic that Ellul’s description of this situation in Propaganda is published in 1962, precisely the year that Charle and Jeanpierre choose as the
         beginning of the “time of crisis.” 
      

      
       The loss of the word in a stream of images results in the acceleration of history, “but at the same time the scattering in ungraspable cinders of that which could enact
         our presence in duration.”[130]   When this process is coordinated in modern propaganda (which he dates from 1914 in his 1967 Histoire de la propagande), it becomes a psychological “rape of the masses”; terrorism is integral to this
         new situation.[131]   This new world of images creates a new kind of alienation unlinked to capitalism.[132]   This image world now mediates politics, creating a fictive, falsified context;
         its global character makes it precisely a context, a “mental universe . . . where everything is image.”[133]   Critically, “This mental universe is not a lie, but it permits, authorizes all
         interpretations, all translations.”[134]   This universe seems to Ellul to be directed against the unity of the human.[135]   
      

      
      From today’s perspective this may seem like hyperbole; but viewed alongside other
         analyses of thinking in these conditions (which were new conditions, at the time, however banal they may be today), it seems rather timely.
         Could one not see here the sociological realization of Nietz­sche’s description of language, where words refer only to a string
         of images? When Schrift contrasts Derrida’s deconstructive reading of Nietz­sche with
         Heidegger’s “dogmatically overdetermining” reading, despite the value of the deconstructive
         approach, he emphasizes the real “danger of losing Nietz­sche’s text beneath these
         disseminating, transformational interpretations.”[136]   Ellul’s reading allows one to say that this new media context makes Derrida’s reading
         not only plausible, but an exemplary reflection of the newly shifted context.
      

      
      What is Ellul’s proposed strategy to combat the rise of false politics? Restore the
         true signifieds for linguistic signifiers? Yes, per se, but not by rediscovering an abstract system of metaphysical signifiers. For Ellul,
         the true subject of democracy
      

      
         . . . is the one who . . . restores to language its value of reason, its substance
            of communication and who looks neither for a metalanguage, nor a degree-zero of language,
            nor an expression of the inexpressible, nor an ordinary language opposed to rhetoric
            and the artificial. Of course, we know well that this reasonable language is artificial.
            And then what? . . . We must keep language to its modest usages as a tool, irreplaceable
            and sure. You would prefer an absolute language? The word in itself? . . . here again,
            the accession to mystical, hypnotic language would leave one completely susceptible
            to the action of propaganda upon oneself. The more language loses its content and
            its reasonable structure, the more man is delivered to the delirium of propaganda
            . . .[137] 
         

      

      Ellul is no linguistic metaphysician, no essentialist. Yes, all our concepts and reasons
         are constructed—and they are to be handled delicately, treated as temporal and fragile.
         Recognizing this fragility allies with structuralism in its opposition to excessively
         solid, detemporalized concepts and the violence they can entail, but it is a task
         with different contours than shaking their foundations. For Ellul, linguistic fragility is our ally, keeping open the possibility of dialogue—as long as it can be kept open. Dialogue
         “is the contrary of identification. It is coherent affirmation of difference and common
         measure. The two elements must be held together.”[138]  Furthermore, this common measure is the foundation of the human: 
      

      
         The common measure of what we have to say to ourselves (and which renders communication
            possible), of what we have to live in common (and which renders the communal work
            of differentiation possible) is always to be rediscovered, ceaselessly recreated,
            because it is lost so quickly, either in generalization (Humanity, Science, etc.),
            or in banalization. This exhausting quest for the common measure in differentiation
            is the very mark of man.[139] 
         

      

      Ellul is largely staying within the lines of his personalist political project, seeking
         the balanced tension of a human society united by the word, against the background of the putting-in-question of this word by propaganda and sociological
         forces—but now, also, consciously by intellectuals. 
      

      
      Ellul’s 1966 Exégèse des nouveaux lieux communs (in English, Critique of the New Commonplaces [1968]) realizes his personalist plan to exegete ideological commonplaces in common
         speech and demonstrates his awareness of the shift taking place. The difference between
         this book and 1967’s Métamorphose reflects the difference between the clear end of Sartre’s dominance as Ellul’s critical
         target and his replacement by Foucault. Both books mark Ellul as a postwar intellectual
         still intellectually working through the painful convulsions of Europe in the second
         war. In Exégèse, he cites the inscription above the gate of Auschwitz, “Arbeit macht frei” [work
         will make you free] while criticizing the ideology of work. He gives clear and serious
         criticisms of Sartre (the entire section attacking the phrase “you can’t act without
         getting your hands dirty” is explicitly contra Sartre),[140]   marking the currency of this book with themes current at the beginning of the sixties.
         But there are also signs of awareness of the new publicly dominant philosophers, in
         references to Georges Bataille and sections on the crisis of language and lack of
         communication. Ellul proffers his own critique of the Person, manifesting his retreat
         from conceptual or metaphysical understandings of the human (which factored into his
         split with Mounier in the thirties), which he shares with structuralism.[141]   Further representative of the proximity and distance of Ellul from contemporaneous
         Nietz­schean currents, Ellul begins this book by suggesting that “Commonplaces are
         the excrement of society.”[142]   Ellul thus sees himself as digging around in societal defecate to understand both
         what society was fed on and what it rejected, as a diagnostic. Compare Deleuze and
         Guattari’s listing of “shit” as just one among other “flows,” and their citation of
         Henry Miller as saying “I love everything that flows.”[143]   Ellul’s examination is far from a love affair—but without justifying himself, he
         is willing to get his hands dirty.
      

      
      Before moving onto Métamorphose, allowing that Ellul may have read Foucault’s book in 1966, an article published in
         the same year is noteworthy as it could be reacting to this reading. Ellul’s 1966
         article “Est-il légitime d’utiliser des concepts en Histoire? [Is it legitimate to
         use Concepts in History?]” considers historical methodology, and begins by distinguishing
         language and concepts. In properly historical work, Ellul emphasizes that the use of concepts marks a shift
         from history to philosophy. Language gives the limits to history because humans use
         words; we cannot leave their interpretation of an event for a more exact philosophy.
         The essayist or philosopher of history can use concepts, but this is not the same
         thing as history. He notes that he agrees with Lévi-Strauss who regards the work of
         the historian as establishing singularities and differences between similar things.
         This could be a critique of Foucault’s use of concepts such as episteme (to denote “the orderly ‘unconscious’ structures underlying the production of scientific
         knowledge in a particular time and place”).[144]   Whether or not this is Ellul’s aim is, however, incidental to my argument.
      

      
      Ultimate Justification of the Bourgeois

      
      Ellul’s untranslated 1967 book Métamorphose du bourgeois [Metamorphosis of the Bourgeois] displays at once his closest stylistic proximity to structuralism, his clearest
         and most balanced treatment of Foucault, and his harshest sociological criticism of
         structuralism, expressed in clearly (if modified) Marxist terms. In its style and
         construction, this book could be read as mimicking the aesthetic, rhetorical, and
         at times esoteric style of structuralist writings from this period. Ellul opens with
         a one-paragraph preface warning that he will treat changes he sees in Marx’s category
         of the bourgeois, but will do so in a less-than-self-evident, “delicately constructed”
         manner. To express these changes, he has “been led to see the same phenomenon at times
         as a represented image, as an objective reality, as lived and as given, as signifier
         and as signified, as premise and as conclusion, as function and as structure, as ideology
         and as institution . . . ”[145]   From the outset, this book is a creative attempt to update Marx’s class category
         of the bourgeoisie for the second half of the twentieth century, to find a contemporary meaning for
         it, stylistically borrowing from structuralist method and metaphor. 
      

      
      Interestingly, Ellul begins the book defending the bourgeois. Demonstrating his socio-historical method’s consideration of the human
         side of historical reality, he notes that the colonialism out of which the bourgeois
         grew was an epic, an adventure with risks and gains. Long before anarchists or communists
         used the phrase, Ellul sees the bourgeois as “sans Dieu ni Maître [with neither God
         nor Master].”[146]   
      

      
      In a passage key to the book’s architecture (demonstrated below), Ellul uses the bourgeois
         to criticize Nietz­sche. At the end of the eighteenth century, the bourgeois was the
         direct enemy of God, and any attempt at an “atheist Christianity” follows in their
         fully bourgeois footsteps.[147]   It is in this context that Ellul sees Nietz­sche’s thought:
      

      
      
         And when Nietz­sche, relentless and spiteful critic of the bourgeois, charts the future
            ‘beyond’ man on the model of the overman, what is he drawing if not a portrait of
            what the bourgeois already was? That which he continually fought against had infected
            him with the virus of a certain vision of the world coming to fulfilment in the exaltation
            beyond all possibility of the man with no ties: in this perfectly played, perfectly
            deceiving secret duplication, it was thus his enemy whom he carried to a climax; and
            because the bourgeois had frozen and crystallized God, Nietz­sche, following after,
            was able to proclaim his Death.[148] 
         

      

      
      But Nietz­sche is not alone: the book is peppered with similar critiques of Marx and
         Freud as direct successors of the bourgeois—and Foucault as their ultimate successor.
      

      
      Ellul starts by sifting through four portraits of the bourgeois. The first sees the
         bourgeois as a glorious conqueror; the second treats depictions of the bourgeois from
         literature; the third shows the poor’s hatred for the bourgeois; and the fourth, the
         bourgeois’ own inability to accept what they are. Ellul is puzzled: why and how can
         the same term offer characterizations?[149]  Ellul takes a nominalist sociological position on signification and makes what could
         be a significant and critical Foucault reference: 
      

      
         It is absolutely necessary to hold onto the name because this unique name designates
            a unique reality. I do not believe in the incidental, gratuitous, artificial character
            of designation. I do not believe in the divorce of the word and things. It has been
            introduced today to justify and facilitate operations which are sometimes not very
            honest. I begin with this very simple affirmation: since a social group has deemed
            it necessary to designate by a name an object which they see as such, this object
            exists—and since they employ only one name to designate what seems diverse to us,
            it is because in this society there is a deeper unity of this object, which I do not
            perceive, but which also exists.[150] 
         

      

       (A literal translation of the French title for Foucault’s book Les Mots et les choses would be “Words and Things.”) If Ellul wants to keep the seemingly problematic term
         bourgeois, what deeper unity can he find attached to it? 
      

      
      Ellul characterizes the bourgeois by an “ideology of happiness” and an “ontological
         power of assimilation.”[151]   The first sees happiness as an eigh­teenth-century invention, which assumes juridical
         form in the United States as the right to happiness. Ellul sees this right as absurd,
         calling it the “Trojan horse sent into the milieu of the system of rights and freedoms
         conceived by a liberal society.”[152]   This represents a complete “mutation . . . since it changes the orientation [sens] and goal of the entirety of life” and the “relation between man and society.”[153]   In general, this makes comfort a spiritual value, a “true sacrament,” but for the intellectual bourgeois’ self-contemplation,
         “the supreme intellectual comfort resides in discomfort, belonging to bad conscience,
         the culture of malaise.”[154]   Ellul sees the works of Samuel Beckett and Pablo Picasso as exemplary of this culture.
         
      

      
      In this morphing bourgeois ideology, happiness demands justification. As justification
         is no longer sought from priests, the bourgeois is assimilated into society to guarantee
         themselves an intrinsic justification, to justify themselves.[155]   This allows Ellul to throw a critical jab at Marx: his theory of praxis and his
         “celebrated formula on the necessity to transform the world” are both “the theorizing
         of fundamental bourgeois practice.”[156]  
      

      
      The second characteristic of the bourgeois is an ontological power of assimilation—the
         need for self-justification elevated to a defining trait, a manner of being. With
         “bad conscience” as the supreme comfort of the bourgeois, they can easily assimilate
         critical assault and employ it in their self-justification. Crucially, stripping signifieds
         is integral to this process: the bourgeoisie can only assimilate something after its
         signification has been removed.[157]   Ellul’s Marxist critique of structuralism starts to show itself here: 
      

      
         In our modern world, it is at once comical and painful to see those who are glorified
            for assuring revolutionary functions, who push the demand for the absolute to its
            limits, who make art a protest against this world and belong to the extreme left,
            fall exactly in the trap opened a century and a half ago by the bourgeoisie, walking
            the well-marked path that they believe to be inventing themselves. From the moment
            that the culture expressed by the museum was created, art without content and language
            without signification were obligatory.[158] 
         

      

      To put it bluntly, not only does Ellul see the structuralist critique of language
         as one more critique which the bourgeois will assimilate, stripping it of its signification
         and employing it in their own self-justification; Ellul also sees the intellectuals
         who espouse this critique (drawing on Nietz­sche, Marx, and Freud) as deceived. They
         think they are shaking the foundations of bourgeois decadence, but their critical
         assault on language instead only lubricates the machine of bourgeois assimilation.
         Integrating this insight with Ellul’s sociology of propaganda and fascism as a regime
         defined by propagandized masses, despite their own explicit intentions to combat fascism,
         these authors are preparing the human subject to be further propagandized.[159]  
      

      
      Ellul also draws out the ensuing consequences of this process for human subjectivity.
         The bourgeois dominates time, producing “a conjunction of the spiritual and the temporal,
         but by integrating the former in the latter.”[160]   In so doing, the spiritual becomes temporal, and consequently, 
      

      
         the real becomes the true. Material becomes consciousness, i.e., Spirit. Success becomes
            Virtue. Efficacy becomes the Beautiful. The State becomes Justice. Adaptating to the
            average becomes Holiness . . . The bourgeois perfectly accomplishes the inversion
            of what Christianity called the Incarnation.[161] 
         

      

      The bourgeoisie, in other words, assimilates things by changing themselves (hence ontological assimilation): countering the emphasis on multiplicity (as in Deleuze and Guattari’s
         focus on schizophrenia) within structuralism and its successors, Ellul notes that
         the bourgeois was already multiple.[162]  
      

      
      Integral to Ellul’s claims in this book and his modifications of Marx, we no longer
         live in a society with a bourgeois class; rather, all of society is bourgeois in this scheme. This implies the impotency of Marxist historical dialectics, since
         both the alienated proletariat (who should have been the motor of revolution) and
         the leftist theoreticians of revolution are now comfortably integrated by the bourgeoisie.[163]   Marx and Freud, the “bulldozers of the bourgeois era,” immeasurably aided this
         integration by removing all bourgeois scruples in “liquidating the past, memories”
         and “liberating from every scruple.”[164]   
      

      
      The Ideology of Nothingness

      
      All of these metamorphoses result in a new phenomenon which Ellul calls the “ideology of Nothingness,” which forms the central
         focus of the second part of the book, “L’hôte secret” [The Secret Parasite]. In French,
         hôte means both guest and host; I take Ellul to be saying that this ideology of nothingness
         is unknowingly injected (employing his critical description of Nietz­sche earlier
         in the book) into the heart of the bourgeoisie. Ellul can detect it because he is
         reading it as an ‘intersign’ among others. “Intersigns,” defined in French as “a mysterious
         link which would unite two events which are simultaneous but geographically or temporally
         separated,” is the title of the first section of part two.[165]   I will show that Ellul interprets Foucault’s Nietz­schean project as part of this
         ideology of nothingness, which he explicitly regards as the sign of a new human condition.
         Subsequently, I argue that interpreting this sign theologically will play heavily
         in Ellul’s theology from this period. 
      

      
      This section finds Ellul explicitly reading the signs of his times, but as indicated
         in the book’s introduction, with multiple readings. He cynically begins “intersigns”
         thus: “Once upon a time there were several concentration camps—camps of work and of
         death. There were several villainous dictators who wanted to do evil things to brave
         people . . . happily this time is long past. It will not come back—these were accidents.
         One paranoiac—another paranoiac.”[166]   The next page specifies these paranoiacs as Hitler and Stalin, and that Ellul will
         play with Freud to interpret their reigns (which he calls “revolutions of nihilism”):
         “The dictatorships of Hitler-Stalin, a nightmare? Very precisely. That is, they are
         signs, symptoms, projections, emerging deliriously and yet perfectly significative
         of the veritable reality of our global society.”[167]   In other words, Ellul will interpret this new ideology of Nothingness by linking it with the atrocities and dictatorship
         of Stalin and Hitler in the mid-twentieth century, just as he links the bourgeois
         and Nietz­sche, contemporary society and its critics, looking for the deeper unity
         connecting both.
      

      
      Against the backdrop of Ellul’s focus on the institution as a linguistic individual–society link, interpreting these phenomena together means the end of dialogical institutional development via the death of language.
         Until this point, for Ellul, humanity has made language to avoid ambiguity; now humanity
         has given up this fight.[168]   Instead, contemporary humans throw themselves into ambiguity, trying to become
         everything at once. Ellul has described this as the bourgeois ideal carried to its
         extreme in the Nietz­schean “overman”; it now becomes a sign revealing a nihilism
         at the heart of the world. Refusing to see the dictatorships and the structuralist
         critique of humanity and language as separated or incidental phenomena, Ellul sees
         them as expressing the same nihilism. Because they are not separate, no dialectic
         plays between them; society now develops linearly and logically, not dialectically.[169]   Against structuralist narrations of difference and otherness, if the principle
         Ellul stated at the beginning of Illusion is applied, one can telegraph his criticism: all the talk of language, difference,
         and the “other” demonstrates their absence.[170]  
      

      
      Numerous textual references clearly link this social unicity to Foucault and Nietz­sche.
         With the destruction of the word underway, Christians have no reason to view themselves
         as separate from anyone else; Death of God theologians (and here, John A.T. Robinson’s
         Honest to God) can join Foucault & co. in celebrating a new societal unity: “No more division between
         the one who believed [in God] and the one who did not—an integral humanity finally
         reconstructed, in the big hole of the proclaimed absence of God.”[171]   Ellul clearly recognizes that structural language decenters the human and allows
         a proper place for this critique, but also knows that the average human will not hear
         this complexity, but only the “death of man.”[172]   Clearly referencing Foucault’s book, Ellul connects this annihilation of the human
         with the knowledge that it “is a recent idea.”[173]   Ellul specifically targets structuralist approaches to language: “And we know now
         that though it is strongly structured, if it is even essentially structure, language
         is nothing . . . nothing speaks with nothing about nothing.”[174]   He notes that the discourse on structures and language has rigor, a scientific
         appearance, and enthusiastic diffusion, making it a true ideology.[175]  
      

      
      But if he decries this neo-Nietz­schean ideology of Nothingness, Ellul makes interpretive
         use of it. It “is important precisely insofar as it accounts for a sociological reality.”[176]   Having now clarified that he views this approach not as revolutionary but as integrated
         and integrative for the bourgeoisie, he now re-narrates it as expressing a true sociological situation. Ellul describes the dialectical movement of language executed here. First,
         it starts with a contradiction between a hidden reality (e.g., of the reification
         of humanity, the growth of techniques, etc.), and “a sort of mythology which gives
         a coherent theory of appearances.”[177]   In a second step, the real and its representation are reconciled; this reconciliation
         is the function fulfilled by structuralist thinkers and death-of-God theologians.
         Ellul thus places the sociological milieu where language is already put in question
         before the intellectual critique of language as a problem; the intellectual is thus not revolutionary,
         but trailing behind and expressing the sociological fact created by modern propaganda.[178]   
      

      
         Certainly, Foucault is not wrong when he shows the incompatibility of man and of his
            language! . . . Foucault proclaims that having finally rid of man, language can now
            attain its value and thought its fulness: it will be finally possible to think again.
            Barthes announces that finally rid thought, not referring to any signified, language
            will be completely sovereign! . . . What a marvelous contradiction . . . but what
            unites them is that both are founded on the Nothingness of what was previously held
            to be the foundation, the key, the essential, which finds itself already annihilated
            by the technical objectivity of which the one and the other are merely phantoms without
            their realizing it.[179] 
         

      

      It follows that there is no more “continuity of the person, since this presupposes
         a stable and whole relation between man, his symbols, his institutions, which no longer
         exists today . . . In these conditions, we can truly speak of an effectively annihilated
         man.”[180]  Marxist alienation is no longer in effect; it has been replaced by technical reification.[181]  
      

      
      Ellul is aware that Foucault is not attacking the biological human, but a concept;
         not the thing “with a thinking brain, but the being endowed with relative autonomy,
         a history, a freedom, a meaning.”[182]   As mentioned, this book also contains a more balanced treatment of Foucault’s book.
      

      
         When Mr. Foucault embarks on the study of the epistemological field which constitutes
            the infrastructure of the human sciences and which has permitted their progress, he
            is right to do so and it is an essential study. But why does he have to go about it
            in a manner so direct that he can only envisage this epistemological field at the
            strictly intellectual (in reality, philosophical) level—i.e., evacuating the entire
            sociological dimension? I believe, on the contrary, that a change in the possibilities
            and methods of knowledge is incomprehensible unless we root ourselves in the milieu
            where it is produced . . . All that Foucault has written on the changing of economic,
            biological, or even linguistic sciences rests in reality on a certain given conception
            of man. And this conception comes neither from the philosopher nor from the scholar,
            but from the social body. . . . But this element, which would have given the work
            a true depth, would have removed its apparent depth and deceiving rigor . . . It is
            no accident that this ‘epistemological field’ is born in fundamentally optimist intellectual
            milieux . . . imbued with the ideology of happiness.[183] 
         

      

      In other words, Ellul thinks that omitting a significant piece of the human in his
         analysis allows Foucault to not find it in the conclusion. This same critique is expressed
         elsewhere in harsher garb: 
      

      
         These doctrines are not a game: their role is to seize on their level that which is
            not yet captive on the institutional level. Our grand modern theoreticians have assumed
            the traditional role of justification. They exercise no critique towards the dangers
            which place human life on the path of disappearance, which hunt, pervert, divert and
            shatter it. And now the intellectual justification has brought the system to its peak
            of perfection. “This nihilism coincides with institutional systematization” (LeFèbvre).[184] 
         

      

      Foucault’s study, like Nietz­sche’s work which inspires it, excels in treating objects
         but fails to treat humanity. Replacing the priestly role of justification, these thinkers
         close the philosophical circle which the bourgeoisie had been drawing around itself
         for centuries. 
      

      
      In light of these comments, a remark in Jeunesse could be understood as directed against thinkers like Foucault, Derrida, and Deleuze
         and Guattari, who sometimes view those excluded from society or with mental illness
         as revelatory of the truth of this society. While there are certainly senses in which
         what society excludes is revelatory, it is different to view them as revolutionary,
         and thus turn to them for wisdom or political engagement.[185]   In the anecdote recounted above between the May ’68 students and the troubled youth
         in the street gangs, the former, imbued with Marxist thought, saw the latter as revolutionary
         because of their exclusion—they could thus be the negation of society. But to Ellul
         who knew these youth, this was pure ideology.
      

      
         The refined intellectuals who consider that the insane person is right or that it
            is excellent that the young are in this state of inadaptation and isolation—I can
            tell them that they absolutely do not know these youths at all, that they have never
            really confronted them, and that they have not measured the immensity of their misery.
            They speak in a completely abstract and theoretical manner, in function of a social
            metaphysic and a dogmatic ontology.[186] 
         

      

      Theological Reading and Crisis

      
      If, as I have argued, Ellul’s theology is substantially a modified Kierkegaardian
         attempt at contemporaneity with Christ, a prophetic theological-ethical attempt to
         discern God’s work hic et nunc, how does he understand humanity’s new situation? Having accounted for the sociological
         reality, what is the theological truth of this situation? As his sociology shifted
         from “critical humanist” dialogue to grappling with the new “theoretical antihumanism,”
         from Sartre to Foucault, a similar shift in Ellul’s theology took place. The movement
         from 1966 to 1972, from The Politics of God and the Politics of Man to L’espérance oubliée, is the beginning of a shift from a fundamentally Barthian-Kierkegaardian theological
         mix to a Kierkegaardian take on Marxist historical dialectics. I have shown Ellul’s
         criticisms of Barth in To Will and To Do; discussing Barthian “orthodoxy” in Forgotten Hope, Ellul will say “I didn’t know what I was saying.”[187]  
      

      
      Crisis of Theological Presence

      
      The period begins theologically with 1966 Politique de Dieu, Politiques de l’homme [The Politics of God and the Politics of Man, in English in 1972], a politics-focused meditation on the book of 2 Kings. Succinctly,
         this book is understandable as Ellul’s attempt to combine consideration of “what Karl
         Barth has called the free determination of man in the free decision of God” alongside
         his prophetic-Kierkegaardian approach to reading God’s action in human history with
         2 Kings as a case study.[188]   He is seeking how to reconcile God as Lord of history with political events, devoting long sections
         to posing the questions of divine intervention in history. This must be read under
         the post-war umbrella: Ellul is trying to reconcile God as Lord of history today with the events of World War II. He suggests that the church is the true axis of history,
         that “it is in function of Israel, and of the Church, that the event happens and not
         in function of the State, capital, or socialism.”[189]   
      

      
      To discern the acts of God in history, Ellul deploys his Qoheletian-Kierkegaardian
         framework. Human explanations suffice for a certain causality, but the miracle is
         only visible for faith. However, to faith, anything can be revealed as God’s work,
         and the fact that anything goes well at all is a gift of God. When there is political peace or absence of economic crisis, “We should tremble with joy as before
         the new and ever-so-fragile life of a little child. We should commit with all our
         strength to the path that God opens for us; we should discern in this ‘normal’ of
         our life the same thing as the great announcement of Jesus Christ—the blind see, the
         deaf hear, the lepers are cleansed . . .”[190]   The book’s ending demonstrates Qoheletian underpinnings: Ellul’s closing “meditation
         on inutility” finds human works “prepared in advance” (as in Ephesians 2:10), which
         keeps our works from being valuable in themselves; we do them out of obedience.[191]   Humanity’s humble freedom is an explicitly Christocentric work of God: “In truth,
         the freedom of a man acquired in Jesus Christ—it is this which truly makes history.”[192]  
      

      
      Further meditations on wisdom, poetry, philosophy, and technique lead him to consider
         language and prayer. What words should we use? How to know? An uncertainty compounded by the crisis of
         language: “But language is empty and no longer transmits anything . . .”[193]   Our works and prayers are gratuitous, without efficacy in themselves, useless;
         but we do them out of obedience. In a questionable move which we will examine below,
         these characteristics manifest as signs of freedom, negative determinations of free
         acts (since “To be determined by utility and the search for efficacy is to suffer
         the strongest determination of the present world”).[194]   
      

      
      Recalling his consideration of theological ethics as biblical prophecy at the end
         of Sources, Ellul focuses on the dialogue between the prophet and the king, looking for the limits of politics. For Ellul, Hezekiah’s
         great merit was to recognize when the limits of politics had been surpassed by the
         Assyrian Rabshakeh’s blasphemous suggestion that Israel’s God could not save them.
         This serves as Ellul’s theological point of departure in his search for communication
         ethics under conditions of modern propaganda: “Rabshakeh’s speech is frighteningly
         modern.”[195]   
      

      
         In response to the propaganda with which the world assails her, [the Church] can only
            remain silent because no true witness of her God is thus possible. There is nothing
            to respond to Rabshakeh, because all we could say would signify nothing for him. Propaganda
            forbids all witness to the Lord . . . So, for the church, silence alone. Silence,
            and not dialogue.[196] 
         

      

      Theological interpretations of modern propaganda of this kind eventually dovetail
         with the concrete failure of his political hopes in Ellul’s later view that no dialogue
         is possible with the modern state today. One can see some of the reasoning guiding
         his theological reading of sociological changes, moving towards anarchy as the best
         current mode of engagement. 
      

      
      If, like Commonplaces, Politique shows overall continuity with Ellul’s earlier theological works with slight hints
         of impending crises and change, by March of 1967 Ellul is questioning absence, presence,
         and faith in earnest. In his article “Mon Dieu, Mon Dieu, Pour quoi m’as-tu abandonné
         ? [My God, My God, Why have You Forsaken Me?”] he considers the crucifixion, emphasizing
         how Jesus takes upon himself humanity’s hopelessness and abandonment.[197]   Considering Christ’s question, Ellul notes the difference between what is communicated
         in what Jesus is and in what he says. Jesus is himself the response to this question, but he has none. Like Job, his “absurd” question is left unanswered; “it plunges us into a depth
         of mystery that we cannot understand or analyse.” Rejecting the “vulgarized, banalized”
         “pseudo-theology” of the formula “God is dead,” Ellul nevertheless meditates on this
         death of the totality of God on the cross. “The true and terrible question . . . To whom is the question
         addressed? To the Father? But the son is not different from the Father. The Father
         and I are One . . . Certainly, it falls on an empty heaven!” Interestingly, “‘God
         is dead?’ Yes, of course! And even before Jesus dies physically. He is dead, more
         than Nietz­sche believed, and long before Nietz­sche said it . . . It is God alone
         who decided it should be so.” Here, then, Ellul finds that God is absent. But the question remains: why then is Jesus even talking? Far from seeing God’s death as hailing human maturity, Ellul views Christ’s affirmation
         of faith in the form of a desperate address as  God’s   presence in this situation. Ellul thus finds a failure of presence—and against this failure, its recovery in the hope of Christ’s
            prayer. This is compounded in Ellul’s preface to a new French translation of the Psalms:
         asking how the psalms (human words) can become part of scripture (the divine Word)
         Ellul says that because they are speaking to God, these words say the truth of God,
         especially when God is Himself silent. Addressing God ignores the question of his existence. Ellul calls this an “anti-theology of the
         death of God par excellence.”[198]   
      

      
      This article displays intense questioning of theological presence. To the extent that
         my hypothesis is correct and that Ellul’s confrontation, at least with the sociological fact of the successful structuralist popularization of Nietz­sche’s critique of presence,
         if not with its content in his own belief, could contribute towards a personal crisis
         for him, surely this marks its clear reflection in his written work. One might also
         link his focus on those who are abandoned and weak with his work with the street gangs.
         In any case, Ellul is intensely meditating on questions of theological presence in March of 1967.
      

      
      This questioning at the intersection between presence, language and communication
         continues throughout the following years in numerous theological articles. In the
         beginnings of a theology of information (reinforcing his focus on law as linguistic formation of institutions), Ellul notes that biblically, language is the root of group participation.[199]   However, echoing the explicitly theological nature of language in Schrift’s account
         of Nietz­sche, language finds value in God’s speech. Human language only has meaning because God speaks. Ellul rejects the structuralist conception of language
         in terms of sign/signifier/signified (though in one article contesting hermeneutical
         questioning, he inverts the signification process, saying it goes from revealed truth
         to signified, then to signifier). The human is in question along with language: “man
         is not a unified being, all of a piece and coherent with himself.”[200]   The call of God separates man from the group; humans are only freed from the mass by God’s speech.
         Theologically grounded communication grounds the individual person—and it is theological presence in this speech which is in question in this crisis. “Our problem is affirming
         ‘God has really said,’” which is answered (as with Christ on the cross) by what we
         are more than what we do. This demands spiritual solitude like a desert monk, only “Our
         desert today is the crowd. Our Christianity will thus entail a rigor, an asceticism
         without precedent.”
      

      
      Ellul’s developing linguistic anthropology must be underlined. In the sociological
         treatment above, I noted that at the end of Illusion, Ellul said that the linguistic “quest for the common measure” marks the human. If
         the mass was a community created by propaganda, here, humans are separable from this
         mass, divisible into persons only by the call of God. I have just noted that humans
         are not inherently “full presences,” not naturally in-dividual, and it was shown previously
         that contemporary society tends both to break up the individual and to unite individuals
         into an agglomerated mass. As in my treatment in chapter 2, for Ellul, human language
         both unites human beings in community and separates them as individuals; it seems
         that this language is Christologically founded, only what it is by virtue of the spoken
         Word of God. 
      

      
      If Ellul’s questioning continues, so does his emphasis on human hope as the theological
         response. By 1968, questioning presence is explicitly personal for Ellul. His article
         “Jésus Christ” seems to discuss his conversion implicitly, relating recurrences of
         the same presence which confronted him. Theologically, this delicate, poetic, and
         irreducibly personal article is Ellul’s theological answer to the question of presence
         in nuce, though I develop his answer at length below. While Ellul always tries to push his
         own life towards an individual unity, it always splits; Christ’s presence is “the
         breach constantly held open, despite my efforts to fill it in.”[201]   Christ’s inexplicable presence translates as a lack, an absence. 
      

      
         Nothing that was in me could have allowed me to predict this birth—this unexpected
            presence of another than myself . . . It is never where I expect to discern it, in
            my writing, in my thought, in my witness. But I do not perceive this absence, I do
            not become aware of it except when it is present, other than my life and yet in it—in
            its banality—my everyday routine . . . A presence that I could not deny without denying
            myself . . . And each time, everything splits open; the accident which occurred the
            first time is reproduced. The system is reopened, the imprisonment of things and of
            men collapses, they suddenly regain their singularity in relation to me—that is, their
            presence. I find a neighbor, not because he is a man but because the breaking of unity
            is produced by the presence of Christ. He introduces disharmony; this life that I
            neatly organize and order suddenly becomes torrential, escapes me. And I find myself
            again before the question—because it is only a question and never a response . . .
            this presence of Jesus is the proximity of the inaccessible—at once the one whom my
            simplest words call upon and the one who says to me “Do not touch me” . . . And suddenly,
            the ‘as little children’ becomes my reduction, the limitlessness of the inaccessible,
            brusquely incarnate in what I had believed so close and so confident . . . And yet
            nothing is said when I recognize myself in this division, for exactly at this point
            do I find peace . . . because for him, there is neither rupture, nor misunderstanding—for
            him alone—and that is my peace. The one who has the (only) words of eternal life meets
            me in my incertitude. And everything happens “in the silence of a vanishing murmur”
            (1 Kings 19:12).[202] 
         

      

      Far from constituting a metaphysical lynchpin for the unity of the human person, the
         presence of Jesus Christ is instead the singular and mysterious ground, a unity and
         presence which I do not understand and cannot grasp, but which confronts me with my
         own finitude and which allows for the presence of other humans and objects. But this
         presence which manifests itself as an absence has nothing to do with catechisms or
         philosophy, which seek to answer questions; this presence is a person and a question, perhaps akin to “Where were you when I laid the foundation
         of the earth?”[203]  This question allows Ellul peace in his temporal limitations, in not-knowing, because
         Jesus alone can know and be without rupture or misunderstanding. In other words, there
         is no intellectual answer. It is this existential relation to the presence of Jesus Christ, the mystery
         of which exceeds us, which allows our humble, limited and temporal understanding to
         be content with its own limits, which permits our own misunderstandings and “dividuality.”[204]  
      

      
      Impossible Prayer

      
      Questioning of presence and its communicative, anthropological, and temporal connotations
         reaches a paroxysm in Ellul’s book L’impossible prière [Impossible Prayer (1972), published first in English as Prayer and Modern Man (1970)]. Ellul probes the communicative nature of prayer, grounding this relation—and
         the human, human history and linguistic communication—in the specific temporality
         of the existential relation with God in Jesus Christ, made present in prayer. 
      

      
      As usual, from the beginning of this book Ellul interrogates the meaning of prayer
         today, in his time. As society is no longer “Christian,” the real question of prayer for
         modern humanity is “why pray?” This is not a theological question; for a theology
         of prayer, he cites those of Theresa, Luther, Pascal, St. John of the Cross, Barth,
         Kierkegaard, and Calvin as more than sufficient, and he references these throughout
         the book. But theology cannot give the human of today a reason to pray, a diagnosis which Ellul insists describes himself.[205]   Chapter one analyzes “intimate and reassuring” views of prayer, finding them all
         inapplicable or insufficient for his situation, and noting that ultimately it is God’s
         presence which gives prayer its validity, though our presence before God matters greatly.[206]   Chapter two analyzes the two “fragile foundations” generally assumed for prayer,
         human nature and the presence of God. But if this dual foundation once sufficed, now
         in the “era of suspicion” marked by the thought of Marx, Nietz­sche, and Freud, it
         will not do: “If prayer is founded on the nature of man, this latter has fabricated
         his prayer partner out of his own nature. Basically, it is a word without object and
         without content.”[207]   The “universe of images” changes the context; interpreting prayer is now often
         done hermeneutically. But Ellul finds an important limit to hermeneutics: 
      

      
         Hermeneutics of what? Of the revelation which contains the commandment, the example
            of prayer, the provocation to pray? If so, do we really think that interpreting, demythologizing,
            etc., will push man to pray? Here we find a limit to hermeneutics: it can reformulate
            the truth of God in terms accessible to modern man, but it can neither render this
            truth more true, consequently facilitating man’s adhesion, nor render it such that
            it will bear concrete consequences in man’s life . . . .the hermeneutical operation
            finishes with a deficit of faith, an interior disintegration of the ‘unfaithful faithful,’
            a lukewarm-ness, disinterest among Christians; among conscious non-Christians, a frivolous,
            ironic skepticism.[208] 
         

      

      Beneath the hermeneutic question, Ellul sees the crisis of language. Emphasizing speech, Ellul notes that prayer overflows spoken language and describes how the sign-signifier-signified
         schema fails to capture prayer. 
      

      
         For it to signify, the one who receives the sign must know its content, what it refers
            to, and the signified would have to appear in this way. We could say that it would
            require a sort of prerequisite agreement on the sign. Now, are we really in the presence
            of something like this here? Who knows if the one addressed by prayer agrees on the
            signifier? What kind of communication does this language try to establish? It is man
            who chose the sign because it seemed best for what he wanted to symbolize . . . Does
            God receive it as a signifier? . . . How could we even know? . . . At best, all we
            can say is that we absolutely do not know if there is communication or not . . . But
            can we really say, then, that there is really language here? . . . If we analyse language
            in terms of communication, as a language prayer has no content . . . Either prayer
            is a discourse of man, about man, addressed to man; or it is something else. In the
            former case, it is a language, but is no longer prayer . . . If it has another dimension
            . . . it has no content as a language. The true content of prayer is not expressed
            in what is said.[209] 
         

      

      Linguistically mimicking summum jus summum injuria, language as a closed system can have no signification; language as a system which
         I construct can signify only for me; a partner is thus necessitated, but a divine
         partner is only accessible by faith; but even by faith, it needs an existential presence as the pre-condition for communication. In a rare reference to Heidegger,
         Ellul suggests, “we find ourselves with [prayer] on the terrain of Dasein, of the ‘personality’ whose characteristic trait is precisely being essentially subtracted
         from all informative language.”[210]  But if the contemporary western human does not pray, “it is not because his images
         and concepts have changed, it is an affair of the whole life (and I do not concede
         that language is the whole of life!), it is a sign of absence of being.”[211]  
      

      
      Chapter three addresses reasons not to pray, rejecting every reason examined as bankrupt. Prayer is “impossible”; “it
         is in praying that we find the conditions considered necessary by man: they are not
         prior to praying.”[212]   If praying creates its own possibility, it also creates its own time: “It is prayer which creates the silence necessary for prayer—it is prayer which
         makes time: all the time necessary: because if it is a living with God, it takes us
         out of duration and inserts us in another dimension (I am not speaking of eternity!)
         where several seconds can have a considerable grandeur of time.”[213]   
      

      
      Prayer is thus the existential form of life which precedes prayer as communication,
         a form of life-with-God with its own temporality. Echoing my focus on the opposition
         between presence and technique in chapter three, Ellul notes that when prayer becomes
         a technique to produce results, it is lost because the presence of the other is lost; technique allows no beyond.[214]  
      

      
      But if this form of life exceeds and underpins language, prayer is still above all
         word, invested with important meaning by God. The trouble with this is that human words
         cannot become word anymore (les mots [individual words] cannot become parole [word, speech]). This linguistic crisis “is reducible to the absence of the subject
         and the absence of hearer.”[215]   As in Métamorphose, humanity reified in the world of objects leads to the absence of I/Thou relations.[216]   This absence characterizes our society and undermines real communication. If there is no message
         to be communicated, there is no word; importantly, “for there to be a message or word,
         the speaker must put their person in play in the instant that they speak. The relation
         established must be person-to-person.”[217]   The existential relation grounding communication must actually ground it. Sociological
         or philosophical studies of this linguistic crisis are not useless because they express
         a lived reality.[218]   
      

      
      Ellul’s theological interpretation of this sociological reality takes a distinct shape
         here. If human language cannot become word, that is because—in current fact (not universally
         nor for all time)—God is at least unrecognized in language, if He has not actually
         withdrawn from it to become altogether absent. It would be foolish to interpret this
         as a happy obsolescence of prayer. Ellul views “death of God” theologians as teaching
         that prayer is no longer necessary, whether in various incarnations of humanity’s
         “coming of age” (as Ellul’s reading of Bonhoeffer’s famous statement leads him to),
         or because prayer was “infantile,” etc. He rejects Freudian language viewing the oedipal
         “killing of God” positively, or relations that view the Father-child relation of prayer
         as a structure of dominance.[219]   By Hope, this will be treated at length as “the silence of God.”
      

      
      The only reason to pray is obedience to the command of God. Picking up from the meditation
         on inutility at the end of Politique, prayer’s value is not in itself, as a technique; it is gratuitous and useless.[220]   We pray out of obedience, because we are commanded to “watch and pray.” Drawing
         on Barth to insist on the difference between the law and the commandment, Ellul notes
         that in the command, the word becomes a word to me. Prayer is both the possibility and the work of faith.[221]   Prayer is not a duty; the grammar of command leaves me free.
      

      
      And because prayer is obedience, prayer is a dialogue with God: if we are commanded to pray, the command is simultaneously a
         promise that God will receive the prayer as communication. Here, Ellul’s meditation
         on the crucifixion comes into play: concerning Jesus’s statement “My God, My God .
         . .” “He addresses an empty heaven, in the abandonment that he experiences as complete,
         yet he still says ‘My God . . .’ This God is. He is mine . . . the relation is established, even in this absence.”[222]   If Christians did not believe this was a dialogue, they would not open their mouths
         at all. But it is an existential dialogue to which they respond by living: “Prayer
         is dialogue, but this dialogue—God acts and asks you to act.”[223]   
      

      
      In perhaps the most foundational statement of prayer as existential relation to God,
         Ellul writes:
      

      
         What would prayer be if it did not claim to make present in this instant and in what
            concerns me (us) this encounter of God with man accomplished in Jesus Christ? And
            consequently, if it did not aim to affirm that henceforth it is by this that we live,
            that history will be accomplished; it is thus not economic, or political, or aesthetic
            or social history, but in all its domains, it is the history of God with man. And
            God’s decision to make this history is made in Jesus Christ: the decision of man to
            do so also, at the same time, is prayer, my prayer, right now. Prayer is this or it
            is nothing. And thus, prayer, founded on the promise contained in the commandment,
            implies hope. It is an act, an expression of hope, even if (above all if!), at the human level, it is a cry of hopelessness.[224] 
         

      

      If Kierkegaard is Ellul’s model, Ellul can be seen as doing what Kierkegaard did with
         Abraham in Fear and Trembling: abstracting, from the concrete event of Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac/Jesus abandoned
         on the cross, the ethical content of the teleological suspension of the ethical/the
         address to God in hopelessness as the existential form of His presence. Ellul is trying
         to affirm the presence of the living God when society celebrates His absence, without
         resorting to metaphysical theology, or immanentizing God via a collapsed creator/creature
         distinction, and above all without mechanizing history or guaranteeing God’s presence
         as a principle. By focusing on prayer as the form of life where the presence of Jesus
         Christ presents itself now, Ellul remains within the epistemological limits of time
         and space. 
      

      
      In line with Dialogue and Ellul’s conversion, presence is still the guiding theme; only now, when this existential
         presence seems no longer available, the believer’s wagering word (modelled after Christ
         on the cross) is the sign and reality of this presence. But because Ellul draws on
         the abandonment of Christ in the crucifixion as the ethical model here, in the context
         of hopeless abandon, only an existential wager on God’s presence—that is, a life which
         treats him as if He is there against all indication to the contrary, and moreover,
         engages in combat to call God to be present—can make us human. 
      

      
         Jesus tells us that in these circumstances prayer alone allows us to be a man, to ‘lift up your heads, stand up’ (Luke 21:28) and to appear
            upright before the Son of man, when he tells us that prayer . . . is what allows us
            to be fully man, and truly responsible, that without prayer, in this situation, each one can only debase himself, cede to his fear, egoism, delirium.[225] 
         

      

      In times of the abandonment or silence of God, prayer is the only way to be human. With Qohelet in play, prayer is not oriented to the past—God takes
         the past (“God seeks what slips away” Ecclesiastes 3:15).[226]  Neither is prayer there “to assure a present.”[227]  Prayer “is there to realize a future, to assure the possibility of a history . .
         . Let us not deceive ourselves, prayer and prayer alone can make history.”[228]  Obeying the command to watch and pray, prayer makes us vigilant and communicates
         ethical coordinates to us (which suppose our looking, expecting, and hoping). Answering
         Ellul’s Kierkegaardian inquiries, this vigilance allows the discernment of the works of God in time. Thus, prayer is the form of life which incarnates God’s presence, which truly
         achieves contemporaneity with Christ, even when God is silent or turns His face away.
         
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Amidst national intellectual instability, Ellul underwent a crisis of faith in the
         late sixties. I have suggested elements of this crisis, focusing on the rise of structuralism
         in 1965–66. I have showed that Structuralism raises presence as a question for Ellul,
         shaking the foundations of the human, language, and historical meaning. Ellul first
         reads Foucault’s text carefully. He responds with a Marxist-sociological critique
         of structuralism’s Nietz­schean underpinnings. He finds value in their critiques,
         but mostly sociological value: these critiques express the truth of the times. Despite agreement with structuralist
         opposition to conceptual ‘Man,’ fascism, and historical progress narratives, Ellul
         links these critiques to the Second World War, seeing their critique and this war
         as expressions of a deeper nihilism—the abandonment of the linguistic fight which
         western humanity has fought until this point. Attempting to respond to this nihilism,
         he questions presence theologically (which formed the core of his theological project
         as conceived from the mid-thirties). His response situates presence in prayer as the existential and voluntary human response to God’s being with us in Jesus Christ.
         Prayer is the form of Christian presence-with-God which shifts time and allows history,
         which grounds communicative language, and which alone allows the human to be a human in hopeless circumstances. Far from being a ‘full presence,’
         this presence is fragile, delicate, and humble.
      

      
      Recall from the last chapter that in his personalist writings, Ellul explicitly called
         this abandonment, this refusal of becoming aware or of consciousness, “the social
         sin,” but crucially, also, the “sin against the Holy Spirit.” One can thus understand
         how this nihilism might lead Ellul to be seriously concerned for the trajectory of
         western history, especially in light of his sociology. In the thirties, he watched
         the rise of Fascism in Germany, Italy, and later in Russia; he himself traced the
         way propaganda ended presence and turned linguistic law into technical law, which
         in his institutional historical work, marks a society’s decline; now, he has traced
         the rise of propaganda as advertising, highlighted the threat to linguistic institutions,
         and seen how “Hitler’s victory” has transformed the entire West into a society characterized by this third-stage technical law.[229]   For Ellul, the West is in decline; it is suicidal. And yet, God is Lord of history.
         It is thus not out of the question to ask if, in Ellul’s specific focus on abandonment, he feels this abandonment himself, but moreover, interprets it as a societal phenomenon:
         Is the “silence of God” God’s judgment on the West? 
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      Chapter 5

      A Hopeful, Spoken Incognito

      
         
         
         Presence in the Postmodern World
         

         
      

      
      One of the most remarkable features about recent studies of twentieth-century French
         intellectual life is a sense of despair and sadness as the country approached the
         turn of the twenty-first century. For example, the second tome of François Dosse’s
         expansive La saga des intellectuels français 1944-1989 (itself titled “The Future in Tatters [or ‘Crumbs’]”) is divided into two sections:
         “A Disoriented Time” and “An Opaque Future,” bookended by “Avoiding Catastrophe” (the
         introduction) and “A Turn of the Century Without a Compass” (conclusion). Dosse opens
         the volume noting that at the end of France’s thirty-year postwar period of economic
         growth, there was a new “conviction that the direction of history had been inverted,
         the assurance of bright futures giving way to the expectation and fear of a coming
         catastrophe which ought to be averted.”[1] He notes that “the crisis of the future” also puts the past in question, leaving
         both a fear-inducing question mark overwhelmed by a problematic present: “The present
         ‘is at once everything (the present is all there is) and almost nothing (the tyranny
         of the immediate).’”[2] The conclusion’s missing compass refers to the absent direction of history, the lack
         of the sort of metanarrative which earned his description of the twentieth century
         as “the cemetery of socio-historical imaginaries of the nineteenth century.”[3] Dosse notes this work as his attempt to combat the false enclosure of the present
         by properly remembering the past—not in nostalgia or melancholy, but in mourning: his work’s “ambition is to encourage the necessary work of mourning the categories
         of the old world, and to make room for a self-criticism which, in setting aside the
         impasses of the past, might lay the foundations of a new horizon of expectation and
         hope . . .”[4] Dosse calls intellectuals to a sober look at the western legacy and encourages them
         to carefully seek hope for a future.
      

      
      From within this hopeless half-century, Ellul pinpointed the dearth of hope as the
         defining characteristic of his times, and adapted his theological proclamation to
         address this precise situation. My hope is that this chapter’s illustration of Ellul’s
         prophetic attempt to awaken hope in the West can permit Ellul to be heard as a voice
         calling for precisely the kind of sober, restrained, yet hopeful future that Dosse
         is calling for. While the last chapter synthesized elements of Ellul’s crisis from
         his works written in media res, the present chapter examines Ellul’s fuller, consciously post-crisis response as
         communicated in his 1972 book L’espérance oubliée. I use the themes developed thus far to view his 1981 book La parole humiliée (literally The Humiliated Word, translated as The Humiliation of the Word) as a related element of further response.
      

      
      The shifts in Ellul’s theology and ethics reflected in these books address problems
         which the new sociological communicative situation raises for his theology of presence.
         In Espérance, Ellul recognizes that the critique and loss of presence in language problematizes
         communication and institutions; presence is no longer a given, and signification cannot
         operate as before. Reading this situation theologically as God’s silence and abandonment,
         Ellul responds by recasting his theology of presence in a new mode, hope, which grounds a Kierkegaardian incognito as the corresponding mode of signification.
      

      
      Then, in Parole, Ellul focuses on the new audio-visual media situation and the problems it poses
         for presence. He describes the human living in the new world of images, linking images
         to technique, idolatry, and philosophy. Against structuralist emphases on text and constructed language, Ellul proffers a theology of speech and emphasizes constructed images. Ellul’s speech ethics suggest that despite the
         sociological breakdown of linguistic institutions, the fragility of truth expressed
         in the spoken human word is humanity’s best hope for true community. I suggest that
         this be heard as a call seeking to rediscover the incarnate, communicative, spatio-temporal
         dialogue elaborated in Dialogue, in a new situation. Ellul thus elaborates a protestant theological communication ethic for the postmodern
         age. I end by highlighting elements of this shift visible in Éthique. This analysis shows why Fasching’s reading of Ellul as doing “post-modern, post-Christian
         theology” does not account for the important differences between Ellul and structuralist
         thinkers.
      

      
      I situate this treatment as a moment in Ellul’s trajectory predating important theological
         shifts in his 1975 Apocalypse. The latter finds Ellul reading Marxist historical dialectics into the book of Revelation.
         This is problematic for Ellul’s approach to redeeming the time. Before, Marxist historical dialectics offered Ellul a negative criterion for the
         freedom of time; now, their positive description of historical progress becomes theologized, installing Ellul’s own version of a dialectical progression into history. I thus show
         why, in opposition to Fasching, I read Apocalypse as a betrayal of Ellul’s earlier position, not his “crowning theological work.”
      

      
      Section one treats shifts in Ellul’s use of historical dialectics in his theology
         between 1965–1975, focusing on Autopsy and Apocalypse. Sections two and three draw out Ellul’s full post-crisis response to structuralism
         from Espérance and Parole, suggesting elements of his protestant communication ethic for the postmodern age.
         Section four returns to Éthique, highlighting elements of response to structuralism.
      

      
      Apocalypse: (Biblical?) Historical Dialectics

      
      To historically locate Hope and Humiliation, I must first show how Ellul’s theological move towards a robust doctrine of universal
         salvation between 1965 and Apocalypse (1975) departs from his earlier thought on time. Recall his note to Chastenet that
         “It is only in the course of a series of studies on the Apocalypse, begun in 1965,
         that he oriented himself towards the thesis of universal salvation.”[5] While as early as Jonas (1952), Ellul demonstrates inclinations towards universal salvation, by the mid-late
         seventies, it becomes the most fixed element in his theology, visible in Apocalypse.[6] 
      

      
      Whatever the cause, I argue that this represents a shift in Ellul’s approach to time,
         moving away from presence as the Qoheletian-Kierkegaardian mix described thus far.
         This shift could be due to Ellul’s increased use of historical dialectics in his reading
         of the Bible. Marxist historical dialectics have been present in some manner in Ellul’s
         work since the beginning; we saw that Blanc sees their role as limited. In this period
         their role in Ellul’s interpretation of biblical texts and ethics grows. In Apocalypse, dialectical reasoning provides the driving force in Ellul’s biblical interpretation.
      

      
      In Presence, the Christian’s role was one of tension in society. To be critical, this could be read as a dogmatic import of Marxist views
         of historical development via forces in tension. To give due justice to Ellul’s historical
         studies and read his theology charitably, it could be viewed as a Qoheletian observation
         of what was there to be seen; Ellul saw a certain play of tensions and forces in institutional
         evolution. Comparing the institutions of western civilizations, he discerned a common
         evolution, with institutional fixity and sclerosis preceding the death of a society.
         Christians should free enslaved time; to the extent that this institutional evolution
         can be regarded as sociological slavery of history, Christians should provide dialogic
         tension with this society, a tension directed towards signification and communication.
         This tension of dialogue could question what society had fixed, with Christians living
         their faith while simultaneously avoiding institutional fixity.
      

      
      After 1965, questions of God’s historical action and making “history” are prominent.
         Politique (1966) finds Ellul noting: “We could say that there is a sort of logic discernible
         in the evolution of a society, institutions, events. There are significant regularities
         against which we can do nothing; there are sociological and economic ‘laws’ (as long
         as we do not give this term the exact meaning that it can have for physics . . .).”[7] However, this remains an inquiry: this is not Hegel’s geist. “There is not one Weltgeist which suffices for everything, nor one exhaustive dialectical explication; moreover, this fatality does not weigh on all
         men in the same manner.”[8] Jesus as Lord of History means that thinking the “miracle” loses pressing interest;
         all of life is God’s work. Historical research into causality remains humble work which
         cannot explain things like Alexander the Great or Joan of Arc.[9] But the miracle is one fashion in which God speaks to faith. Avoiding an apologetic,
         explication, or assimilating historical inexplicability and the miracle, Christians
         must inquire as to what concrete historical events mean for faith.[10] “The knot of the problem of the miracle resides in the condemnation and death of
         Jesus Christ on the cross (much more than the resurrection, which radically departs
         from all categories, even that of miracles!).”[11] Whatever we say about God’s action in history is inextricably linked to Christology,
         specifically the crucifixion. On the slavery of time and discerning God’s work in
         history, Ellul writes:
      

      
         . . . we can say, in proceeding thus to the relation between the naturalist conception
            of history and the intervention of the wholly Other, that in Jesus Christ, the miracle
            is that which excludes natural causalities (not for themselves, and this is not in
            itself the miracle) in breaking the fatality of History. There resides the meaning
            [sens] of the death of Jesus Christ at the intersection of History. This is the incarnation
            of the Word.[12] 
         

      

      The incarnation does not remove sociological fatality straightaway; the historical
         context persists. But this interruption reverberates throughout history—“This is the
         white horse traversing the world with the three others . . . For Jesus Christ has
         set the power of freedom in movement . . . in the course of history, which in no way
         signifies that history has become a sort of triumphal march of the conquests of freedom.”[13] 
      

      
      In this interpretation, Ellul is hesitantly working from a sociological understanding
         towards a biblical interpretation of history, one not unlike a theory of historical
         development as a play of tensions and forces, with human freedom mixed in among them.[14] Additionally, Ellul is clearly beginning to use this view of historical evolution
         as an interpretive tool in his biblical reading of Revelation, where human history
         is composed of the march of the four horsemen, with Christ the element keeping the
         others from closing in on themselves, maintaining freedom and play in history, not
         necessity and determinism. This becomes central in Apocalypse almost a decade later. The role played by historical dialectics in his theology is
         worth considering carefully. After May ’68, Ellul’s questioning of presence notes
         that there is no history (and therefore no future for the West) unless the church
         is the incarnation of God.[15] The ambiguity of this statement matters: if it is an importation of Marxist dialectics
         into theology, then clearly, theology moves within a grammar delineated by this dialectic;
         if on the contrary, it is the fruit of observation in a Qoheletian attempt at wisdom,
         might there be some truth here, however relative, temporal, and fragile?
      

      
      Sociologically, Ellul most clearly wrestles with Marxist/Hegelian historical dialectics
         in Autopsy (1969). Revolution is dead—hence the autopsy; for Ellul, Marx and Hegel killed revolution,
         normalizing it by applying dialectics to history, integrating time in their thought.
         This precise move represents the shift from a classical industrial society to a society
         defined by technique.[16] Marx’s dictum labelling revolution the “locomotive of history” is accurate: it makes
         time a machine, drives history like an engine.[17] Ellul sees these dialectics as too abstract and rejects the meaning which they give
         to history. He thus makes the slavery of time created by Marxist-Hegelian historical
         dialectics the very heart of the technological society. How will he fight back? The
         last chapter in the book, “Necessary Revolution” (a throwback to Aron and Dandieu’s
         La révolution necessaire), takes necessity in the sense of moral obligation. Revolution is necessary, not because history’s internal logic demands it, but as an exercise of human freedom,
         creating a new situation against a humanly intolerable situation.
      

      
      And here, we find an interesting statement: after quoting Aron and Dandieu, he repeats
         it, explaining: “Revolution is man himself. I believe in effect that it is through
         revolutionary acts that man makes himself.”[18] 
      

      
      Chapter four arrayed a very different set of anthropological statements: the human
         is constituted only by prayerful response to God’s call; a quest for the “common measure” defines the
         human; now, the human is revolution, makes themselves in revolution.[19] In chapter 1, I developed the differences between Ellul’s irony and Kierkegaard’s.
         Because Ellul’s irony is not ironic towards words, we cannot cast these statements
         aside, showing which one was the ‘mask’; are these three statements reconcilable?
         This thesis has established the strong connection between the human, language, and
         time in presence; this contradiction in the human cannot be separable from a contradiction in the
         others. Autopsy is clearly finished in 1969, as it criticizes the May ’68 revolts and cites Baudrillard’s The System of Objects (1969). But insofar as it consciously revives personalist politics, could it be that
         it was begun much earlier? Either way, does not the juxtaposition of these three statements
         reveal a crisis waiting to happen, whether in theological anthropology, a concept
         of the human, or in Ellul’s use of language? Beyond only anthropological considerations, to what extent is Ellul’s
         ‘necessary revolution’ negatively determined by the historical dialectics which it
         attacked? When Ellul says that revolution must be negative,[20] is this because giving too positive a content would mark a new historical direction,
         a slavery? In other words, from the beginning, Ellul’s sociology attempted to note
         the ‘direction of history,’ raising the question of Christian and human conformity
         to what was necessary, giving the church tools for self-critique, to avoid justificatory
         thought. But at this point, is this question-raising not overstepped, with sociological
         necessity negatively defining freedom, necessitating that freedom not go in the same direction?
      

      
      Recall the suggestion of Ellul’s students in Marxiste that he read Marx through a biblical lens; between 1966 and 1975, we see him reading
         the Bible through Marxist historical dialectics. He parries the criticism that he
         is importing a philosophical concept of dialectic into the Bible by finding the Bible
         to be inherently dialectical, saying that dialectic was Hebrew before it was Greek. Comparing the 1970
         English edition of The Meaning of the City with its 1975 French publication as Sans feu ni lieu makes this evident. The expanded French text sees dialectical emphases which are
         absent in the English, such as Ellul’s suggestion that “the very essence of these
         texts [is] dialectical”;[21] “Long before Hegel’s dialectics of Master and Slave, the Bible inscribed this dialectic
         of the persecutor and the victim.”[22] But is Ellul’s parry convincing? At the least, highlighting Ellul’s growing emphasis
         on dialectic as a structure of biblical revelation allows me to suggest this as a
         later emphasis; works placing heavier emphasis on this theological dialectic (Apocalypse, What I Believe, and his essay “On Dialectic”) are notably later, post-crisis works.[23] 
      

      
      By Apocalypse, historical dialectics are not only present, but drive his theology.
      

      
      
         There is no triumph of death, for victory is ultimately promised to this white horse
            and to him alone, and he is already himself the Victory . . . There is a sort of dialectic
            (constant in the Bible) between these powers who combine. And it is also because all
            biblical thought (principally in its prophetic and apocalyptic aspects) is dialectical
            that we are certain that the white horse designates the Word of God: if it designated
            war, and the red horse designated revolution (or civil war), there would be no dialectical
            movement: all the horses would be on the same line, there would be no play between
            them. They would not be the forces of History: for there to be history, dialectical process is necessary (and
            it is not to follow the current trend that I say this). But our dialectic, that of
            the Bible, plays between historical powers and the metahistorical power which is historicized.
            This is the only true dialectic possible.[24] 
         

      

      Now, Ellul’s theological time reads dialectically: “Nothing has meaning [sens] any longer in the Gospel if after the Cross and the Resurrection there is still
         a contingency concerning salvation and Life.”[25] Rather than remaining within the epistemological limits of time and space, this predicates
         the entire meaning of history on its future outcome. This is not problematic eo ipso; but crucially departing from his earlier thought, this is intellectually formulated, not lived existentially. Theologically, this shift is also visible in his approach to the doctrine of Christ
         as recapitulation of history: in Fausse, Ellul believed that “We can say absolutely nothing on the signification of the ‘recapitulation
         of History in Christ,’” yet, in Apocalypse, the doctrine receives content and emphasis.[26] Until now, history has been open and dialectics has been a useful tool for describing
         what is true biblically; now, it becomes biblical truth. Until now there has been
         no synthesis, but here, “The final Lord . . . is ‘the synthesis’ (if we can say this!)
         of the one who has traversed History, modifying it through his presence, and the one
         who reigned supreme over the people that he constituted . . .”[27] Liberating time was Ellul’s chief ethical concern, causing him to oppose metaphysical
         thinking and commonplaces as two modes of speaking which falsify the present, but
         also Marx’s adoption of Hegelian historical dialectics for mechanizing history. Yet in Apocalypse, despite his insistence that history is not a mechanical process, his own language
         adopts these Marxist formulae: “The prayer of these martyrs is one of the driving
         forces [forces motrices] of History.”[28] 
      

      
      Was he not arguing against dialectics in time and history only a few years before? Does not thinking history
         dialectically integrate time into thought, like Marx—shifting Ellul’s dialectic from
         an existential one to an intellectual one, trading the existential wager on Christ’s victory for a dialectically funded intellectual certitude? Indeed, when he formulates “dialectic” as a methodical approach, as the movement
         of the architecture, or as an essential structure of the biblical texts, is this not
         the very reduction of the existential which Ellul tried to avoid? Is this like the
         philosopher in Fondement who, regarding natural law, ended her living relation to it by formulating it as
         natural law—only this time with the evolution of time? All the benefits of his unique
         treatment of Revelation notwithstanding, Apocalypse, in describing history’s meaning as dialectical at all—even if as Christ—speaks metahistorically. Formulating dialectic as a positive theological and sociological
         characteristic of how history progresses and attempting to restart this positive dialectic
         is different from looking at how things happened in the past and describing it as
         dialectical. Viewing biblical revelation as dialectical in structure installs a process
         into what would otherwise be a dialogue. In any case, the difference from Ellul’s
         earlier position is visible by comparing this with one of Ellul’s earliest written
         pieces, “Pour un droit vivant”:
      

      
         As soon as any human phenomenon becomes conscious (i.e. we become aware of it), it
            enters a network in which it loses its character of spontaneity. Once people have
            become aware of it, it becomes obvious and then understood. Once understood, it becomes
            reasoned. Once reasoned, it becomes willed. Once willed, it ceases to be real and
            becomes instead a process.[29] 
         

      

      Applying Ellul’s own criticism to himself, has he not now ceased to show a spontaneous
         relationship to time and biblical revelation, precisely by formulating it as dialectic?
         
      

      
      “The great problem for me was to know if I could be Marxist and Christian . . .”[30] “I have always tried to prevent ‘my’ theology from influencing my sociological research
         and my comprehension of the world from distorting my reading of the Bible.”[31] Perhaps the tension in his attempt to keep the two methods separate collapsed in
         his personal crisis. In any case, Autopsie contains an element of their blending overlooked in the English translation: listing
         dionysiac explosions characterizing the late sixties, Ellul includes the transliteration
         of the Hebrew phrase from Genesis 1 describing the earth as “formless and void,” “the
         ‘tohu bohu.’”[32] Perhaps Ellul was unaware of the blending of these approaches—but this seems to refuse
         to take him seriously. He might be seen as attempting an apologetic (which he ceaselessly
         rejected). Or perhaps, as he overlooked the complicated role which Kierkegaard’s personal
         investment in philosophy played in his theology, Ellul overlooked his own inescapably
         personal investments both in Marxist sociology and in his theology. Apocalypse thus represents a departure with Ellul’s earlier approach to time which allows him
         to proclaim universal salvation more dogmatically than he ever did before.[33] Thus, when Fasching adopts Apocalypse as Ellul’s “crowning theological work,” he thereby privileges Ellul’s later position,
         in which his temporal existential dialectics have mutated.[34] 
      

      
      Forgotten Hope: Recasting Presence for the Postmodern World
      

      
      Ellul’s full response to his crisis comes in two books, Espérance (Hope) and Parole (Humiliation). Explicitly responding to this crisis and to new communicative conditions, Hope (1972) fully diagnoses the crisis of presence, then recasts presence in a new mode
         as hope, grounding a Kierkegaardian Incognito as the new mode of signification. This
         modified framework constitutes part of what I view as Ellul’s protestant response to structuralist thought.
      

      
      I treat these books as expressing a relative unity of thought, drawing from both in
         tandem despite the nine-year gap between their respective publications. Evidence suggests
         that Ellul began writing Parole around the same time as Espérance, if not earlier. Both clearly did not spring immediately ex nihilo—Ellul had been mulling over themes for both books for some time. The last in a series
         of articles titled “Chronique de la peur” (“Chronicle of Fear,” or possibly “Column
         of Fear,” in the sense of a newspaper column) published in 1952–1953 establishes the
         distinction between espoir and espérance central to Espérance, designating the latter as an explicitly Christocentric response to fear. Ellul notes
         that humanity has completely turned away from God, refusing to be consoled; the only
         hope is to re-establish communion with God, and church members must live this hope, which is “much more total and fundamental than what we have traditionally
         called evangelism.”[35] These themes resurface at the heart of Espérance almost twenty years later. Parole is similar: beyond the centrality of the dialectic of language and existence from
         Dialogue to Parole, other dominant themes were present in Ellul’s work as early as 1960. 1959’s “Evangélisation
         et propagande” (“Evangelism and Propaganda”) prefigures Parole’s emphasis on the epistemological and existential differences involved in seeing
         and hearing:
      

      
         We do not address ourselves to the same reality when we show a photograph or when
            we speak . . . The image is addressed neither to reason nor to the intelligence . . . The Reformed church has nothing to show . . . Catholicism is a religion which has something to show. It began to show, it began
            the spectacle from the moment where it deviated from the Word.[36] 
         

      

      His 1960 article “Foi chrétienne et réalité sociale” employs the truth/reality distinction
         which figures heavily in Parole, rejecting the fixity of ‘eternal’ truth: 
      

      
         . . . when I pose the problem, the question of Christianity and social reality, I
            simply pose the question of the relation hic et nunc between the truth of God and this temporal, momentary, local aspect of reality, which
            is our society. But it must be understood that this truth, this Christian truth, is
            not a doctrine, is not a theology, is not an immobile, abstract, and fixed truth:
            the truth is the very power of the living God.[37] 
         

      

      But if Parole was perhaps started or conceived before the crisis of the late sixties, it was certainly
         edited or completed after. Numerous sections of Parole are explicit attacks on Deleuze and Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus, published in 1972.[38] This suggests a date of writing near the publication of Espérance; though Ellul was still clearly concerned with structuralism by the 1981 publication
         of Parole, it would seem strange for Ellul to strongly react to Anti-Oedipus nine years after its publication, especially since his reactions are often very rapid.
         Certainly, there are also responses to books published in the late seventies. I propose
         that Ellul followed the process he seems to have followed with Vouloir and Éthique—writing a complete manuscript, then editing and annotating it just before publication,
         conserving earlier material. Lastly, thematic overlap in Espérance and Parole suggests their proximity in Ellul’s mind—and perhaps in chronology of writing. 
      

      
      After my discussion of Apocalypse, this chronology helps place these books in Ellul’s larger trajectory. Since I see
         Ellul’s approach to time in Apocalypse as a problematic shift from his earlier thought, if Ellul wrote Parole around the same time as Espérance, these works express a dynamic thought in movement, in crisis, a moment between Ellul’s
         earlier thought and the transition towards his views in Apocalypse. I am probing what this moment in Ellul’s trajectory offers contemporary ethics;
         I see Ellul as continuing to change after this moment in ways that I find less ethically
         fecund.
      

      
      Sociological Symptoms, Theological Diagnosis

      
      While I have already cited sections of Ellul’s opening, I will include it here at
         length, as it demonstrates the book’s post-crisis status, its focus on society as
         without future, hope’s similarity to presence, and Ellul’s turn from Barth.[39] 
      

      
         I will speak, then, of hope. But this is no intellectual affair. It happened for me
            in unpredictable ways, through a severe trial through which everything was put into
            question once again. And not only in my most personal affections, or in the meaning
            of what I might attempt to undertake, but also in what has constituted the center
            of my person—or at least what I believe constitutes the center of my person, this
            faith so indisputable and that I experience as so fragile. Everything was put in question
            and I found myself once more before the unforeseeable plan of God. This adds another
            dimension to what I might have been tempted to say otherwise. But in truth I wouldn’t
            have done it. I have been writing on hope for a long time . . . I insisted on certain
            elements which are seen as valuable today—e.g., the decisive importance of the Promise,
            and the approach of the Return, the eschaton which is coming. I insisted on the fact that everything must be understood beginning with the realization of the promise and the eschatological perspective. This didn’t elicit
            much response, and it was legitimate: a simple affair of ‘good’ (i.e., Barthian) theology,
            because it was all already there in Barth. But I didn’t know what I was saying. There
            is an intellectual formalism which, while transmitting the words richest in meaning,
            voids them of their meaning. Today, we are tempted to call it Orthodoxy . . . for
            several years I have intended to write a book on the Time of abandonment [dereliction]. It seemed to me that our society in its sociological evolution, and the man of
            this society in his psychological orientation, resembled what the Bible shows us happens
            when God turns away and is silent. And the Church appeared to me . . . as proof that
            this was indeed the case . . . My purely sociological and historical intellectual
            progression had led me to an impasse. There was nothing to say to the man of my society,
            other than a stoic exhortation to continue, in the abandonment of God. I ran up against
            a wall . . . And then, nothing. And then, everything was given to me, but in another
            way. No intellectual progression guided this conviction except that which had led
            me to observe the concrete situation, which . . . [was] fundamentally without hope.
            . . . And so I experienced that if there is a force of transgression of limits . .
            . it was uniquely the power of the intervention of the God who has remained the Wholly
            Other while being the God of Jesus Christ. Hope became close to me, living, total,
            no longer a theological formula. It also became the response (I do not say the solution)
            and the decision, all while being freely given (I do not say the universal way of
            messages and organizations). There was surely no solution to the problem posed to
            our era . . . But there was a word which was exactly a word capable of being heard
            by this [modern] man and which no hermeneutic could deliver to us. For the man without
            hope, there was a word of hope . . .[40] 
         

      

      Note, first, that Ellul writes after questioning his faith, after the “nothing”; this work is post-crisis, responding to this crisis. Second, Ellul’s sociology had run aground. Here his statement
         to Patrick Chastenet is lived: without his theology, his sociology would have driven
         him to suicide.[41] Third, orthodox Barthianism no longer sufficed; he had “nothing to say to the man
         of my society.” Fourth, Ellul’s diagnosis of the human in this society is: without hope, and the times are characterized as the abandonment of God. Recalling his article on “Jesus Christ,” hope became present to him—not intellectually, but personally close, living. Finally, all that could be heard is a word of hope. These five points concisely summarize main moves of the book. The last element responds
         to his attempt “to hear the question posed by the man of this time—posed not in the
         public sphere, not in the discourses and processions, not by the actor turned towards
         the public, but posed à la cantonade, in the secret of the heart, which forms the architecture of other questions.”[42] Ellul’s wordplay on cantonade, a private theatre box, is noteworthy: these questions are posed in a theatre, confronted by a spectacle (dovetailing with Ellul’s mention of an actor onstage).
         But speaking à la cantonade implies speaking to no one in particular, or to anyone who would listen. This hints
         both that the new communicative situation is akin to trying to seriously discuss while
         surrounded by a spectacle, and that a concrete listener is not assumed, but a real
         question. That we live in a spectacle is intensified in this citation from Parole: “It is as if, two hundred years ago, we had gathered the crew of a ship in the middle
         of a storm to make them attend a theatrical representation of Shakespeare’s The Tempest: this unthinkable and grotesque situation is exactly what we are living!”[43] 
      

      
      Hope’s chapters describe Ellul’s examination of society’s symptoms, seeking a societal
         diagnosis. Headings refer to indices (translatable as symptoms), l’erreur de diagnostic sur l’homme (“the diagnostic error about man”) and l’erreur de diagnostic sur Dieu (“the diagnostic error about God”). Diagnostic implies sickness and treatment. We
         have seen other writers diagnose a “time of crises”; here, Ellul offers his corrective
         of their diagnostics and his own prescribed treatment.[44] When juxtaposed with Parole (in the next section), both books offer fuller descriptions of the communicative situation
         of France (implying the West more broadly) in the “time of crises.”
      

      
      I have shown that presence links humanity, time, and language; Ellul diagnoses all
         three as in severe crisis. First, time is in crisis. Ellul’s Kierkegaardian present is not just passing time, but memory
         and hope as active relations to past and present; but now, since we live in a “closed
         world,” an irrational technological system, time is reduced to empty, passive seconds passing mechanically—a false present.
         “This minute will be followed by another. But there is no future, no construction,
         no place, no logic, no ulterior development of life, no harmony, pre-existing or desired.
         There is no continuity possible—no constancy or fidelity.”[45] The new media situation is key in creating a false, metaphysical present:
      

      
         [Man’s] world is no longer that of his daily experience, of his lived mediocrity,
            his known personality, his renewed relations; it has become the immense scenery planted
            by thousands of bits of information, almost entirely useless for his life but dazzling,
            passionate, traumatizing, exalting, edifying, in their radical insignificance . .
            . The average man, because he is manifestly situated by the [mass media of communication]
            in an imaginary universe, lives in a metaphysical world. This is why he is at once
            so easy to disturb and so inaccessible. He is going nowhere. And believing in progress
            . . . he becomes more and more incapable of personal demands and of the edification
            of the person. He is not at ease except in a climate of absolute, of All or Nothing,
            of Eternity. But this excludes hope.[46] 
         

      

      In my third chapter, Ellul’s analysis in Presence saw the situation from afar, like Walter Benjamin; here there is clear commonality
         with Jean Baudrillard, writing from inside a situation where new media have shifted the old intellectual context—to recall Baudrillard’s
         term, after the “Murder of the Real.”[47] 
      

      
      Humanity, too, is in crisis. Not the Human, but humans, who “live and do not live . . . So,
         they flee,” in drugs, revolution, and dreams.[48] Again, if there is no future, this implies no subjective relation of hope towards
         the future: “The absence of hope is the key which permits to grasp from a unique point
         of view the sentiments and comportments of modern man in general . . .”[49] Hopeless, the contemporary human refuses to be consoled, refuses the prise de conscience so central to Ellul’s sociology.[50] As in Métamorphose, bad conscience is the supreme bourgeois comfort; Sartre and contemporary art confirm
         the hopeless situation, giving the satisfaction of a “work of art or message of closure,
         of designification. Man does not want a word of salvation, of true consolation.”[51] Shifting targets from Sartre to Foucault, today’s humans renounce being themselves:[52] 
      

      
         When man . . . comes with Foucault to recognize himself as an accident which will
            soon efface itself . . . he is not testifying to any virtue of renouncement, any humility
            following the pious traditional discourses of Christians on nothingness before God,
            or of Buddhists on illusion . . . On the contrary, it is a fearful grimace, a bitter
            and empoisoned irony, a pseudo-science which pontificates and predicts the end of
            man . . . But this thought did not just come about by chance: it is truly the expression
            of the common movement. And this is proved by the sudden success of the book of Foucault.[53] 
         

      

      Ellul again refuses structuralism as philosophy, but sees it as expressing the true
         current situation. 
      

      
      Language, finally, is in singular crisis. Ellul has never been a linguistic essentialist; words
         involve fragile human construction, convention, etc. However,
      

      
         Even if it is conventional, it is not exact that language is purely malleable . .
            . Words like justice, freedom, truth, democracy have an emotional charge, a power.
            I am not saying that they have an eternal content, in themselves, fixed for all time,
            but certainly a content which varies within a reasonable range . . . What is new,
            in this time, and perhaps for the first time in history, is the utilization of the
            word designating the old value to fix on its exact opposite . . . Now, this inversion
            of values . . . produces a profound and serious effect on contemporary man: he can
            no longer believe in these words, which thus become simple sounds . . . these words
            expressed the hope of man, they motivated it. These are not neutral sounds: having
            become the inverse of themselves, they constitute a violent poison of the soul, of
            the entire being. They destroy man because this latter, whether he wants it or not,
            bears in himself the thirst for justice, truth, equality . . .[54]  
         

      

      When words are twisted to refer to their opposite, fragile human language is in critical
         condition, especially since we cannot simply construct new language at will.[55] Ellul recalls a focus dear to himself and structuralists in inverse ways, “the fact
         that the word is entirely dissociated from the person. [The word] is no longer the
         person in action, entirely taken in their word, it is on the contrary the means of
         dissimulating the person, the means of hiding oneself . . . It is a pure sound, without
         reference to oneself . . .”[56] The word is cut off from the external referent of human life. 
      

      
      Beyond referring to Nietz­sche’s dissimulation, this last citation again lists tenets of structuralist critique, but as sociological and existential phenomena, not philosophical conditions.[57] If Ellul recognizes structuralism’s usefulness for describing society’s situation,
         he by no means acquits structuralist thinkers of the charges of bourgeois justification
         leveled in Métamorphose. I have shown that Ellul views their joyful shaking of linguistic foundations as
         preparing the way for fascist propaganda and violence; here, explicitly, “these leftist
         intellectuals since Bataille are unconscious and fervent disciples of Hitler.”[58] 
      

      
      Ellul strikes at structuralism’s intellectual roots as well. In Marx, Nietz­sche,
         and Freud’s “school of suspicion,” “we have learned to no longer trust anything, to
         no longer put faith in anybody, to no longer believe in a word, nor in a sentiment,
         to no longer accept the duration of a relationship, to no longer admit that there
         could be an authenticity, an identity of being.”[59] This suspicion is towards people, words, sentiments, and duration of relationships: i.e., humanity, language, and time. These three, and institutional
         law, are linked in the following crucial citation:
      

      
         For the crisis of language signifies . . . the absence of duration. Signifying discourse
            is inscribed in duration . . . Full language, on which the contract is made, with
            which man expresses himself and attains the other is a sort of act of faith in permanence.
            It requires that rules would be stable and that the other would receive them in the
            same manner as me. . . . that there would be a duration of meaning . . . It is necessary
            that the metalanguage would be intangible without which no communication is possible.
            Language is a dominance of time by man.[60] 
         

      

      Language is a dominance of time by man, on which the contract rests. What I have traced thus far is now made clear: human language is the battleground for the freedom of the creature of time; words both reflect and
         affect the slavery or redemption of time. Redeeming thus implies learning how to speak
         the “eternal” in time, to speak the freedom brought by Jesus Christ now. The crisis of language, however, does not imply the freedom of time, as though it
         were free from human dominance: instead, it suggests that humans abuse time by cutting
         off its linguistic relation to other times. What must be done in this situation? 
      

      
      Since Marx, Nietz­sche and Freud leave us no future, Ellul gives his hope for an answer
         in a programmatic citation. The retreat from Barth suggested in the book’s opening
         redoubles reliance on Kierkegaard:
      

      
         We would need to perform, regarding these thinkers, the same operation that Kierkegaard
            effectuated towards the Hegelian myth. For we must not forget that it is Kierkegaard,
            and not Marx, who demystified Hegel, who put the dialectic back on its feet . . .
            who was able to transcend Hegel and restore man. Marx could only further imprison
            man in the Hegelian domain . . . What Kierkegaard did, we will need to do again. But
            he could not do it except by referring rigorously to the revelation in Jesus Christ
            . . . handing over the reality of the intellectual operation that he undertook to
            the freedom of action of one more powerful than himself. Everything depends on this.[61] 
         

      

      Here is the sociological impasse hinted at in the introduction. In the situation of
         communicative crisis situated at the interior of the technical system, the suspicion
         introduced by Marx, Nietz­sche, and Freud makes us “descend to depths from which we
         cannot climb,” reifying Hegel and Marx’s inclusion of humanity and time into their
         thought, leaving us no future.[62] Ellul wagers that only a return to Kierkegaard offers a way out and hope for society’s
         future. Ellul’s concern with “putting the dialectic back on its feet” signifies a
         sociological shift: since the new situation is one of overarching institutional and
         linguistic instability, Ellul’s “critical humanism” shifts, not to “theoretical antihumanism,” but to a
         fragile hope, trying to stabilize uncertain human social life. This is understandable as a change in his idea of the
         human due to his work with troubled youth. But in 1975, this becomes another instance
         of Ellul’s sociology and theology blending: Betrayal (1975 Fr; 1978 En) defends the West against its traitors, who include Foucault, Lacan,
         etc., but identifies the West with rational linguistic discourse aimed at freedom;
         at this point, his theology and his view of the West go in the same direction.[63] 
      

      
      So, humanity, language, and time are in crisis, all three linked to presence; what
         of the triple dialogue of sign and presence, time and space, body and spirit? Can it function in the new
         situation? In fact, no. Theologically, this dialogue was dialogue with God—and all these symptoms point not to God’s death, but God’s silence, his turning his
         face away.
      

      
         I am led to write my deepest conviction after so much research on our society, after
            so many efforts to perceive the action of God in this time, but I write it with trembling
            and can only continue with fear. I believe that we have entered the time of abandonment,
            that God has turned away from us and left us to our destiny. Certainly, I am convinced
            that he has not turned away from everybody, or rather that he is perhaps present in
            the life of an individual. He is perhaps the one who still speaks in the heart of
            a man. But it is from our history, our societies, our cultures, our sciences, our
            politics, that God is absent. He is silent . . . I know, I’ve examined all the arguments,
            all the objections . . . I’ve reviewed in seriousness all that could permit me to
            continue to affirm objectively that God is always present. I have critiqued my sociological
            analyses: nothing has convinced me . . . I affirm today that God has in effect turned
            away, and that his word, as such, is no longer spoken. This is perhaps not forever,
            but it is for today. I believe that I would even say that this is surely not for all time. But it is our situation . . . This is not the fact of unbelievers who
            push God away, it is on the one side an affair of structures, on the other the responsibility
            of Christians and the church who do not know how to be what God expects of them.[64] 
         

      

      In Prayer, the silence and abandonment of God was the ultimate cause of linguistic failure; here,
         it is clearly recognized as such, developed in detail. God’s turning away, his absence
         from the West, is the crisis of temporal and linguistic dialogue. 
      

      
      First, “The Silence of God is the absence of History.”[65] Ellul answers his inquiries into the meaning of the Second World War in Métamorphose: it is meaningless, signifying nothing.[66] Historical significance comes via relation to God—who has now turned away. This allows
         him to jettison at once Marx and Hegel: only pure abstraction could continue to read
         progress into twentieth-century atrocities.[67] Marx’s error was including meaning in his secularized messianic time; anticipating Apocalypse, the Word of God must create history, “because history is the hidden meaning of events.”[68] 
      

      
      Most clearly demonstrating the crisis of presence as conceived in Dialogue, the time-space dialogue is currently mute: “When God is silent, absolute night reigns
         . . . there is no future open before us . . . there is no longer a before or a behind,
         nor a right or a left, or more exactly the spatial determination is no longer in relation with the temporal determination.”[69] Recall that Ellul said that this was partially an affair of structures; this could
         certainly imply the shifted media context. But the triple dialogue was mutually implicating:
         “God is silent, and this is the crisis of language.”[70] The communicative dialogue of sign and presence ceases, since words have no external
         referent, neither in human life nor in the Word of God. All humanity can do is “replace
         meaning [sens] with a system.”[71] 
      

      
         . . . man does not want to know that if his language bore true information to the
            other, if it was an authentic communication, this was due to an ultimate frame of
            reference, a metalanguage, truly beyond, which was the Word of God. God speaks and
            man becomes able to speak: without this first dialogue, this first face to face, this
            evocation, this provocation, the meanings [les sens] formulated by man remain confusion, a poor medium, because they do not rest on a
            depth, because they are from this moment simply conventional.[72] 
         

      

      Over the following pages, Ellul continues affirming vehemently that language has no
         meaning outside of God’s address to humans.[73] Finally, Ellul states his diagnosis: “If our good Christians knew how to read the
         events of the world starting from (and in) hope . . . they would be able to see, in
         the atrocities of our times . . . the presence which has withdrawn, the barometric
         void, filled with nothing, the silence underneath the cries of the victims.”[74] 
      

      
      Thus, upon France’s entry into the “time of crises” and the rise of structuralism,
         Ellul recognizes that the triple dialogue of sign and presence which structured his
         whole theology is seriously problematized by the new situation. This is true on the
         societal level; God’s silence means that His existential Word, the Theological Foundation of Law, is now absent. Law is no longer in dialogue with God, but explicitly the third-stage,
         closed system of technical law which marks society’s decline. God’s silence means
         the death of the West. To the extent that his theology of institutions was Barthian,
         Barth no longer suffices in the new communicative situation. I will now turn to Ellul’s
         theological response.[75] 
      

      
      Return to Kierkegaard: Hope, the (Protestant) Human Response to God’s Silence

      
      When words no longer communicate, how can people of the Word still speak? How does
         Ellul avoid saying that all interpretations are equally valid, or determine the correct
         one? In Smith’s terms, how is he neither emergent nor catholic? What theology of linguistic
         communication allows him a protestant response?
      

      
      Commenting on John 8:43–44, Ellul sees the Jews as proto-structuralists, having constructed
         a closed system of thought which justifies their works and grounds communication.[76] If anything, this statement is only more true now, embodied in today’s exponentially
         more developed communicative networks, including the internet, satellites, video-calling
         technologies, etc. Ellul’s response, therefore, will be of interest for communication
         ethics today.
      

      
      As in Prayer, prayer is not normal communication; the trouble was to have ever integrated God into
         a communicative system. Discussing the signification of the word ‘God,’ Ellul notes
         that God’s name was never a normal word; the “unpronounceable name” of YHWH was a
         constant aporia in human language.[77] Furthermore, this God has always been discreet. Treating God’s address to Elijah in the desert cave in 1 Kings 19:12, Ellul cites
         two French translations of this verse, which correspond roughly to “the murmur of
         a silence which vanishes,” or “the subtle voice of silence.”[78] He suggests on this basis that from within a communicative system, God can only be perceived as systemic failure; God’s is a “Presence which is only
         seized in absence. Revelation only perceptible in incognito.”[79] In this reasoning, the name YHWH would be an empty, arbitrary sound. Surely this
         could not designate the one “who is decisively ‘full and not arbitrary’”?[80] In truth, “only the decisively empty and arbitrary sound could refer to this God.
         If God is the one whom the history of Israel designates, no word of constructed, legitimate,
         and signifying language could capture this.”[81] This constitutes a critique of death of God theologians who take the name in vain,
         “assimilating the void of the word to the void of God.”[82] Ellul criticizes Tillich for taking God’s silence as a sort of hide-and-seek, suggesting
         a calm response of waiting for God to reappear (which he inevitably will); no, Ellul
         says, if God is not an idea, but His spoken Word is decisive for the actual communal
         life of humanity, this will not do, for God may very well wait until we and the society
         of humans we know have perished before speaking again.[83] 
      

      
      Instead, God’s silence is Ellul’s communicative version of the death of God. The death of God theologians are utterly wrong; their
         theology “derives from a crisis of faith, itself inscribed in the socio-scientific
         current, and from a crisis of language . . . If from the crisis of faith we could
         deduce the death of God, the death of Hope leads us to a different reality: that of
         the silence of God.”[84] Instead, Ellul’s God is communicatively absent, not dead. Ellul gives a new meaning to Barth’s phrase, calling God’s silence
         the “impossible possibility”:[85] throughout the Old Testament, when God pronounced judgement via the prophets, God
         was still speaking to them. God’s anger was always in the context of his spoken relation;
         but if God turns away, is all not lost? He notes the constant cry for God to not turn
         his face away, not abandon the people.
      

      
      What defines God’s communicative abandonment? Turning to Psalm 74, Ellul sees communication
         issues as central to the ravaging of God’s sanctuary. Beginning with “O God, why do
         you cast us off for ever?”, the Psalmist notes that “Your foes have roared in the
         midst of your meeting place; they set up their own signs for signs . . . We do not
         see our signs; there is no longer any prophet, and there is none among us who knows
         how long.”[86] The psalmist then calls God to come out of his silence to destroy his enemies. He
         recalls that God is the creator, who overcomes the seas and sea monsters; Brian Brock
         sees these latter as associated with “the threat of chaos against personal, political,
         and religious life.”[87] Echoing Ellul’s focus on hope, Brock notes that Israel retains “its hope through
         its praise not of the lawlike nature of creation but of the God who has invested and
         is investing himself in its order . . . ” God “mak[es] a safe space for humans and
         animals to live . . . creating the real social peace that is equally necessary for
         human and animal life.”[88] Against the abandonment linked to the enemy creating their own signs, the psalmist calls God to restore the
         order necessary for the life of human society. This is Ellul’s biblical basis for linking the communicative worries of the mid-twentieth century with the
         silence and absence of God. He writes:
      

      
         God has turned away. There is no more word of God, there is no more prophet. There
            are no more “signs of God”: the enemy has been able to establish their own signs, and this is specifically the abandonment . . . that God is silent and that it is
            madness which reigns, fear (Psalm 30:8), chaos (Psalm 104:29), death (Psalm 143:7).
            And the whole Old Testament resounds with this fear: God could refuse himself . .
            . When man is not desperate at the silence of God, it is because he has annihilated
            his conscience to the point that he no longer desires anything except being identical
            and non-identifiable. The Old Testament presents two faces to us: the hopelessness of Israel, in the face of the silence of God, while they remain conscious, and the
            acceptance of this silence as a ‘good riddance’ which is nothing but the evacuation of the specificity
            of Israel (we will say today: of man).[89] 
         

      

      Ellul’s technological system is the establishment of a new signifying context—the
         “enemy’s signs.” The misdiagnosed “death of God” is corrected to God’s abandonment.[90] Explicitly, God’s abandonment is felt by humanity as a crisis of presence: “. . .
         if the man of this time lives in anguish, it is because God is no longer present to
         him.”[91] At stake in the distinction is whether God’s absence is due to human coming-of-age
         and activity, or a divine initiative; Ellul sees abandonment as implying the latter.
         
      

      
      This Psalm also grounds Ellul’s ethical response of calling God to come out of His
         silence to restore the limits of human life: “Rise up, O God, plead your cause; remember
         how the impious scoff at you all day long.”[92] Like Ellul’s view of Hezekiah in Politique, the situation is beyond human limits to respond. We must give the situation into
         the hands of the God who loves us.
      

      
      But how do we know this God loves us if He has turned away? How could God abandon
         His beloved creatures, His beloved Son? Reading in Matthew 28:20 that “I am with you
         always,” Ellul thinks that Christ’s saying this itself implies that at times, God’s
         presence might not be lived or spiritually perceived.[93] Returning to his treatment of Christ on the cross, Christ’s calling God “My God”
         despite God’s abandonment is God’s presence, as Christ’s hope, during the abandonment. In this central move, Ellul
         reads this, not as a singular instance, but valid for all believers. “It seems to me also that this
         abandon is not circumstantial, that is, uniquely linked to this moment, to this episode, to this person . . . it is impossible to say that because Jesus was abandoned, there can be
         no more abandon, nor silence, nor absence of God. This appears to me completely abstract.”[94] 
      

      
      Drawing on and specifying his approach to Kierkegaard, Ellul’s hope is not the “passion
         of possibles,” but the passion of the impossible. He opposes the former, given in
         the aesthetic part of Either/Or, to the latter, which he sees as specifically Christian, confirmed in Fear and Trembling.[95] 
      

      
      However, if Ellul’s response is Kierkegaardian, in a “Self-Critical Interlude,” Ellul
         is not performing an apologetic. Asking “What am I in the middle of doing?” and fighting
         over the validity and use of reason, Ellul rejects that he is proffering a universally
         valid argument for God; it can make sense, but for faith.[96] In doing so, he explicitly tries to avoid his speech becoming rhetorical technique:
      

      
         To defend myself from doing apologetics by affirming that this was not my intention
            . . . is evidently insufficient. And for all that, it is exact that I have here neither
            the will to demonstrate that if modern man is without hope this comes from original
            sin, nor the intention to lay a trap in promising the rebirth of hope for the one
            who converts. But good intentions cannot suffice, I could without realizing it, without
            wanting it, cede to the temptation of apologetic demonstration . . . I can affirm,
            in a gratuitous fashion and without proof, that hope is in God by Jesus Christ. But
            I can guarantee nothing. And I am obliged to warn the man to whom I speak that this
            is no automatic process, no certitude. The hope is in God. But this man, will he live this hope? I don’t know . . . even if the demonstration is convincing,
            it would not signify anything.[97] 
         

      

      Like Paul’s worries in 1 Corinthians 1–2, Ellul insists that if his communication
         had its rhetorical force in its convincing power, it would lose its signification.
         Furthermore, we cannot speak to somebody without hope; only the Holy Spirit can provide for the presence of hope, which permits for signification.[98] Ellul ends with a call provoking Christians to incarnate hope.[99]  
      

      
      Having fully accounted for the new situation sociologically, then theologically, then
         given a scriptural theological response, Ellul incarnates it himself. The following
         section begins: “Well, no! . . . despite this abandonment of God, I am not hopeless.”[100] “Hope is the response of man to the silence of God,”[101] the response for our time. Suggesting that the Church unconsciously vacillates between
         a theology of presence and a theology of promise, Ellul writes:
      

      
         When the Word of God is resoundingly present, indisputable, what need would there
            be of a theology of the promise? It is not the possible future which counts, it is
            the incarnate present [actuel]. The Church formulates a theology of presence, forgetting somewhat the decisiveness
            of eschatology. When we find ourselves in a period of silence and sterility, when
            the Word of God is rare, incommunicable, incomprehensible, then we find ourselves
            thrown towards the eschaton, and a theology of hope becomes essential. The one is
            no more true than the other, but all depends on the times.[102]  
         

      

      Citing Job as demonstrating the hopeful attitude par excellence, hope petitions God,
         imploring and even insisting that Christ fulfill the promise to be with us always.[103] 
      

      
      As Christ’s cry on the cross was God’s presence despite His abandonment, Christian
         hope is God’s presence despite His absence. I noted a technique-presence opposition
         in chapter 2; here, technique destructures time. There is a “. . . contradiction between hope and technical domination. This latter
         can tolerate neither the relation ‘future-eternity,’ nor the intervention of a constructed
         future in this present: it expresses itself necessarily in a causal and successive
         mode, it cannot enter in another perspective . . . it destructures time, it blocks
         the movement of hope.”[104] While presence structured time before, hope explicitly replaces it:
      

      
         Nothing in the time of our technical society has any more order . . . yesterday and
            today are insignificant . . . hope is constructive of true time . . . Hope already
            implies an extra-temporal relation, for it is the junction of the future and eternity
            (this latter evidently not being understood in the sense of an indefinite or infinite
            time). Hope demands a sort of pre-emption of eternity in the future, and assumption
            of the future by eternity. But this implication and this demand must be lived in the
            present, that is, hope makes the relation ‘future-eternity’ intervene in the instant
            and in what is happening [actualité]. Hope is thus that which establishes the exact relation between a future (other
            than a succession of moments) and a present, at the same time that it is the force
            by which the eschatological power of eternity comes to us and intervenes in this present
            . . . hope effectively structures time, gives it at once a value and an effective
            continuity. But it is the only human force capable of this transmutation of the times.
            If Christians know how to live hope, this can give birth to a renewal of the times.[105] 
         

      

      In Ellul’s Qoheletian version of Kierkegaardian time, in this new communicative situation
         where presence is problematized, the solution is not to accommodate to life without
         presence; hope now structures time. Hope is a christologically human effort, calling on God to restart
         the silent spatio-temporal dialogue. The dialogue is still mutually implicating; the
         presence-sign dialogue must now be structured by hope. Against the technological system,
         hope is the antisystem; this hope can only be lived, not theologized nor philosophized.[106] Furthermore, “hope is a work of deconditioning. It is the inverse of all propaganda,
         whatever its content might be. It leads the man who acts to refuse propaganda as a
         means, because there is a hope that authenticity and freedom alone are livable and
         can break out despite all past experiences.”[107] Hope is thus hope for presence in communication, when such presence is a real question.
         
      

      
      So, if hope structures time and grounds communication, then hope is the new mode of presence. Hinting at the ethical implications of this hope as incognito, Ellul admits as much:
      

      
         But is this thus a refusal of presence in the world? I would have thus changed! I
            was, I believe, one of the first (if not the first) to use the slogan of “Presence
            in the modern world”; in announcing the incognito, am I retracting this? I think not.
            There has simply been a permanent misunderstanding around this presence . . . If I
            located my research twenty-five years ago on the axes of communication and revolution,
            it was a matter (as here) of introducing into these essential sectors of our society
            the unusual, the new, incomprehensible, radical which would give a new youth, a new
            initiation to communication and revolution, which were totally blocked, closed and
            without hope for their unblocking. And now I believe that the form of this extra-
            (or para-) polar invention is the incognito. If Christians take seriously the evolution
            of this world they must understand that it is not by engaging in action that they
            will change something important, but in the intrusion of a completely new and unexpected
            dimension, the incognito: it is this which is a presence in the world, by the shock
            of the refusal, by the hole of absence, the provoked lacuna, the fissure of the discourse
            which was expected but which does not come. What has changed for me is the mode of presence in the modern world, not at all its
               importance or necessity.[108] 
         

      

      Ellul’s response to structuralism’s Nietz­schean critique of presence, which he reads
         as a sign of the times, sees hope as the new mode of presence, grounding the incognito as the new ethic of being a sign. I will treat this ethic shortly. 
      

      
      Ellul then reworks main themes of Presence around hope, beginning with his central ethical theme, redeeming the time. 
      

      
         Mysterious expression of Paul, often interpreted (Ephesians 5:16, Colossians 4:5)
            of which we can only recall here that it refers to wisdom . . . We cannot redeem the
            time except if we conduct ourselves, in this time which is evil, with a wisdom which
            takes its root in this hope, coming from the extreme horizon of the revelation: time
            is thus, and only thus, situated in its true path, its authentic progression.[109] 
         

      

      In de-structured time, hope lives on prayer as the mode of time created in dialogue
         with God (in this case, calling on the silent God to speak again) discussed in Prayer. In this time, hope links the human person to two exterior poles: first, a divine
         pole of the kingdom of God, and second, socio-political action.[110] “At the interior of a revolutionary movement, Hope is thus the source of another revolution, just as it must be at the interior of stabilized, acquired situations and institutions.”[111] In these phrases, main themes of Presence—redeeming the time, revolutionary Christianity, communication and institutional change—are
         revisited with hope at their heart as the new mode of presence. 
      

      
      God’s silence and absence do not undermine signification; it persists, though absconditus, for hope. “Invisible signs of the kingdom” are readable only through a hopeful hermeneutic;
         “hope is the positive act in face of the absence that it measures and knows.”[112] If they may have in the past, signs no longer have communally accessible meaning.
         The silence of God, recall, means that public, institutional, and communal language
         has lost its grounding in the Word of God; but the individual, perhaps, can access
         this meaning in the subjective position of hope.
      

      
      And this locates the essential difference between Ellul’s Kierkegaardian and structuralism’s
         Nietz­schean approaches to signification: for you. In chapter 1, we saw that the “for you” was central to Kierkegaard’s contemporaneity,
         itself central to his whole thought; in chapter 4, we saw that Nietz­sche’s question
         precisely targeted the word that concerns us. In other words, Luther’s promeity (“for-you-ness”) defines Kierkegaard’s central
         emphasis; as the son of a Lutheran minister, Nietz­sche’s questioning of promeity
         is a crucial ingredient of his atheism.[113] This is why structuralism, true to its Nietz­schean roots, views language as a system
         of representations with no link to life, and why Žižek, carrying this tradition forward,
         sees language as violent. For Heidegger, language was the house of being; Žižek takes
         up Lacan’s view of this as a torture house. Language is “not an agent of wisdom to whose message we should attune ourselves,
         but a place of cruel indifference and stupidity.”[114] By contrast, Ellul, true to Kierkegaard, can retain the promeity of linguistic meaning
         despite the disappearance of its communal, objective aspect: Ellul’s project has always
         taken the form of an address to the reader, inserting all its studies into communication for the reader.[115] 
      

      
      Incognito: Christian Communication Ethics for the Postmodern Era

      
      Ellul’s theology of presence formerly grounded an ethic of signification; how can
         we still “be a sign” in this new situation? Presence is problematized communally,
         publically, institutionally; a subjective, individual posture of hope is the new mode
         of presence. Signification, likewise, now takes on a private, subjective aspect: it
         is no longer accessible in its objective, social meaning, but is purely for you; communication is now a matter of incognito, addressing individuals with contradictions,
         hoping that they can become personally aware.
      

      
      Ellul notes the inadequacy of Barthian theology of signification for this new time:

      
      
         We must give men signs of our hope. For a long time, this was the common position
            resulting from Barthian thought. We could only give the world signs of the kingdom,
            signs of the lordship of Jesus Christ. And the Church would have to be one or several
            of these signs! In reality, this definitively cannot be satisfactory . . . But we
            must understand that such an ethic of the sign corresponds in reality to a theology
            of the sign.[116] 
         

      

      This inadequacy results from the new sociological situation: in the shifted communicative
         situation, signs no longer communicate what they once did. The sign is no longer necessarily presence: 
      

      
         Does God who reveals himself to us only give us signs of what he is—or does he reveal
            himself in his revealable reality? . . . Is the cross a sign, or effectively the redemption
            of all men, the resurrection a sign or effectively concrete victory over death, the
            person of Jesus a sign of what should or can be the relation with other men, or effectively
            the presence of God with us, Emmanuel? We must choose. And a theology of the sign
            evidently engenders an ethic of the sign. Now, we must recognize that this no longer
            corresponds to anything in our society. It is true that in a traditional society,
            demographically limited in number, with minimal technical advancement, limited political
            complexity, a man or a small group can be a visible sign full of meaning, provoking to think. They can also give signs which will be perceived, even if with difficulty . . . But in a society like
            ours, complex, crushing in number, scientifically advanced . . . swamped with thousands
            of signals . . . a sign now signifies strictly nothing . . . To give signs of faith,
            love, charity, this is no longer anything at all.[117] 
         

      

      This new context means that an ethic of “being a sign” no longer suffices. The evacuation
         of signification roughly creates James K.A. Smith’s bifurcation of catholic or emergent,
         recognized by Ellul in 1972: 
      

      
         Thus we are pushed . . . to enter into a total, non-signifying concrete, and to do instead of speaking or showing. And consequently we are in the presence of two possibilities:
            either Christianity will incarnate itself in global institutions, be expressed in
            a system effectively covering politics, economics, etc., and this will be the model
            of Christendom, or Christianity will melt into non-christian movements which pretend
            to bear a global solution. Now, in our era, it is evident that we cannot engage ourselves
            in the way of Christendom . . . only the other way remains. But . . . this is on the
            one hand the dispersion, division, emasculation in reality, superficiality, ideology.
            On the other hand, it is to renounce Christianity itself.[118] 
         

      

      How will Ellul avoid this bifurcation? He clarifies the dilemma: 

      
         We are thus at an impasse . . . All the traditional forms of expression of Christianity
            are excluded either by theological reason or by necessity . . . Now, in presence of
            the reality of the world in which we are called to live this hope, it can only lead
            us to incognito . . . would it not be normal that the incognito of God implies a corresponding
            incognito of Christians toward this world and in the middle of it, that God’s silence
            would imply the response of the Church’s silence toward the world? The incognito is
            perhaps the true, serious, profound form of hope today.[119] 
         

      

      For Ellul, a Kierkegaardian incognito answers Barth’s inadequacy. Martijn Boven describes
         two different incognitos in Kierkegaard’s thought. In the first, drawn from the Postscript, the Incognito is a category of existence. In the second, drawn from Practice, the Incognito is a category of communication.[120]  Ellul draws on this second, communicative incognito. Of this incognito, Boven writes:
         “the incognito is a special kind of sign that does not aim to transfer knowledge,
         but to confront the recipient with a contradiction, forcing him to make a choice that
         will disclose his own views on the matter.”[121] Further subdividing this incognito into a maieutic incognito and an incognito that demands faith, Boven notes that the second, faith-demanding
         incognito “turns the communicator himself into a sign of contradiction.”[122] It is “used to create a contradiction between the communicator’s true identity and
         his immediate appearance.” 
      

      
      For Ellul, then, because the “serious and decisive” elements and themes of our hope
         are “perfectly incommunicable,”[123] only the subjective attitude and approach of hope can be shown, indirectly communicating
         to the observer that there is something strange or different about the believer which
         is at present incomprehensible. This, for Ellul, is all the church can do in the current
         situation, because works without the word give no testimony; for witness to be borne,
         the body-spirit, sign-presence dialogue must be in play.[124] 
      

      
      My inquiry regarding Kierkegaard’s indirect communication returns forcefully here.
         In the following citation, note both that Christian hope demands to be communicated
         indirectly in the incognito, and that this incognito alone distinguishes Christians from their masks: 
      

      
      
         All the Christian themes of hope are perfectly incommunicable . . . Because there is
            hope, there can be no direct transmission of its object nor other attitude possible
            than the incognito; because it is hope of the resurrection, the only attitude is that of being as those who are dead (and through baptism, certainly
            we are!) but thus who do not manifest themselves indiscriminately. Only let us be
            on guard: this incognito is in no way a facility, a matter of simply being quiet,
            of hiding . . . There is incognito when behind a mask or a pseudonym there is a person, who is a person because they have decided to sink into this incognito, to hide the
            serious and the decisive. But if there was nothing to hide, if we forgot the admirable
            secret of the hidden God, of the closed Word, if we let ourselves go and no longer
            hoped, then there would be no incognito: man (the Christian) would have simply become
            his mask . . . It is thus the creation of an appearance of adaptation, of acceptance . . . but an appearance only
 . . .[125] 
         

      

      
      Returning to his theatrical metaphor, Ellul insists that hope “is the inverse of the theatrical role.”[126] This again is the exact inverse of Žižek’s approach. For Žižek, believing that there
         is a true person behind a mask is exactly the ideological position to be undermined.[127] 
      

      
      I have now established that (contrary to Fasching’s reading) despite their similarities,
         Ellul and structuralist thought differ in their approach to presence in language.
         Returning to my questions from the introduction to this book, what ought to be the
         relation between protestant theology and structuralist thought today? Following Ellul,
         the tradition of structuralist thought (e.g., Žižek, today) are important signs of
         the times, and thus to be taken seriously, read, and studied. But because of their
         Nietz­schean undermining of promeity in language, their appropriation by theology
         as a tool to be applied (like McClintlock Fulkerson) would undermine the for you at the heart of protestant thought. Protestant theology, as long as it is not doing
         philosophy in the first place, need not regard the communicative issues raised by
         structuralism as true for all time. But recognizing that they are true today, like
         Hezekiah, we might do better to collectively refuse dialogue, to refuse to speak: “In reality, the incognito is not this abandon before the poor understanding of
         the Church, it is the refusal to speak, a refusal because we will not cast pearls before swine, because when God is silent,
         we do not have to be the false prophet who enacts a comedy, and pretend that He is
         speaking.”[128] 
      

      
      The incognito is therefore a Christian communication ethic that resists universalizing dialogue
         as a principle; the church need not engage everyone in dialogue. At the same time, it offers a deft approach to witness: it is neither
         an apologetic, nor a rhetorical technique, but an address, taking the addressee seriously.
      

      
      Communal Hope in the Fragile Truth of the Humiliated Word

      
      Ellul’s response to the communicative situation described by structuralism continues
         in his 1981 book La Parole Humiliée (The Humiliated Word, translated as The Humiliation of the Word [1985]). This book develops a theology of the spoken word emphasizing its link to
         time, centrality to human community, and relation to presence. This treatment of the
         fragile word combats philosophy and audiovisual mediation as two deformations of speech.
         Ellul essentially turns structuralist arguments on their head: against the violent
         dominance of our constructed universe of images (itself allied with philosophical
         approaches to language), the fragility of truth expressed in the spoken human word
         is our only hope for non-violent community.
      

      
      Speaking like (Viallaneix’s) Kierkegaard[129] 
      

      
      Parole’s title refers to Écoute, Kierkegaard. Essai sur la communication de la Parole [Listen, Kierkegaard. Essay on the Communication of the Word], a 1979 two-tome doctoral thesis by Nelly Viallaneix. Viallaneix structures her
         work with section headings such as “La parole Oubliée” [The Forgotten word], “La parole
         Figée,” [The Fixed word], “La parole Chantée” [The Sung word], “La parole Salvatrice”
         [The Saving word], and “La parole Réconciliatrice” [The Reconciling word]. Ellul’s
         La Parole Humiliée therefore draws on this important moment in the French reception of Kierkegaard, a
         moment which views Kierkegaard as thoroughly Christian, to elaborate a theological
         and existential approach to human language—and does so amidst its humiliation by media, intellectuals and propaganda in the late twentieth-century West.
      

      
      In Écoute, Viallaneix defends three theses. The first two concern how to read Kierkegaard’s works.
         In Viallaneix’s reading, first, “Kierkegaard declares himself to be a poet, not a
         philosopher. He leaves us a work, and not a system.”[130] Second, “Kierkegaard declares himself to be a ‘poet of the religious,’ not a ‘theologian.’
         Just as he does not claim to construct a philosophical system, he does not elaborate
         a ‘speculative dogmatics.’”[131] For Viallaneix, if what one takes from Kierkegaard is philosophy or theology, one
         may have missed the point. Instead, she searches the unity of Kierkegaard the poet
         and writer.
      

      
      But what is the point, and how can one find it? Her third thesis offers a clue:

      
      
         The structure of the totality of Kierkegaard’s work is religious. As a Christian work,
            it is centered on Christ. Now, Christ is the Word of God: the universe to which he
            grants us access vibrates with the creative word of a God ‘[whose] only joy is to
            communicate;’ it is also traversed by the soundwaves of words that men exchange with
            one another. The Christian structure of the totality of Kierkegaard’s work and existence
            thus cannot help but be sonorous.[132] 
         

      

      Viallaneix asserts that the point of Kierkegaard’s work is simply the joy of communication;
         to access this joy, one must hear his work as spoken. All the philosophy and theology are secondary; in Kierkegaard,
         we should hear a speaking human. She notes Kierkegaard “always imagines readers who
         read out loud.”[133] In these journals and papers, Viallaneix finds a fully developed theory of communication
         which she takes as Kierkegaard’s indication of how he wanted to be read. She argues
         that only this reading allows us to really hear the communication that Kierkegaard was trying to convey. Indeed, the focus on the
         “communication of the word” in the subtitle of her thesis is crucial: Viallaneix sees
         Kierkegaard’s whole project as a giant meditation on and in spoken language. 
      

      
      For Viallaneix, Kierkegaard explicitly adopts a theory of language from Johann Georg
         Hamann. In this theory, language is “a gift from God to man, allowing this latter
         to name beings and things, and to decode Creation as a ‘speech of God’ to prepare for the
         Incarnation of his Word. [Language’s] highest function consists in assuring man’s
         communication with God, allowing this dialogue of ‘the Word of God and the word of
         man,’ which escapes the grasp of reason . . .”[134] 
      

      
      Kierkegaard listens to all of nature, trying to hear the “voices of creation” in the world around him.
         But in our fallen world, these are heard as confused words mixed up with dissonant
         noises and echoes emitted by humanity.[135] From Luther and Hamann, Kierkegaard inherited the idea that nature is made up of
         the spoken words of God, words which attest to their divine speaker. But in the city,
         the world humans build for themselves, instead of listening to these words, “Men become
         emitters, usurping the function of God the creator.”[136] Because the word plays such a serious role, the “abuse of language” becomes the most
         serious of sins: “By denying language its highest function—assuring communication
         with God—[humans] divert it from its goal—expressing the real—and devote it to misunderstanding.”[137]  The task of the Christian in this world is first to silence oneself, to hear the
         Word of God in creation, before responding, engaging in lived dialogue with God—singing
         in harmony with the voices of Creation. But listening to the “echoes” of God’s speech
         in nature is not the same as natural theology, which reasons its way from nature back
         to God; for Kierkegaard, an echo “only becomes true if we hear it backwards.”[138] 
      

      
      Emphasizing hearing separates Kierkegaard from the philosophical tradition from Plato to Hegel, which
         he sees as focused on seeing. For Kierkegaard, “. . . the visible becomes audible. Kierkegaard speaks thus of
         ‘the music of the movement of the stars’ . . . Plato, evoking the harmony of celestial
         movements, focused primarily on their beauty, their participation in ideas. Kierkegaard
         thought of the musical harmony which must be listened to, not ‘contemplated.’”[139] Kierkegaard finds this same problem in Hegel’s system of thought, which “lacks .
         . . the transmission of sound and is forever deprived of the Word.”[140] Viallaneix notes that Nietz­sche is an exception to this tradition: while he is interested in hearing, his focus on sonority is still second to Kierkegaard’s.
      

      
      Viallaneix sees Kierkegaard as trying to reestablish communication with the speaker
         of the words of creation, rather than reveling in this speaker’s absence.
      

      
         Once the receptor is stripped naked, in the medium of silence, once the personal relations between God and the Unique one have been established, everything is in place for a communication of truth which
            is also a communication of existence. In effect, the emitter and his message are now
            one. The Word of God, Christ, is God himself. As far as the receiver, in listening
            to the message, in obeying it, he receives the ability to resemble him.[141] 
         

      

      But because the two are inseparable, communication with the speaker implies care for
         and conformity to this speaker’s chosen medium, the Word: “Faithfulness to the Word
         merges with faithfulness to God.”[142] Christian theology is thus inseparable from the medium of the word. “Communication
         such as God willed it the first morning of Creation is linguistic.”[143] 
      

      
      Viallaneix’s reading of Kierkegaard’s communication theory elucidates Parole as Ellul’s extended application of this theory.
      

      
         The analysis of the process of communication as an algebraic structure of “three determinations,”
            classic today among linguists, is modified . . . after having distinguished the transmitter,
            or “the one who communicates,” the receiver and the object, or “that which” one communicates, [Kierkegaard] poses a fourth term, which is the communication
            itself, the “how” of the communication. He thus gives himself the means of reflecting efficaciously
            on the relations which maintain between those of the transmitter and the receiver,
            as well as with the media which renders them possible. And the novelty of this process doesn’t escape him: the
            “distinction” of a fourth term, he remarks, “is decisive for my entire project, since
            it is exactly the fundamental fault of modernity to be everywhere concerned with that
            which one should communicate—and not with that which is communication.” . . . The
            transmission of the good news (the Gospel) thus does not occur except when the Lord
            comes with his creative presence, to bring to life weak human words, the poor existence
            of the witness. God descends when he pleases and how he pleases. But for that, he
            is no less incognito. Even in Christ, he remains the Wholly Other . . . in communication with his creature,
            he wants to institute, between himself and them, a relation of love. Refusing to impose
            himself . . . he leaves man free to respond to him by loving him in his turn.[144] 
         

      

      Viallaneix draws out Kierkegaard’s focus on the role of communicative form, the type
         of mediation. Applying this thought to Christian testimony, fragile human words need
         God’s free presence to communicate the Gospel. This presence (expressed fully in Christ)
         is not a metaphysically given principle, nor ontologically inherent to the communication
         itself, nor does it impose itself—it is given freely according to the will of God.
         Including her third thesis, she reads Kierkegaard as an orator, emphasizing speech over writing (contrary to Lyotard, who welcomed the rise of the
         visual, figural element of text over its discursive content).[145] 
      

      
      This is precisely what Ellul does with human language in Parole, explicitly following Viallaneix. He considers human language as a form, in its specificity
         and detail, describing a plain language which gives neither direct metaphysical categories,
         nor bears its force in itself—i.e., neither philosophy nor a precursor to propaganda.
         Instead, including as far as possible non-rational elements of spoken dialogue, truth
         expressed in spoken, unmediated human language is fragile, ambiguous, incomplete,
         unable to impose itself—and this very fragility and ambiguity allow for dialogue,
         freedom, and community. In line with his return to Kierkegaard in Hope, Parole offers a theology of language as medium, a Kierkegaardian theological approach to communication which sees hearing and seeing as two entirely
         different epistemological processes—insisting that right now, God’s Word should be
         primarily heard.

      
      The Audiovisual Lie

      
      As seen throughout the previous chapter, the communicative context for this engagement
         is recognized as a world become spectacle, a theater of images which sociologically
         realizes Nietz­sche’s linguistic approach; words now only refer to strings of images
         upon images.[146]  Parole culminates this trajectory in two sociological chapters. Chapter three, “Vision Triumphant,”
         addresses the sociological situation (with section headings addressing “The Invasion
         of Images,” “Utilities,” “Television,” and “Technique”); chapter six, “The Man of
         Images” addresses the situation of the individual thinking, reasoning and speaking
         within this new world (under the headings “The Consumer of Images,” “The Intellectual
         Process”, and “Space and Visualization in Modern Art”). Ellul’s world of images approximates
         Charle and Jeanpierre’s dating the beginning of the “time of crises” to 1962:
      

      
         The turning point happened between 1950–1960: until this point, the image was a simple
            illustration of a dominant text, discourse was by far the most important, and there
            were accessory images to make the content of the discourse more concrete and fix attention
            . . . But the situation is now inverted: the image contains everything. We follow
            a string of images, according to a totally different mental process.[147] 
         

         
         . . . We come here to the biggest mutation that man has known since the stone age.
            The subtle equilibrium between seeing and hearing, the word and the gesture, is broken
            in favor of the signal and sight. Western man no longer hears, all passes through
            sight; he no longer knows how to speak, he shows.[148] 
         

      

      The unbalanced world of images endangers fragile humans. Ellul describes this danger
         variously: “the cinema does not leave man intact”;[149] “The photo displayed annihilates the living memory”;[150] of television, “the most powerful drug,” Ellul says “I exist in that which evacuates
         me.”[151] Furthermore, “Television possesses, it seems undeniable, a power of adaptation to
         institutions (and this is not a matter of TV organized towards this end, utilized
         for propaganda; it possesses this in itself, through the influx of images) . . . of
         integration in the social body . . . It is an agent of uniformization.”[152] “It is truly a construction of reality.”[153] Ellul’s statements seem hyperbolic to digital natives, generations who never knew
         a different world. But Ellul was born in 1912, not long after the launch of the Ford
         Model T automobile, and died in 1994, one year before the launch of E-bay. Clearly,
         his memory of another world and his perception of changes therein should starkly contrast with younger generations, a memory of what things were and could
         be which we can no longer fathom. What was formerly a relative stability of seeing
         and hearing now morphs definitively, marking the sixties as the commencement of a
         singular era as global as television, film, posters, and photos. 
      

      
      This move to images necessarily shifts institutional functioning. For Ellul, Nazi
         and Fascist liturgies in the thirties used the power of images to dominate the careful
         linguistic operations which constructed the communal life of a people via law and
         doctrine.[154] If television is “truly a construction of reality” with “a power of adaptation to
         institutions,” then law’s central place in society is deeply threatened. Goddard notes
         that for Ellul, “the ordinary citizen is largely ignorant of law’s complex reality
         and what is important is that which the average person sees and understands of the
         law . . . It is this popular representation that determines whether the law that man
         has created becomes living law (droit vivant), generally accepted and applicable to society as a whole.”[155] New media conditions concretize and exacerbate a gap between the law as written or
         voted upon and the ordinary person’s perception of the state and law. The public sphere
         is now more efficiently malleable via media than via law, as law-making and its mediatized
         representation in the news are separate processes with different logics. Certainly,
         to an extent, this was already true in the newspaper; only now, the logics are disparate
         in their speed and mode of address and reception, with the balance of power clearly
         in favor of the imaged perception of law. Extrapolating this process to today, Ellul
         gives us very concrete ways to suggest that the President’s Twitter account surpasses
         congress in governing the United States, with its almost instantaneous effect on public
         perception of government. The eclipse of (linguistically mediated) law marks the death
         of public life and of civilization:
      

      
         The juridical institution is a factor (and I think an indispensable element) in the
            creation of all civilization. Until we find proof to the contrary a civilization can
            only build itself up with and through a law.[156] 
         

         
         This is for me the end of all that we have considered as civilization. I am not speaking
            only of Mediterranean civilization because you discover the same concepts among the
            Aztecs, the Incas, the Indo-Europeans, the Indians, etc.
 . . .[157] 
         

      

      Furthermore, the world of images creates a false present. The bourgeois’ “ontological
         power of assimilation” developed in Métamorphose here becomes a characteristic of images.[158] The newly excessive visual presence climaxes in audiovisual media, immersing the
         spectator in a space where they can no longer act, in a time imposed by the director’s
         cut. This constructed time is not the same as the time of memory or future. The disappearance
         of the spoken word means that: 
      

      
      
         The present image effaces the past and, actualizing the future, forbids waiting .
            . . Now, these two tendencies: the demand for everything right away, and the terror
            of the end of the world, result from the infinite multiplication of images . . . provoke
            apocalyptic and messianic currents everywhere; in any case, the advent of absolute
            time. Such is the first grand mutation which we are experiencing.[159] 
         

      

      
      The false present in the world of images is markedly different from the relations
         of time and place inhabited by the ordinary person before this shift to the dominance
         of the image. This false present underlies Ellul’s opposition to the “lie of the audiovisual.”[160] The rise of new visual and audiovisual media is central to the new instability of
         the times. 
      

      
      In Parole, then, Ellul sees the fragile spoken word as society’s only hope. “The image leaves
         each one in a frozen solitude, only transcended by a total and intuitive communion.
         There is zero exchange. The word is the instrument of the human relation, of dialogue,
         which is a dialectic exercise of experience.”[161] 
      

      
      The Word against Philosophy: Seeing and Hearing like Qohelet

      
      Parole brings my questioning full circle: Ellul’s Kierkegaardian communicative approach recalls
         his Qohelet. The book opens with Ellul’s Qohelet-style observation of the differences
         between hearing and seeing. His preface, “Simplisms,” insists that this is not philosophy,
         but remains in the quotidian grammar of simple human observation:
      

      
         . . . as in all my writings, [I am trying] to face, alone, this world where I live,
            to try to understand it, and confront it with another reality which I live, but which
            is in no way observable. To situate myself at the simplest level of daily experience.
            To advance without critical weapons. I am an average man and I am saying what everybody
            lives. Without seeking science. I feel, I listen, I see.[162] 
         

      

      In this light, any resemblance between what this book proffers and platonic dialectic
         ought to make us ask if Ellul follows his reading of Qohelet, integrating Greek thought
         to undermine it ironically. 
      

      
      Ellul adopts an admittedly oversimplified separation between seeing and hearing to
         exaggerate their differences, connecting seeing to images and hearing to spoken human
         language.[163] If they are separable theoretically, they are not practically:
      

      
         There is in each of us the correlation of seeing and hearing, and the equilibrium
            of the two produces the equilibrium of the person. For it is dangerous to privilege
            one in a triumphant fashion to the detriment of the other . . . Each one is made of
            the confrontation of what he sees and what he hears, of what he is shown and of what
            he says.[164] 
         

      

      Radically anti-Cartesian, instead of doubting all sensory experience, Ellul’s conception
         of the human makes it constitutive of the human. 
      

      
      From the outset, his linguistic approach, while restricted to human speech, treats
         the latter in full detail.
      

      
         What characterizes the spoken language of man is precisely that which overflows, exceeds,
            and even destructures all that can be transmitted in tactile or visual language—the
            margins of meaning and ambivalences, the fluctuations of interpretations. A sign does
            not correspond to a thing. A word evokes echoes, feelings mixed with thoughts, reasons
            mixed with foolishness, motivations without consequence, urges without coherence .
            . . such is the specificity which seems to me significant, and not the common denominator.[165] 
         

      

      Similarly, from the beginning, he treats vision as a constructed unity: 
      

      
         By seeing, I am situated in space . . . I am the point from which the universe and
            space are ordered . . . seeing makes me discover an order. It is itself constitutive
            of this order . . . A universe is constructed for me by vision . . . [images are]
            never linked except by my cerebral activity, and which have no other meaning than
            that which I attribute to them . . . The image bears a deep contradiction in itself:
            it is coherent, certain, global, but it is insignificant, a multiplicity of meanings
            can be attributed to it, which depend on a culture, a learning, the intervention of
            another dimension. So, before the image, I must learn to see. After the image, I must
            learn to interpret. It is evident, but this evidence brings neither certitude nor
            understanding.[166] 
         

      

      Vision is linked to space and gives coordinates for action in a unified visual universe;
         spoken language and hearing are necessarily inscribed in time. Sounds do not form
         a coherent universe, but give dissonance and interrogation.[167] Furthermore, speech marks human specificity and inaugurates human relations.[168] These notes should immediately recall Dialogue: Ellul has insisted that the human includes (spatial) seeing and (temporal) hearing confronting each other—that is,
         a spatio-temporal dialogue in which language mediates interpersonal relations. He is clearly recalling the dialogue of sign and
         presence. 
      

      
      This becomes evident when presence in images and speech are contrasted:
      

      
         Each image could be, is in fact, eternal. Immediately present and permanent. Duration
            has no possession on this image delivered to me by my sight . . . There is no duration
            included in the image . . . The image is present. It is nothing but presence. The
            image is in the present, gives me only a present, and by this fact seems permanent
            to me . . . The visual image is constitutive of the object. Ob-jactus: what is thrown before me . . . The image forbids distancing. But if I cannot establish
            my distance, I can neither judge nor critique . . . to take in the same images produces
            an identity of sight![169] 
         

      

      While images link to pure presence without duration, unlinked to past or future, considering
         presence in language mimics Viallaneix’s Kierkegaardian communicative approach, with
         special focus on the spoken word as the medium. 
      

      
         For there to be word, there must be at once duration, two living beings—the speaker,
            the hearer, living in the same duration, and gathering in triumph over the abolition
            of the past. Thus the word is essentially presence. It belongs to the living, is never
            an object . . . The word is spoken today . . . It constitutes me, institutes the speaking
            I and the listening I in a role which is not fixed by the content of the word, but
            by the word itself. For it to become an object, it must be transformed into writing.[170] 
         

      

      Seeing images and hearing words are thus two modes of presence, with essential differences:
         images give an eternal, full presence with no duration, while spoken words give a temporal, fragile presence with duration only while spoken: “The Word is a bearer of blurriness,
         of an aura richer and less precise than information”;[171] “Discourse implies necessarily not only alternation between fullness and gaps, but
         in itself opens a gap on the part of the hearer as well.”[172]  Ellul refuses to answer the question of the grounding of language: 
      

      
      
         The word is situated at the heart of a spider web of infinite delicacy, whose structure
            at the center is fine, rigorous, and dense, and widens the further we move from this
            point, until it becomes distended, sometimes incoherent, at the periphery, and which
            extends threads in all directions, sometimes very far, to attach this web to reference
            points which are invisible to me.[173] 
         

      

      The two presences overlap in writing: words are inscribed in space and impose time
         on vision in order to read.[174] 
      

      
      Unsurprisingly, language is linked to community, institutions, history, time; only
         when the word is reduced to an algebraic signifier can it be used to create masses instead of address human individuals.[175] “History is a product of language and the word”; “The Word introduces us in time”
         and “engenders institutions.”[176] 
      

      
      Ellul makes a crucial, non-hierarchical distinction in his vocabulary: reality is visual, while truth is necessarily linguistic.[177] This distinction allows him to diagnose the death of the word. It is dead when it
         has lost its link to the person speaking it, or its relation to truth—i.e., when the
         dialogue of sign and presence no longer functions.[178] Rather than discrete functions, the characteristics of Ellul’s word are dialogue,
         paradox, and mystery.[179] This does not establish the mechanics of language, but simply notes that words do
         something different. Ellul’s “true” is thus not functionally specific enough to be
         “metaphysics,” “ideal,” “symbolic,” “imaginary,” etc. Importantly, Ellul avoids these
         latter by avoiding imposing spatial coordinates or metaphors on the language-time-truth relation. This reflects his Qoheletian-Kierkegaardian interpretive
         mix. Like his use of Kierkegaard’s time-eternity dialectic, but stripped of a static
         eternal, his “truth” is a mysterious moment in dialogue, not an ideal image with which
         to compare the real. This becomes explicit theologically. Inquiring as to “what is
         implied in saying that God speaks?” Ellul answers:
      

      
         The creative Word situates God . . . in time . . . We established above the indissoluble
            link between the word and time. Now, this is exactly what is signified here with the
            employment of the term “word.” God who speaks is a God in relation to time, who is
            situated in the temporality of man, [a God] who does not want to be intemporal, eternal,
            in the negative sense of the word . . . God spoke and there was light—this is the
            same truth: time comes first, and God is situated in this time.[180] 
         

      

      The word is the mode of presence linking humanity and God in time: “‘God—the World—Time—History,’
         linked by the Word.”[181] This is another reason Apocalypse problematizes presence: he uses visual metaphors for time, including time as rotating around the crucifixion as on an axis; these inscribe time in space.[182] This shift is already visible in Hope: his need for transcendence explicitly relies on a spatial metaphor of an inside/outside:
         “If there is no fixed point of reference outside of this current, this succession,
         there is no history.”[183] 
      

      
      Ellul deploys his Kierkegaardian communicative critique of philosophy: against Benoist
         and others who fault philosophy for logocentrism, Ellul thinks philosophy, a visual
         enterprise from start to finish, has never attended to speech in the first place.[184]  “Phenomenology should not only make things appear as they are but make them sound as they are!”[185] By ignoring speech, philosophy divorces thought from human life: “The philosopher
         who refuses to listen refuses both truth and reality at once. He lives in certain
         categories and thinks with others.”[186] Ellul thus defends the spoken word as medium of truth against philosophical cooption:
      

      
         Truth is nothing other than the absolute, or the eternal, of which we are not even
            capable of approaching the edges. And we do not construct this truth . . . this truth,
            as final as a period and reliable as a map, translucent as a crystal but hard as a
            diamond—it is by the word that we transmit and even pinpoint it. Only by the word.
            It is linked to the word, communicated by it. That is, we have seen, the most uncertain
            means, the most susceptible to variation and doubt. The fragile word which does not
            last, which evaporates once spoken. Thus, our most reliable sense refers to the most
            uncertain thing in existence, and our most unstable means is referred to what is the
            most certain. And here is the marvel: it is a blessing for man that it would be thus
            . . . What would become of us if we could seize the truth with an inexorable exactitude?
            . . . This would be frightful and properly unlivable.[187] 
         

      

      The word’s epistemological weakness, uncertainty, ambiguity, paradox and mystery provide
         the margin of uncertainty constitutive of human freedom, permitting human community
         to live. If truth were expressed otherwise, it would be too certain for weak and uncertain humans to live. Ellul’s approach to law as linguistic specifies
         this for communities: “. . . never biblically do we have such an idea, that the law is crushing. This is a modern sentiment
         . . . the law [is] not a constraint but a liberating word . . . The commandments of
         the law are exactly the limits between life and death.”[188] 
      

      
      This critique applies specifically to structuralist critics of philosophy. The approach
         just outlined totally inverts structuralist emphases on language as an arbitrary, humanly constructed system. Ellul
         does not deny language’s construction, but instead emphasizes the construction of
         vision. Structuralist conceptions of a linguistic system of signs and signifiers cuts language
         off from the relation to life which, for Ellul, makes it alive. This approach inscribes
         language in a spatial metaphor, failing to deal with speech’s specificity. Here is what is ultimately at stake in theology’s approach to structuralism,
         which Ellul reacts against: “What a frenzy on the part of these Christian theologians
         to accept structuralism or to enter into the theory of incommunicability!”[189] Ellul’s emphases thus invert those of structuralism: if the latter’s Nietz­scheanism
         can “rise above faith in grammar,” Ellul’s prerogative is to rise above faith in the
         evident image. Contrary to Nietz­sche, Ellul does recognize the divine referent of language; he sees that questioning grammar will shake
         its foundations. Instead of doing so, he actively wants to live within it.[190] This belief is the foundation on which dialogue rests: “One must believe in language
         to be reachable by the meaning of a reasoning.”[191] 
      

      
      Ellul’s belief in the fragility of language allows him to take grammar seriously.
         Even if understandable sociologically as constructed by humanity, God’s Word allows
         this language to be an instrument of communication—or prevents it:
      

      
         Kierkegaard seems to us prodigiously ahead of his time by posing the central question
            of the word-language relation, but he situates it in function of the rupture between
            man and God, between the word of man and that of God . . . After having profoundly
            studied language as ideality, he discovers (that which we believe we have recently
            discovered! And the grand merit of N. Viallaneix is to have shown to what extent Kierkegaard
            was our precursor!) that “to every element of society corresponds an element of discourse.
            Both fulfil similar functions, the one in life, the other in language. The operations
            between these elements take on the same form. In short, there is an isomorphism between
            the human universe and the universe of discourse, which is only natural since it is
            man who produces the universe of discourse. It follows from this that a human typology
            can be conceived by analogy with the study of language” . . . Human discourse plunged
            into misunderstanding and non-communication because . . . language carried [human
            discourse] completely on the word: thus “language and thought sink into the same chaos.”
            . . . And so the humiliated word of our society . . . is the continuation, the conclusion
            of a long process, a slow movement originating in us. It is the permanent destruction
            of the word that Kierkegaard perceives, shows, and traces back to the rupture between
            the Word of God and the word of man, the rupture between man and God.[192] 
         

      

      Language, totally human, is inextricably theological. Ellul insists in the same paragraph,
         however, that viewing this as a philosophical condition is not the point; it must
         be heard as the question posed to us in our times. Ellul’s goal, here and advocating
         an open language in Parole’s conclusion, is to reopen the question of the word which, following Nietz­sche, the structuralists had stopped hearing.[193] 
      

      
      And naturally, to reopen this question is to reopen a search for presence in language—a
         temporal, ambiguous, non-violent, dialogical presence, to be sure, but a possibility
         nonetheless.
      

      
         Our sole positivity is to open a domain into which we have to throw ourselves to know
            what the word is in truth, the unheard-of risk of truth/lie, the unheard-of adventure
            of freedom/justification of slaveries . . . which supposes a dialectical advance in
            an intellect habituated to the linear progression of the technological, which supposes
            the reintegration of the temporal in a civilization of the spatial . . . this alone
            permits us to live . . . since the unitary world of the audiovisual is broken.[194] 
         

      

      Ellul thus seeks to explicitly restart the spatio-temporal dialogue of presence which the audiovisual world had arrested. Recalling Dialogue’s corporeal emphasis, Ellul insists on the resurrection as the historical bodily
         locus of the eschatological unity of truth and reality: 
      

      
         His resurrection is the encounter, the recovered unity of . . . the real life that
            he lived on the corporeal and visible earth, and the life in truth transmitted by
            the creature at the same time as light, truth. And that is why I refuse modern interpretations
            of the Resurrection, which all seek to escape this scandal . . . All these interpretations
            escape and refuse precisely what the Bible wants us to understand: the reconciliation,
            the reunion, the encounter, between reality and truth. The word and the image . .
            . It is fundamental and decisive that it would really be corporeally that Jesus came out of the tomb and, without exhausting the meaning of the resurrection,
            that the resurrection would have first of all been this return to life of the one who entered into the paths of the dead, to the
            deepest part of the abyss.[195] 
         

      

      Therefore, in response to questions raised for temporal, linguistic human presence
         in the postmodern world, for Ellul, we should not philosophically content ourselves
         with the situation—“The word cannot stop any more than time can . . .”[196] Rather, we must humanly seek the restoration of presence in our times, by learning to speak an open language, all while calling on God to come out of his
         silence. This new type of learning to speak Christian will not be easy; against the
         “frightful anti-human war machine which is the audiovisual, in all points comparable
         to the ancient idols for whom human sacrifice was the condition of their demonstrated
         truth,” it will require an asceticism without precedent, “so that the word would truly
         become demonstrative, an interior discipline which cannot be acquired in a moment.”[197] 
      

      
      Lust for This Age vs. Desire for God’s Presence

      
      To finish my treatment of Ellul’s post-crisis response to structuralism, I will return
         to Éthique to highlight an element which is readable as such a response.
      

      
      I have demonstrated that for Ellul, a defining element of freedom in dialogue with
         God is the non-constricting nature of God’s Word. If God’s Word gives the coordinates
         within which humanity’s freedom and life move, these coordinates facilitate life; law within the context of personal dialogue is a necessity which does not constrain. Echoing
         Dialogue’s emphasis on the inseparability of speech and speaker, the word constricts when
         separated from this dialogue and petrified in external law:
      

      
         The decisive and constantly repeated act of man is to separate this word from the
            one who speaks it and to try to make it his own . . . This means that it ceases to
            be a living word . . . It now derives its authority from itself and its context. It
            is no longer invested with what God reveals himself to be for us, namely, love . .
            . It necessarily becomes word alone, and as such, constraint, duty, and obligation.[198] 
         

      

      In light of structuralist emphases on the violence of language and the suffering it
         causes desire, how can Ellul maintain this claim?[199] 
      

      
      In tome II of Éthique, Ellul returns to Romans 12:2. Elaborating on the phrase “do not be conformed to the pattern of this age,” Ellul
         emphasizes “this age” as an external force acting on us.[200] Combining this with 2 Corinthians 4:34, describing the work of the “god of this age,”
         this age’s “grand means is the blindness of our intelligence . . . in his action on
         us, the god of this age responds simply to what is in us: our lust [convoitise].”[201] Further on in the volume, he treats this convoitise at length, characterizing it as desire without limits.
      

      
      Christians can only be conformed to this age because they bear this limitless lust
         within them; the battle to be fought, then, is the renewal of their minds, with a
         concomitant redemption of their enslaved desires. In a shift not unlike Paul’s “Who
         will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our
         Lord!” in Romans 7:24–25 (NRSV, further emphasizing the centrality of this portion
         of Romans for Ellul), Ellul writes: “Lust is truly the destiny of man, the terrible
         mechanism, exclusive of all freedom, which leads him to alienation by his will to
         dominate. But grace liberates us from lust!”[202] This liberation shifts human desire from something self-referential, intrinsically
         valuable—a desire for desire—to a desire for the presence of God.[203] 
      

      
         And it is true that here resides the true desire of liberated man, he knows now that,
            outside of his liberator, he is nothing: he aspires only to the eternal encounter
            with him, and having received the concretely lived good, free man cannot but desire
            the ineffable presence . . . It is in this desire of God that all others take their
            root, that they find at once their signification, their censure, their place and their
            legitimacy.[204] 
         

      

      This shift in context is part of what makes God’s Word, even in the form of law, a pleasure and delight rather than constriction to the Christian (as in Psalm 119:35
         and throughout the chapter). Connecting speech to speaker in a context of love changes
         the law from a dead and killing letter to a living act of love, a provision of concrete
         coordinates within which the Christian can live. 
      

      
      But the key to this grammar is the Holy Spirit. If limitless desire internally corresponds
         to the external action of the god of this age, then the Holy Spirit is the internal
         correspondence to God’s speech that allows for the “renewing of our minds.” The presence
         of the Holy Spirit means precisely that the “fruits” of the spirit are produced not
         by moral or ascetic effort. The grammar of Christian ethics never shifts from one of presence, of listening to the present Word of God, to one of technique,
         of methods or processes to apply to desires to bring them into line with God’s law.[205] “Thus the application, the decision, the will, do not have to play at the level of
         consequences, on modalities of action, but at the level of listening to the Word of
         God, and the response that we have to make. At this moment we preserve the unity of
         the person, and the spontaneity of fruits.”[206] Even self-control is not a hard-won discipline, but a gift and fruit: “Self-control,
         as a gift of the Holy Spirit, is the expression of freedom (Galatians 5:22) since,
         we have seen, the Holy Spirit is the very image of the freedom of God.”[207] In this way, fulfilling the concerns of Dialogue, Christ has “eras[ed] the record that stood against us with its legal demands” (Colossians
         2:14–15, NRSV); in the divine-human dialogue which is Jesus Christ, there is no external
         law, only a Christianity learned by heart.

      
      In light of the unchaining of desire advocated by Lyotard, Deleuze and Guattari, it
         is important to establish that for Ellul, while an external, textual law still causes a certain suffering for human desire, Christ as God’s present speech is, on the contrary, completely non-violent and free of constraint. The presence
         of the Holy Spirit means that desire is now freed from its slavery to itself. Clearly
         recalling 7 of Dialogue, this pits Ellul against both leftist intellectuals and a medieval discipline:
      

      
         Lust has perverted Desire. Freedom must permit us to rediscover the truth of Desire.
            Moralism has made the Christian into a man without desire, which is almost unbelievable,
            for this means a man without life . . . But if the eradication of desire produced
            this diminishment, this reduction of faith and of life, incompressible desire would
            take its revenge elsewhere. Repressed in the expression of the spiritualized, moralized,
            infantilized Christian life, we have thus witnessed its eruption either in other domains,
            or in other men.[208] 
         

      

      Again picking up the concerns of Dialogue, Ellul answers the structuralist opposition of bodies and texts with a necessary dialogue
         between bodies and speech. Unlike textual, technical law, this spoken dialogue leaves
         bodies free to respond to the question of language—but unlike the Nietz­schean approach
         outlined above, free to hear this questioning as well. 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      To the communicative crises of the late twentieth-century West embodied in a new media
         situation described by structuralism, Ellul gave a hopeful and distinctly protestant
         response. Ellul diagnosed the problem theologically as the silence and abandonment
         of God. Against this lack of presence, Ellul reconstructed his theology with a Christological
         human hope as the new mode of presence, grounding a Kierkegaardian incognito as the corresponding mode of signification for this new era. Then, inverting structuralist
         critiques, he offered a Kierkegaardian communicative approach to human language emphasizing
         speech and the construction of the visual, advocating the spoken word as our best
         hope for a fragile human community.
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      Conclusion

      
         
         The Mystery of the Word

         
      

      
      Like Dosse’s hopes for his study of twentieth-century intellectual life in France,
         my study of Ellul’s prophetic dialogue with western society looks backwards to look
         forwards. I have tried to give a fresh perspective on the past to contribute to a
         theological communication ethics for the present, one which lives in hope for the
         future. 
      

      
      Looking at the past has revealed that despite their similarities, the essential differences
         between the Kierkegaardian and Nietzschean heritages which Ellul and structuralism
         respectively bequeath to theological ethics imply crucial differences between them.
         Lyotard, emblematic of structuralism as twentieth-century French Nietzscheanism, manifests
         a hesitant, skeptical relation towards presence in language and grammar. Following
         Kierkegaard, Ellul seeks presence even in absence, desiring to live within the limits
         of the word for you. I have shown this by elucidating the movement of Ellul’s pre-1975 works, offering
         a very different reading than that of Fasching, who privileges Apocalypse (1975). Furthermore, I have developed presence as a key to understanding Ellul’s corpus, one
         which helps explain the shift in his works which occurs before 1972. This allowed
         me to illuminate what I consider to be Ellul’s protestant response to structuralist
         thinkers. I hope that doing so offers Anglophone protestant theology resources for
         critically evaluating theology’s relation to this influential philosophical moment
         while taking its own commitments seriously. Protestant theology looking to do its
         self-criticism well might turn to Ellul instead of structuralism. By questioning the
         Word for you, the latter undercuts theology’s ability to speak, making theology “descend to depths
         from which [she] cannot climb.”[1]   By contrast, Ellul’s criticism is relentless, intense, and pitiless—but stops at
         the limit of the word within which there is life.
      

      
      The aim for theology is free dialogue, which certainly offers potential for further
         development and avenues for further theological research. I have not so much engaged
         James K.A. Smith and other theological responses to poststructuralism in dialogue
         as suggested this dialogue’s potential; attending in detail to these theological responses
         could offer fruitful comparison to Ellul’s approach, and further highlight what unique
         ethical approaches he gives us. Furthermore, I have begun sketching Ellul’s linguistic
         inheritance from Kierkegaard; tracing this line further back through Hamann, Luther,
         and comparing it to early church theologies of linguistic presence might refine perception
         of the continuity and specificity of Ellul’s approach. I might tentatively evoke the
         pair Ellul-Foucault as following Kierkegaard-Hegel and Hamann-Kant, pairing protestant
         theological defenses of the word against major philosophical approaches of their respective
         centuries. Finally, Ellul’s approach to the postmodern world emphasizes how technique
         problematizes institutional life. I have suggested continuity between this diagnosis
         and our contemporary era; this needs further attention. What kind of institutional
         life does this theology imply for the church today, roughly fifty years after May
         ’68?
      

      
      Beyond theological research, this study aimed to contribute to theological ethics
         of communication. After this long look at the late twentieth century, what help can
         Ellul’s presence offer to one looking to speak meaningfully in the twenty-first, in
         a contemporary Babel—a society marked both by technical mastery and the breakdown
         of linguistic communication? Ellul’s tripartite dialogue of sign and presence proposes a humble and experimental description of preconditions for true speech, precisely
         when these conditions seem to be a more pressing question than ever before. True speech
         should come from a body; it should be linked to a certain time and place; it should
         raise the question of what is beyond itself. These are neither exhaustive nor theoretically
         founded in a metaphysics of language. They are a very human attempt to describe what
         it is to speak in a true dialogue, a speech which invites the hearer to respond and
         leaves them free to do so. Because this is a very relative attempt at ethics, these
         conditions should be heard as invitations. While they cannot be imposed as requirements,
         someone looking for a way out of the communicative deadlock gripping some western
         institutions might find they offer a useful trail map. 
      

      
      We might view them as negative limits, describing ways in which the freedom on offer in the medium of human language is
         betrayed, or ways in which speech is rendered impersonal (and therefore, significantly
         mutated). Technique, predicated on sight, is a way of seeing which refuses the posture
         of listening, cutting off dialogue from the start. Technique effectively “works” only
         because it refuses dialogue; it is even constituted by this refusal. Propaganda applies technique to communications, actively seeking to betray this freedom in order
         to turn the word into a tool to act upon the other and generate reliable outcomes,
         setting aside the question of the other’s freedom. The ‘commonplace’ and ‘slogan’
         name two deformations of speech caused by propaganda; this is speech in which the
         dialogic intention has been replaced by a technical intention. Communicative content
         is thus sidelined by the emotive power and efficacy which the term provides its user.
      

      
      When it goes beyond a careful questioning and posits limits more solid than the time
         or space proper to our human scale, philosophy stops the time-space dialogue, and by the same move stops speaking and listening
         to a dialogue partner. That is not to say that the study of philosophy is uninteresting
         or unfruitful; nor that theology can bypass this study; nor that dialogue is impossible
         between theology and philosophy; nor, certainly, is this to disqualify structured
         thought and reasoned argument. But when words are forced out of their quotidian grammar
         and stuffed like bricks into the construction of a systematic edifice—whether the
         builder is a theologian or philosopher—the living word is lost. For all that philosophy
         can do, it cannot ground humble human speech.
      

      
      All forms of “text”—whether written words, audiovisual recordings, YouTube, etc.—can
         become a betrayal of presence if the body, time, place, or external referents involved
         in their creation are muted or fade from sight. This is not to say that these media
         have no place; rather, it is an invitation to seek the limits of what they can do.
         They can transmit information, certainly; but information still lacks the for you of dialogue. For example, personal letters are generally part of a larger dialogue
         between two people who know one another; they allude to or prefigure embodied encounters
         in shared time and space. The criteria of “dialogue” is not intended to devalue less
         explicitly personal and linguistic media; paintings, film, etc., are valuable for
         reasons which do not neatly fit into the sort of spoken dialogue we are describing
         here. But our inquiry focuses on the status of communicative speech in western society,
         on the integral role such speech plays in creating and sustaining collective unity,
         and on the central place of such speech in Christian theology. 
      

      
      The rise of recorded and transmitted audiovisual media in the twentieth century led
         both to the proliferation of words addressed to nobody in particular, and to the widespread
         nature of the audible, disembodied voice. In former times, a loud voice with nobody
         present often meant God was speaking. Throughout scripture, speech without a human
         speaker (even in the mouth of an animal) usually implies divine presence or action.
         Isaiah particularly condemned those who speak and listen to the creative works of
         their own hands, noting an isomorphism between those who do the speaking and these
         works themselves; both wooden idols and their worshipers have eyes and ears which
         do not see and hear. After our Ellulian reflections, can we be so sure that in our
         mediatized echo chambers, we are not simply late modern idolaters? 
      

      
      In other words, Ellul’s focus on presence and speech asks us: what kind of people
         do we need to be, what kind of society do we need to have, in order for true dialogue
         to be possible? Because they treat language, these are broadly human questions with
         very theological implications, treading on the linguistic ground which inextricably
         raises the question of both the human and the divine. These conditions cannot cause human language to become divine word, but hopefully they can help us protect the
         fragility of our linguistic community. They can function theologically (following
         Ellul’s suggestion) as the human element present to the Holy Spirit to treat as he
         will, knowing the gravity which biblical theology assigns to human speech.
      

      
      Similarly, what of Ellul’s focus on hope? If presence provides negative limits to true speech, hope is what keeps us from
         devaluing speech when it seems the presence required for true speech is nowhere to
         be found. Ellul’s incognito offers Christians a communication ethic emphasizing the speaker’s freedom. Christians
         are not obliged to engage everyone in dialogue. They are neither practicing intellectual apologetics, nor applying rhetorical
         techniques, nor seeking philosophical reason; no need to pump the parole through loudspeakers. The theological ethicist is certainly free to do all of the
         above; this study has explored the theological stakes implied in these choices. 
      

      
      One of the most refreshing elements often encountered in reading Ellul is the way
         he cuts across apparent binaries. To his brethren in the French Reformed church, Ellul
         was a reminder that politics, social justice, and engagement in society are not the
         same as presence. In a “high-church” theological context where “witness,” “conversion,”
         and “evangelism” began to sound more like outmoded relics from the colonial era, Ellul
         insisted on the necessity of these terms to hear the liberating message of Jesus Christ.[2]   By contrast, Ellul was no “low-church” evangelical; his criticisms of Billy Graham
         and evangelical approaches to scripture spur evangelical movements to become aware
         of their own philosophical inheritances and propagandistic tendencies. This book has
         hopefully demonstrated ways in which attending to Ellul’s prophetic work might provide
         a helpful dialogue partner for both and more of these Christian subgroups.
      

      
      Finally, Ellul reminds us that ‘freedom of speech’ has always implied much more than
         a government decree. In our new communicative situation, speaking freely will require
         openness, rigorous self-control—an “asceticism without precedent.” The approach developed
         here aims to listen, to take seriously the one speaking—and then evaluate a response
         in temporal dialogue. For in this existence-communication (following the one by whom
         love is known), open insults (like Christ with the Pharisees), silence (like Christ
         before Herod) and questions (like Christ with Pilate) are modes of address more loving
         and faithful than pretending to an absent dialogue.
      

       

      The themes of Ellul’s speech ethic as developed in this book are united in Paul’s
         first letter to the Corinthians. Paul emphasizes the spoken word as the unity of the body of Christ. David Bentley Hart’s new semi-literal translation of the New Testament
         brings out these emphases often obscured by other translations.[3]   Paul begins (1:5) by rejoicing that the church in Corinth has been “enriched in
         everything by him, in all discourse and knowledge,” enabling their “waiting upon the revelation of our Lord Jesus the
         Anointed” (1:7). The body of the letter begins: “Now, brothers, I implore you by the
         name of our Lord Jesus the Anointed that you all profess the same thing . . .” Brock and Wannenwetsch highlight that Paul is speaking against
         the current state of things; the church in Corinth is “actually fighting and teaching
         falsely.”[4]  
      

      
      The next several chapters are structured around Paul’s approach to the word. First,
         he says that Christian proclamation is not the same thing as the wisdom of this age,
         but is weaker, foolish, even, without being.
      

      
         For the Anointed gave me a mission . . . to proclaim the good tidings—not in sophisticated
            speech, lest the cross of the Anointed be made void. For the word of the cross is
            folly to those who are perishing, while to those who are being saved it is God’s power
            for us (1:17–18) . . . Where is the wise man? Where the scribe? Where the dialectician
            of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the cosmos? For since, in God’s
            wisdom, the cosmos did not know God by wisdom, God thought it well to save the faithful
            by the foolishness of a proclamation” (1:20–21) . . . Rather, God chose the foolish
            things of the cosmos in order that he might shame the wise . . . the things that have
            no being, in order that he might nullify the things that do have being (1:27–28) .
            . .
         

      

      In faithfulness to his mission, Paul speaks a word without ontological power, but with the power of the cross. This implies that he deliberately forgoes
         the powerful persuasive tools of rhetorical technique.[5]  Brock and Wannenwetsch write: 
      

      
         For the strongest of theological reasons Paul seeks a way of preaching that empties
            his speech of all manipulative power; he desires, for the manner in which he represents the self-emptying of Christ to be true to its content, the folly of the cross. Frustrating those who expect the Apostle to demonstrate
            his power through mighty rhetoric, Paul knows that he needs to eschew precisely this
            demand if the cross is not going to be emptied. The Apostle thus keeps himself in
            a deliberate position of dependency—waiting for God’s own authorization of his work,
            the proof from divine power.[6] 
         

      

      They note a link between the Corinthians’ desire for worldly wisdom and the split
         in their community: “For the Corinthians, the license to form factions is directly
         related to their desire for knowledge as privileged epistemic insight, the insatiable
         craving for knowledge pressing beyond proper apprehension of the ways of God in his
         church and world.”[7]  Furthermore, for the content of the speech to be separable from the kenotic form of the cross would be its betrayal;[8]  “for Paul, how the ideas are communicated lies at the heart of the matter, since the Christ Paul
         serves does not offer an escape from human relations but invites humans into a completely
         new form of inter-human relationality.”[9]  
      

      
      Paul continues this theme in chapters two and three, peaking in 4:1 with the following
         strange self-designation: “So let a man account us servants of the Anointed and stewards
         of God’s mysteries.” Brock and Wannenwetsch clarify that such a reference treats them
         as humble servants, not exalted lords.[10]    But even so, what a remarkable occupation—to manage a mystery! To do so, “it is
         required that among stewards one be found faithful” (4:2).
      

      
      Speech (i.e., Christian proclamation) is the management of the mystery of God. Paul speaks. But (following his metaphors in
         chapter three) he also plants and builds. “Let each one be vigilant of how he builds”
         (3:10). Let each one be vigilant of how she speaks. For mismanaging the mystery can
         result in problematically philosophical knowledge, which kills community; or the form/content
         divorce of rhetorical technique (culminating in today’s propaganda), which aims to
         manipulate the addressee; or the commonplace, the slogan—speech made pure effect,
         a lynchpin reinforcing any argument, made by divorcing the Word from its relation
         to past and future. 
      

      
      Instead, let us manage the mystery of the word with faithfulness, care, and praise.
         One of the most fundamental acts of this management today will involve refusing reductive
         and impersonal approaches to language, seeking rather to rehabilitate the humble and
         mysterious character of the word. In this way, hopefully, our mediatized echo chambers
         can be broken open, facilitating an opening of our ears, our mouths, and ourselves.
         We might do well to follow Paul Virilio:
      

      
      “‘Yes, but if you say this, then it means that . . .’ No! It doesn’t mean that! What
         I say is beyond me. And it excites me to be surpassed in this thought.”[11]  
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      Appendix 1

      
         
         
         Interpretive Summary of Ellul’s Article “The Dialogue of Sign and Presence” (1936?)
            
         

         
         
      

      
      Following my reading of the original document, I have assigned paragraph numbers to
         break up where it seems Ellul was transitioning between speakers. In the original,
         these were marked only by the beginning of a new line; it is perhaps an interpretive
         move to assign these to different speakers, but a move which I view as concretizing
         what is evident within the text. I will refer to these two speakers as Speaker A (SA)
         and Speaker B (SB) for convenience.
      

      
      1: SA suggests that directly knowing and living ethical rules excludes dogma. The
         ethical problem of posing rules gives humans a common measure with God, but this problematizes
         both presence and sign (discussed further on), because the life and the rule seem
         separate—too much spiritual development excludes the body.
      

      
      2: SB challenges this as contradictory, saying that if one creates this ethical rule
         / common measure[1]   with God, it cannot be useful for salvation (which can only be from God); but if
         one rejects dogma, the rule / measure cannot be from God either. Yet, the human must
         be the measure of this salvation for it actually to be salvation of the human. 
      

      
      3: SA retorts that they did not reject dogma, but a certain level of spiritual development
         will exclude it, since the ethical rule can be directly lived and known. SA suggests
         that either their action is the rule, or the rule is posited as known and exterior
         to themselves: in the first case, they are in the place of God which problematizes
         God’s presence—the rule justifies, which excludes an external salvation. In the second
         case, if the rule is exterior to themselves, there is a gap to cross to act out the
         rule in the flesh—but the flesh is sinful so we cannot presume our salvation. 
      

      
      4: SB says the apparent contradiction is coherent if understood dialectically, as
         stages in succession: the spirit purifies and spiritualizes the flesh via one’s will.
         One begins by knowing the external rule ‘spiritually,’ then enacting it in the flesh. 
      

      
      5: SA rejects this as sufficient, seeing a problematic duality implied between spirit
         and body, even in the first ‘stage,’ which then moves towards unicity. But this is
         problematic, first, because in a sinful state, how is knowledge of the exterior rule
         possible without dogma?; second, even allowing that one can achieve this unicity by
         conforming one’s life to an exterior rule, this unicity itself is troubling . . .
         is the flesh truly spiritualized—i.e., can one stop eating physical food?
      

      
      6: SB says that the spirit can defeat matter.

      
      7: SA agrees, but says that this defeats the spirit as well. Besides, even this unicity
         would not be perfection, because divine perfection is diversity in unity, which unicity can never grasp. 
      

      
      8: SB suggests that Christ resolves this problem: did Jesus not spiritualize the flesh?

      
      9: SA says no, in fact, he did not—sin is a problem of the human, not the body or the spirit. Therefore, Christ did not spiritualize the flesh, but only gave a unity, a “communion of flesh and spirit in diversity.”
      

      
      10: SB rejects an intended subordination of flesh to spirit, but they do imply an
         opposition between them in which the spirit tends to modify the rule because of the
         weakness of the flesh: this is the place for dogma. “Dogma finds its foundation in
         the existence of matter,” measuring and respecting it; dogma is necessary because
         I cannot be perfectly spiritual. (In this section, Yvette pushes back significantly
         on the speaker’s separation of spirit and flesh in sin.)
      

      
      11: SA suggests that the notion of ‘calling’ problematizes SB’s schema. Because calling
         is an individual and purely spiritual phenomena, it needs no sign, and thus no diversity
         of matter and spirit. God desires a pure ‘leap of faith,’ which the giving of a sign
         would invalidate. God’s ‘rescue’ of humanity is only spiritual. If one says that the
         sign is necessary and dogma is universal, there is a problem: dogma only measures
         matter, only presupposes a dogma-matter relation, not a dogma-God relation. So dogma
         cannot judge the spirit. But if this dogma is taken to be the sign of the spirit’s
         work, morality must be elaborated in function of dogma—and thus the spirit is moralized!
         Once the sign is a spiritual necessity, spirit is necessarily subordinated to matter.
         
      

      
      12: SB gives a long argument: SA’s objection is only convincing because they have
         failed to distinguish the relation of God to the human from the action of the human
         in relation to God. For the first of these, the sign is necessary. SA ignores the
         sinful state of humanity, treating ‘calling’ as if addressed to a sinless human; this
         human would need no sign, “God would no longer be a hidden God,” and their faith would
         be sufficient as a sign and for discernment. But because we are sinful, God is hidden;
         our faith is too little, so God always gives a sign to those who demand it. But it
         is only a sign to faith, a confirmation and not a point of departure. Since this sign is communicated to us and relies on our interpretation of it, it is thus inseparable from us. If SA is right and the ‘rescue’ must be purely spiritual, the sign would not be necessary;
         God could simply have had a prophet announce that salvation had been effected, and dialectical reason would suffice for humans to have faith. But
         God did send Christ. Jesus is the living sign of our sanctification; Jesus was not a necessity for the salvation of
            humanity, but for the sign of this salvation. We need signs so that our certainty becomes a living reality. Christ is the “most
         essential example of the necessity of the sign of spiritual action.”  To fully comprehend
         this, the notion of presence, inherently complex, is necessary. Presence can have no fixed rules. True presence kills any models; the presence of God thus implies that there can be
         no (directly, certainly, exteriorly) known moral rule, but only a formulated or formed morality. And the presence of Jesus Christ is the core of Christian dogma. This presence is not just spiritual,
         but carnal, or in any case temporal: “because there is the presence of the sign, there
         cannot be codification of the spirit.”
      

      
      13: SA is confused on temporal presence. Spiritual presence is irreducible to a formula,
         certainly, but is carnal presence the same? Yes, signs are valuable for human salvation,
         but they are only such in the presence of Christ—the sign is nothing but a gift of
         God. But is Christ’s spiritual presence only graspable in dogma? We can hardly speak
         of it—it’s more of a communion, but this problematizes dogma, no?
      

      
      14: SB objects: SA has again insisted on the division of matter and spirit! The sign
         overcomes the world. This ‘gift’ takes on a human form! “The communion of Christ is
         not a mystical union, but a communion of living and sinful men, speaking and discussing
         and denying, and who need to break bread together to know what communion is.” But
         how can spiritual presence be discussed without carnal presence? SB affirms their belief in the carnal presence of Christ. This is insisted upon by Gospel accounts of his eating with disciples, being touched
         and seen after the resurrection. “This is the culmination of three years of preaching,
         of which each word is a revolt against the spirit detached from the flesh.” God incarnate is among us in the church, and this carnal presence is a necessary sign. Here we see
         the most complete attempt at a definition of presence: “Presence involves the two
         elements, because presence is above all a testimony of the person. A witness borne
         by the person about the person. Consequently, it is the complete engagement of the
         being in this gift which one person is to another. It is the complete engagement of
         God in this gift of God.” Human to human relations are filtered through human-God
         relations. Witness demands both the body and soul—the entire person. While the spirit can exceed the
         body (and here, Yvette pushes back), bodily presence is nothing without spiritual
         presence. Material presence is only such by the spiritual; but then, a reversal occurs
         in which carnal presence becomes the condition of spiritual presence. Henceforth they
         are indissociable. 
      

      
      15: It is hard to tell who finishes; it seems SA has come around to SB’s position,
         accepting that they were wrong to have dissociated matter and spirit. “The two are
         but one and the same thing. Presence and the sign…All is indissolubly linked.” Yvette
         ends with a poetic focus on the unity of body and spirit. 
      

      
      Note

      
      
         
            1. The French word règle can be translated as either ‘ruler,’ in the sense of a measuring instrument, as well
                  as ‘rule,’ in the sense of a law, code, or regulation. I believe that both senses
                  are implied in this article.
               

            

         

      

   
      Appendix 2

      
         
         
         Ellul’s Honorary Doctorate from the 
University of Aberdeen
         

         
         
      

      
      Jacques Ellul’s Honorary Doctorate from Aberdeen

      
      During my research, I discovered Goddard’s notation that Ellul had received an honorary
         doctorate from the University of Aberdeen.[1]   Pursuing this connection, I inquired with Special Collections Centre in the University’s
         library, where I discovered the following.
      

      
      The Minutes of the University’s Senatus Academicus (vol. XLII, 1979–80, 54, note 119)
         March 5, 1980, reads: “The Senatus was reminded that on 30 November 1977 it resolved
         to confer the Honorary Degree of Doctor of Divinity (D.D.) on Professor Jacques Ellul, Professor
         of Law at Bordeaux University and Professor of Sociology in the Institute of Political
         Studies, Bordeaux. The Senatus was informed that Professor Ellul had been unable to
         attend a graduation ceremony owing to continuing ill-health and approves a recommendation
         by the Principal that the degree be conferred on him in absentia at the July graduation
         ceremonies.” The conferral took place at the graduation ceremonies on July 3, 1980.
         The Aberdeen University Review (no.167 [Spring 1982]: 47–49) notes that “Professor Torrance” executed the conferral
         and includes his conferral speech (see below). 
      

      
      This was the late professor James B. Torrance, an enthusiastic reader of Ellul and
         Dean of Aberdeen’s Divinity Faculty at the time. His son, Professor Alan J. Torrance
         (currently Professor of Systematic Theology at the University of St. Andrews) confirmed
         this. Professor James B. Torrance wrote Ellul a letter on October 29, 1980, enclosing
         the text of his conferral speech. Professor Alan J. Torrance discovered a letter of
         response written by Ellul to his father on November 29, 1980 and mailed on December
         1 (see below for my translated transcription of this letter).
      

      
      To express his gratitude, Ellul wrote an article, “The Role of Memory and Hope in
         Faith” (see below) for the Aberdeen University Review. His letter notes that he intended
         to send it in January 1981 to Mr. Eric E. Morrison in Aberdeen. The letter was translated
         by Dr. Alison Saunders, and the translation revised by the Rev. Prof. David Cairns.
         Despite my best efforts, I have been unable to find the original French copy of this
         article; below, I include the translation published in the Aberdeen University Review.
      

      
      In light of my argument, I suggest that the article is an excursus on Kierkegaard’s
         view of the true present as the active unity of memory and hope as subjective relations
         to past and future, including references to Ecclesiastes, his own conversion, and
         the biblical importance of the present.
      

      
      Special thanks are due to Michelle in the Special Collections Centre for her assistance,
         and to the University of Aberdeen for allowing the publication of these materials.
      

      
      Ellul’s Letter to Professor James B. Torrance

      
      The envelope is addressed: “For the Dean, Professor James B. Torrance” and postmarked
         in Pessac, France on December 1, 1980. 
      

       

      UNIVERSITY OF BORDEAUX I

      
      Faculty of Law, Social Sciences and Politics

      
      AVENUE LEON DUGUIT

      
      PESSAC

       

      29 November

      
      To the Dean [monsieur le Doyen]:
      

      
      Please excuse my late response to your kind letter on October 29. I am now retired;
         I rarely go to the Faculty, and they do not send me letters which are sent there!
         I found your letter yesterday, by chance!
      

      
      Thank you for the kindness which you have demonstrated towards me, and for the “promotion
         speech” that you pronounced!
      

      
      I will be very happy to write this article for the Aberdeen University Review, I think
         I can send it to Mr. Eric E. Morrison in January. I suppose that this article can
         be in the ethical domain?
      

      
      I thank you again. Yours sincerely,

      
      J.Ellul

      
      Professor James B. Torrance’s Conferral Speech

      
      (From the Aberdeen University Review, no. 167 (Spring 1982), 47–49. I have presented
         the text as printed, correcting only punctuation issues. –JMR)
      

       

      Professor Torrance presented Professor Ellul in absentia thus: 

      
      Jacques Ellul, Professor of Law at Bordeaux University since 1946 and Professor of
         Sociology in the Institute of Political Studies, Bordeaux since 1947. Mr. Vice-Chancellor,
         may I present to you for the Degree of Doctor of Divinity, honoris causa, Professor Jacques Ellul, Professor of Law in the University of Bordeaux, who is
         unable to be present at this ceremony.
      

      
       Professor Ellul is one of the outstanding lay theologians of our day, whose books
         have been widely read, not only in France, but throughout the whole English-speaking
         world. At one time a Marxist, and along with Jean Paul Sartre and Albert Camus a leader
         of the French underground Resistance Movement during the war, this remarkable man
         has been Mayor of Bordeaux, has taught in the Universities of Montpellier and Strasbourg,
         has held the Chair of Law at Bordeaux since 1946 and been Professor of Sociology in
         the Institute of Political Studies in Bordeaux since 1947. He is a member of the council
         of the Reformed Church of France and an adviser to the World Council of Churches.
         Deeply involved in the social and political issues of our day, but profoundly critical
         of any attempt to politicize the Church, he is passionately convinced that the Church
         is never more relevant than when she is the Church, living out of the Gospel, and
         not simply determined by our contemporary environment and enslaved by the cultural,
         social pressures of our Western world—by the mores of the secular city, technology, politics, propaganda, the mass media or the demon
         of racism. His theological concern to interpret the Christian Gospel in a way which
         exposes the many social determinants which obscure the message of the Church and fetter
         her witness has led him to produce over thirty books on such subjects as: The Theological Foundation of Law, 1946; The Presence of the Kingdom in the Modern World, 1948; The Technological Society, 1954; Propaganda, 1962; False Presence of the Kingdom, 1963; The Political Illusion, 1965; The Politics of God and the Politics of Man, 1966; Violence from a Christian Perspective, 1968; Prayer and Modern Man, 1970; The Meaning of the City, 1970; The Ethics of Liberty, 1974. 
      

      
      In all these he brings his powerful sociological and theological insights and criticisms
         to bear, in a way which has led to the enormous popularity of his books, particularly
         since 1964 in the United States. At that time, the Center for the Study of Democratic
         Institutions (at Santa Barbara, California) was increasingly concerned about the impact
         of technology in Western society, and when the Director asked Aldous Huxley for his
         opinion concerning contemporary European works on the subject, Huxley mentioned Ellul’s
         La Technique (the Technological Society) as one of the most authentic documents of social criticism of the twentieth century—more
         penetrating than his own Brave New World. Three years after the English publication of that work, a steady stream of books
         by Ellul was translated and published in English, from one to three a year—such was
         the demand of a reading public which discerned the incisiveness of his insights.
      

      
      Ellul tells us that he grew up among the poor, by the docks of Bordeaux, and at the
         age of nineteen read Marx’s Das Kapital, and became so enthusiastic about it that he became a ‘Marxist’, though he never
         joined the Party. At the age of twenty-two he began to read the Bible, and, as he
         says, “was converted—with a certain ‘brutality!’” The great problem therefore was
         whether it was possible to be both a Marxist and a Christian. On the philosophical
         plane, he ‘quickly’ recognized the incompatibility: in choosing Jesus Christ, he abandoned
         Marxist philosophy. But nevertheless, he learned from Marx a radical way of looking
         at social, economic and political problems which he has never abandoned but learned
         to qualify in a Christian way. If from his fellow countryman, Rousseau, he learned
         that ‘man is free, but everywhere in chains,’ and if from the early Karl Marx he learned
         that the essence of man is his liberty, but that that Idea is negated by the actualities
         of bourgeois society, from the Bible he learned that man is only free as a responsible
         personal being before God, whose true freedom is found in living for God and others,
         in community and in love, but what negates that freedom and leads man to live in bondage
         is his desire to live in independence, in an autonomous existence—especially today
         when he is the slave of the technological society. If for the Marxist, the only way
         in which man can ‘come to be’ and find fulfilment is by negating the negatives, by
         revolution, by violence (where the end justifies the means), for the Christian, fulfilment
         is found in a life of radical obedience to the concrete demands of God in history,
         in personal response to Christ, in Whom God’s Will is made known. In Christ means
         and ends are one. Love is the end, and love is the means. Christ is at once the Incarnation
         of God in His unconditional love and the Mediator who establishes His Kingdom by Love—by
         self-sacrifice. The Christian Church is therefore called to conform to Christ and
         to live as an authentic witness to grace, renouncing all pretensions to power and
         the use of violent means to achieve God’s ends. She must be a living witness to the
         meaning of reconciliation, always concerned about the poor, not merely out of humanitarian
         concern, not idealizing the poor, but because of ‘her communion with the Poor One,
         who knew total poverty, total injustice, total violence’. She must be ‘the defense
         attorney for the poor’, not just the politically ‘interesting’ or potentially powerful
         poor but ‘the forgotten poor’. It is this conviction and Christocentric motivation
         which have made Ellul at once a prominent ecumenical figure and an active participant
         in the World Council of Churches, and at the same time one of the Council’s severest
         critics. It is likewise this passion for authentic personal freedom before God which
         has made him, like Luther and Calvin, like Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Karl Barth, from
         whom he has learned so much, so sensitive to everything that can keep the Church ‘in
         the house of bondage’ and prevent her from being the pilgrim people of God. If like
         the French existentialists he has learned much from Soren Kierkegaard about the meaning
         of human existence, unlike many of them, he has seen that true freedom is the gift
         of the Spirit, who liberates us for the service of the Kingdom. For Ellul, the fatal
         weakness of both Marxism and capitalism—and too often of the Christian Church—is their
         pragmatism, the dominance of the category of means and ends, the illusory belief that
         by changing the structures of society, by controlling the means of production, community can come out of the hat! It does not. Community is the gift of the Spirit, the gift
         of living together in love, given to those who live by God’s grace. Technological
         man has made incredible advances in the world of science, but the more power he has
         gained in the mastery of his environment, the more he has become the slave of the
         machine, unable to live in authentic personal freedom.
      

      
      Like an Old Testament prophet, Ellul calls upon us in our day to listen again to God’s
         liberating Word, like the Reformers he calls us to discover anew the meaning of grace,
         but as a twentieth-century radical he interprets the Gospel anew, with all its powerful
         relevance for a bewildered world. 
      

      
      Mr. Vice-Chancellor, I have therefore the greatest pleasure in asking you to confer
         on this eminent lay theologian the degree of Doctor of Divinity, honoris causa, albeit in absentia.
      

      
      Article by Jacques Ellul: “The Role of Memory and Hope in Faith” 
      

      
      Aberdeen University Review, no. 167 (Spring 1982): 171–179

      
      The Role of Memory and Hope in Faith

      
      For the University of Aberdeen

      
      in token of my gratitude

      
      By Jacques Ellul

      
       

      
      Past, Present, Future

      
       

      
      We are certainly not going to discuss here psychological or sociological aspects of
         memory and hope: memory, which connects us to the past, which gives us a sense of
         continuity in our life and which ensures our identity. We know that all the cells
         in our body change, and that our brain cells are constantly being destroyed, and yet
         nevertheless we do have a permanence in our being. I am the same person I was half
         a century ago. It is our memory which provides us with this identity, which is indeed
         based upon that memory—a strange phenomenon which we still cannot fully understand
         or explain. But memory exists not only at the level of the individual, but also at
         the level of the group, the family, the tribe. Here again it guarantees identity,
         and continuity in a social group despite the death of certain of its members and the
         appearance or the birth of new members. Likewise we have come more and more to recognize
         that man cannot live without hope. (We often prefer to say: without an aim.) In order
         for life to exist and for man to fulfil himself, he must have an aim to achieve, an
         idea of something he must accomplish, something he wants to accomplish. A life which
         is wholly limited to every-day routine, with no prospect of future expansion, is wholly
         dull and unsatisfying to man. The succession of day after day without ‘a task to accomplish’
         is intolerable. In order to live we need the hope that tomorrow will be better, that
         we will at last achieve something. Our aim may be a very modest one (social advancement)
         or a very vast one (social revolution), but it is hope which enables us to live (as
         the saying goes in French). All this is self-evident.
      

      
      But when we turn to the Bible we are given a completely different viewpoint on the
         subject of memory and hope—or rather the Bible takes us beyond what we understand
         from the psychological or sociological viewpoint. First of all it must always be remembered
         that biblical revelation always deals in the present: it is only the present, the
         hic et nunc which counts. ‘Now is come salvation and strength’ (Revelation 12:10); ‘Behold, now
         is the accepted time; behold, now is the day of salvation’ (II Corinthians 6:2); ‘Now
         is the judgement of this world’ (John 12:31). Now salvation has arrived. The importance
         of the present is continually recalled, but, as we shall see, not in order to reject
         memory and hope, but to experience them in a manner which is different from the way
         we experience them in the world and in nature. To put it another way, our memory is
         a natural part of us, a function of our brain, and in the same way a form of hope
         is a constituent part of our psychology. But in both cases we now realize that we
         are dealing with a ‘construct’. That is to say, our memory is constructed: it does
         not function like a computer memory which registers and retains everything that is
         fed into it. Our memory works like a sieve, retaining what is important for us personally,
         and letting pass unnecessary information which gets in the way and confuses the message.
         Our memory is not a mechanism, but is constructed (voluntarily or involuntarily) in
         accordance with what we explained earlier to be its function. Collective memory (or
         group memory)—it must also be stressed—is likewise evidently constructed. It is called
         legend or myth when it is consciously expressed in a particular way. But there is
         also an unconscious form of collective memory which is fundamental. French working-class
         psychology cannot be understood unless it is appreciated that underlying it is the
         memory (buried, but still alive) of such incidents as the Rue Transnonain massacre[2]   or the Champ de Mars massacre.[3]   Selective memory, certainly, but a constituent part of the very life of the group
         which retains such episodes from the past buried deep within itself. But the same
         thing applies to our hope also, for it is we ourselves who elaborate our aim, who
         build for ourselves a ‘possible’ future; it is not a case of any aim being acceptable
         for anybody. Indeed, when man finds himself not in a position to elaborate his aim
         he succumbs to despair and a kind of nothingness. Now, it is at this level of the
         ‘construct’ of memory and hope that the Bible demonstrates the difference. It does
         not make the distinction which we habitually make between what is past, present and
         future. The well-known structure of Hebrew verbs is significant here. There is a perfect
         tense, which is past, but still retains a sense of the present, and there is the imperfect
         tense which is still in process (the present stretching into the future). So already
         we are given a double warning which has to be accepted: we must not live in the past,
         nor yet must we live in the future. The same thing applies when we are reminded that
         we must not be tempted to regress to the sub-human (worship of animals) nor yet to
         aspire to the superhuman (You are on earth; God is in heaven). We must not live with
         our memories. We must not seek refuge in the past. To do so is to seek to escape from
         our present responsibility. Old men should not return incessantly to the memory of
         their youth, and nations should not seek refuge in their past periods of greatness.
         The Bible constantly exhorts us to regard present reality as being all-important.
         And from the spiritual point of view we should not persist indefinitely in repentance,
         in feelings of guilt and in the memory of our sins, nor yet should we keep remembering
         good works and blessed deeds which we may have accomplished in God’s name. All this
         past is over and belongs to God. God assumes our past; nothing is lost and nothing
         is forgotten but all is embraced in God’s love. But at the same time the Bible warns
         us against the other form of escape, which is escape into the future. It is not in
         accordance with God’s revelation to concentrate wholly upon the future either by living
         as if we were already there, or by neglecting the present and thinking only of the
         kingdom to come. It is not as if the concerns of our present daily life were trivial
         and unimportant compared with the great and beautiful realities of Paradise, of the
         Heavenly Jerusalem. Jesus tells us clearly: ‘If you are faithful in small things you
         will be made ruler over many things.’ But what in fact is all-important is faithfulness
         in these little things hic et nunc. And when Paul tells us that he is not yet in possession of salvation, that he is
         looking towards promised things to come, he says to us ‘I run.’ In the same way, when
         the Epistle to the Hebrews speaks of the cloud of witnesses, who died not having received
         the promises, but having seen them afar off, and embraced them, it tells us that they
         were continually on the march, pilgrims towards the city of God. Hope did not stop
         them, far from it; what was of prime importance was to be on the march, to run, that
         is to say, what we are making of our life now. And when the Apocalypse tells us that ‘past things are done away, behold I make
         all things new,’ the moment when the present is the complete fulfilment of the promise,
         of hope, is still a present, though an eschatological present. We must not live in
         the future because of our confidence in the promise. And it is in this way also that
         we have to understand the Beatitudes: ‘Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall
         be comforted.’ We interpret this too often: they will be blessed when they are comforted,
         but I believe that this is a mistake. In fact it is a declaration of Jesus concerning
         the poor, the meek, etc. . . . that they are blessed now. It is not theoretical consolation, a vain and vague promise. They are blessed today, not because they are already comforted but because the Word of Jesus, which is the word of God, tells them now and for today:
         ‘I declare that you are blessed, and you must live as blessed because you have the
         certain promise of consolation, and you know now what your future is.’ Faith is always
         for today. That is to say it is never something which is acquired once and for always.
         Contrary to the phrase which is often used in France, ‘I have faith,’ faith is not a possession, not something which can ever be held and owned.
         It is always new. One can never acquire it once and for all, and thereafter be content
         and secure, reassured by the knowledge of having acquired it. Faith is always a present
         reality, a risk to be taken anew, a truth to be heard again, because it is never repeated
         in precisely the same way, an unexpected demand, because God is a living God. He is
         not enclosed or defined by a set of formulae; he does not expect us simply to repeat
         a set of stock phrases, or a good work; he does not expect a settled Church. And in
         the same way, reciprocally, faith does not imply relegation to the future of what
         should be lived and heard today. When Paul announced the resurrection to the Athenians
         and they replied: ‘We will hear thee again on this matter,’ this is the speech of
         the incredulous. Putting off until tomorrow, until the future, is always the mark
         of this in the Bible. Do not say to your neighbour: ‘Go, and come again and tomorrow
         I will give’ (Proverbs 3:28), for this shows scorn for him. And when Isaiah accuses
         Israel of saying: ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we shall die’ (Isaiah 22:13),
         this is scorn for God. Hope never invites us to put off until later; here again it
         is today that we must live in hope. We shall come back to this point. In other words
         only the present counts biblically. But this is not to reject either memory or aim.
         It is something different. In both cases it is a matter of actualizing it. We must keep the past in our memory
         like a present reality. In other words, it is not the fact in itself that counts,
         but what it means to me today, as God’s revelation through or by means of that past
         event. And it is this which has often produced misunderstandings on the part of modern
         scientific men in connection with biblical texts, for these are not historical accounts
         aiming to give a precise report of what actually happened, but rather they seek to
         provide us with the vital meaningful reality of these past events. The opening chapters
         of Genesis do not pretend to describe the factual process of the creation but rather
         they give us the reality of the meaning for us of that event. And the same applies
         to the project or ‘what is to come.’ This cannot be equated with the normal idea of
         future. It is not a question of ‘later on.’ In this sense ‘what is to come’ is already
         present. You are already raised up, as Paul says. ‘And hath raised us up together’ (Ephesians 2:6); ‘Ye are risen with him’ (Colossians 2:12). Just as Jesus declares: ‘The Kingdom is in the midst of you (or: within you).’ I believe that this does not just mean from
         a small beginning a bigger thing will grow; nor is it simply the dialectic of ‘already
         and not yet’. Certainly we have not got the entirety of what is accomplished in the
         Kingdom. But this should not be fixed on a temporal scale of present and future. The
         Already which has been accomplished is radical. If we have been raised up, this is
         not just raised up to a small extent; it is indeed the Resurrection which has been
         acquired, this is to say a radical break with the earlier human condition. In the
         same way the Kingdom of God which is implanted in the world implies something radically
         new for the world today. The turn has been made, and we do not have to live in the
         hope of a better future but rather in a state of hope which is the actualization of
         the Kingdom which at the same time both is, and is to come. Like the actualization
         of the Resurrection which at the same time is both happening here and now, and is
         to happen. Our ‘normal’ concept of time is turned upside down. The same is true for
         the revelation that the Kingdom of God is coming. That is to say it is not a place at the end of a long journey, at the end of a story,
         which we shall ultimately enter, but on the contrary it is the Kingdom which from
         eternity, from the end of time, from the end of History, comes to us. It is an active force which displaces the future towards our present. Thus our project
         finds its accomplishment through this realization, and not by any actual progress
         made by us along the path. And this is why the Christian state of hope is different
         from ordinary hope.
      

      
      In other words, the actualization by faith as the Scriptures show us (for example
         in the use of Old Testament texts by the writers of the New Testament) is not—in the
         case of the past—simple photographic reproduction of facts, simple repetition which
         would be redundant and meaningless, nor—in the case of the future—a simple forecast,
         a probability, or an event which is calculated or calculable to happen.
      

      
      But this collection of biblical information does not reduce the importance for man
         of memory and hope. Very much the reverse. Both are essential for his life and for
         his expression of faith, but with a different form of comprehension, and with a different
         role from that which they have in ordinary life.
      

      
      Memory and Hope

      
      Biblically, memory is absolutely fundamental. Already inasmuch as the Bible is not
         a philosophical book, nor a book of imaginary tales, but a collection of accounts
         of events which actually happened, that is to say a history book (not in the sense
         used by modern historians, but in the sense of history gathered together in the collective
         memory), and the great cry: ‘Remember, Israel’ is reiterated time after time to remind
         us of what God has done in the past in order to strengthen our faith today. Memory
         nourishes faith. And let us not forget that all our Churches rest, as does the whole
         of Christianity, on the memory of that brief moment when Jesus spoke, suffered, died
         and was resurrected, and that for us the memory of those who witnessed this is a guarantee
         of the authenticity (I do not say the exact reality!) of what once happened. But in
         addition memory nourishes the faith of every one of us in the course of our own individual
         experience. Many of us have been able to have a personal encounter with God, been
         able suddenly to discover the absolute truth of a passage from the Bible, a truth
         which imposes itself incontrovertibly, as The Truth. But this experience is not renewed,
         and we have to live the rest of our life in the memory of this encounter. In moments
         of doubt and discouragement we have to recall that unique moment which was the starting
         point. Indeed this corresponds also to what the Bible frequently shows us. People
         who have a form of constant communication with God are rare. Most often it is an encounter.
         Like Paul, and everything follows from there, and one has to go back to that moment
         by means of memory. ‘Call to remembrance the former days’ says the Epistle to the
         Hebrews (10:32), or again in Revelation (3:3), ‘Remember therefore how thou hast received
         and heard; and hold fast and repent.’ Thus biblically memory is a constituent part
         of faith. But more than this it is also a constituent part of Existence and of its
         very continuity. Indeed if Israel is Israel, and recognizes its identity as such,
         it is precisely by recalling the memory of the successive acts by God on its behalf;
         there is a continuity from the deliverance from Egypt onwards, and when in numerous
         texts, prophets and psalmists give an abridged version of the series of acts of God
         on behalf of Israel they do so in order to demonstrate to Israel that without this
         memory it does not exist. But it is precisely this same procedure which makes us refer
         ourselves to the ‘great cloud of witnesses’ spoken of in the Epistle to the Hebrews.
         Without these people who witnessed in the past, and whose testimony we have received,
         there is no being because there is no continuity of spiritual existence or of life
         in truth.
      

      
      And indeed this is particularly important in a society like our own, which could be
         characterised by the ‘culture of forgetfulness.’ There is a double process: first
         there is the excessive quantity of information inundating us with news of so many
         events, so many facts, that we inevitably forget today what we were told two days
         ago. One piece of information pushes out another. Thus the past is not made up of
         a series of notable periods, each filled with significance, giving a group, a country
         or an individual its sense of continuity, that is to say, its ‘being’ for today, by
         giving it its identity, but it becomes a sort of grey area, a confused mixture of
         vague memories, all of which are insignificant. It is not for nothing that we have
         so many memoirs nowadays (by artists, politicians, etc., etc.) or again that we have
         so many monuments and memorial ceremonies; it is all part of a desperate attempt to
         salvage from among all this greyness and confusion a few fragments of identity. But
         of course all of this has no effect, the more so since at the same time we deliberately
         cultivate forgetfulness. On the one hand there is a kind of struggle against history
         (this is perhaps a particularly French characteristic); we scorn history, we eliminate
         it from the school curriculum; it no longer represents the key to a period of human
         existence. But there is also the remarkable phenomenon of the elimination of the past
         by a large number of intellectuals and politicians, who—having been, for example,
         Stalinists the past—completely wipe out this period of their lives and present themselves
         as totally innocent pure thinkers. There is no mea culpa, just the simple wiping out of the past. It is this attitude which explains the famous
         phrase which came out of an enquiry carried out among a group of fifteen-year olds:
         ‘Hitler? Never heard of him!’ Modern man lives in the immediate present, but not in
         a present which has been built up, nourished and shaped by his awareness of the past
         as conserved in his memory. 
      

      
      This is exactly the reverse of what we are told in the Bible. Against this background
         the Christian must, on the contrary, carefully retain the memory of his life and of
         history, and transmit a legacy of his experience and of the acts of God, and fight
         in order that his people may be familiar with its being, through the medium of its
         history. 
      

      
      Finally there is a further biblical dimension of memory which is equally essential.
         It is memory which gives us the certainty of forgiveness. The relationship between
         memory and forgiveness is absolutely central. Biblical thought goes precisely the
         opposite way to the poem of Musset in which he says: ‘Failing forgiveness let us have
         forgetfulness.’ The Bible never asks for things from the past to be forgotten, to
         be allowed to disappear into oblivion, absence, anonymity, but it proclaims forgiveness
         for these things. It is not a question of presenting oneself before God each day as
         being innocent as the newborn babe, simply because we have forgotten what we did yesterday
         ( the famous attitude which was so defended by men of letters between the wars, of
         ‘successive sincerity’), but rather of presenting oneself as someone who, on the contrary,
         remembers, and seeks to remember, and retains all that he did yesterday which went
         against God’s will, and asks his forgiveness. If we ourselves efface our sins by forgetting
         them, then there is no grace possible for us. But indeed we must bear for ourselves
         by means of memory everything that we have done, and the forgiveness is indeed total:
         that is to say, after we have received forgiveness in truth there is no need for us
         to begin all over again, thinking over our faults; we have another memory now, a memory
         which determines our life today, which is the memory of forgiveness. It is God who
         wipes out our faults (not our own forgetfulness), but because it is God who does it,
         they are truly wiped out, and we have no need to go over them again: except in order
         to retain in our memory how great, how perfect and admirable God’s forgiveness is,
         and to live with that memory. But this living movement must have a repercussion on
         others: we must not just forget the evils that are done to us, but—and this is much
         more difficult—we must forgive them. While remembering perfectly well what happened
         we must forgive, that is to say we must in our turn wipe out what made someone our
         enemy, rather than counting on the passing of time for things to disappear. And this
         is fundamental, for to forget offences puts us in the situation of being strangers
         one to another: ‘I have forgotten what X did to me . . . Time has gone by . . . I
         don t know him anymore . . . we don’t see each other anymore . . . ’ On the contrary,
         forgiveness establishes a connection, a relationship, that of love. To forgive someone
         who has done me harm testifies to a love for him which is greater than the offence,
         and thus creates a new relationship between us, indeed the relationship which Jesus
         requests. When he tells us to love our enemies he does not say, ‘You were imagining
         things. They are not your enemies. Make a reconciliation!’ No, they were indeed enemies,
         and it is as such that we have to love them. So that love can be stronger than hatred
         and death, and forgiveness stronger than the offence. But here precisely is what brings
         us to hope. Memory nourishes hope, and is its very foundation. That is the whole sense
         of the Old Testament texts on ‘Remember, Israel:’ because God has been the one who
         has delivered us, because God has always been faithful to his promises, because you
         have had the proof that everything that God promised he has done, then you can continue
         now to have confidence in him, and whatever the difficulty, the drama, the anguish
         in which you find yourself now, you can be certain that God will be for you tomorrow
         what he was yesterday. In this way your hope has a foundation. If you did not have
         this memory your hope would be a sort of blind confidence or optimism, without any
         reason behind it. But now, on the contrary, you can hope with certainty. But at the
         same time memory gives hope a precise situation. For the memory of what God has been
         for us teaches us that it is not an automatic, mechanical process. God is not an automatic
         machine which will intervene immediately in every situation. Memory reminds us that
         sometimes God’s interventions are very slow to happen, and that the accomplishment
         of his promise can be carried out in ways we had not anticipated. A whole generation,
         indeed several, can pass before God shows himself. And there is that magnificent text
         from the Epistle to the Hebrews which we have already cited which recalls to us the
         whole series of those who waited all their life for the realization of the promise,
         and who only saw from afar the promised land. But they did not obtain anything during
         their life. They retained their faith because memory gave them assurance, and thus they walked in hope. It is this hope which makes us
         go forward, knowing that it is God who of his own free will chooses the day and the
         hour at which the promise will be fulfilled. This is what we are told throughout the
         Old Testament. Between the last prophecy retained in scripture as canonical and the
         advent of Jesus Christ 400 years passed.
      

      
      And since it appears that the Jews at the time of Jesus, and Jesus himself and his
         disciples understood perfectly the ‘dialectical’ play of Memory-Hope, this reduces
         considerably the probability of the hypothesis which is frequently accepted by modern
         exegetes ‘that Jesus and the first modern generation believed that the Kingdom of
         God would come immediately, that there was consequently disappointment and a re-working
         of the biblical texts in accordance with this disappointment, with the so often admired
         phrase of Loisy, “They expected the Kingdom and it was the Church which appeared.’”
         An absurd phrase if one understands the role played by Memory and Hope throughout
         the Old Testament. This interpretation by the exegetes is quite simply the expression
         of their modernistic rationalism. That is all. But the relationship between Memory
         and Hope also explains the relationship between the Old and the New. ‘Old things are
         passed away; behold all things are become new’ (II Corinthians 5:17). But nowhere
         is it stated that these things are annulled or wiped out. Jesus said: ‘I am not come
         to destroy but to fulfil:’ that is to say that everything which was contained in these
         things of the past is now become actual and realised for faith in hope. Thus we see
         the very strong link leading from memory to hope. But it is equally true the other
         way round; that is to say hope has a retro-action on memory. We have already said
         that there is no question of remembering everything. There is a sifting process going
         on throughout the things we experience in life, and in the field of Revelation this
         sifting of the past, of what is retained in the memory, is carried out not by chance,
         nor according to circumstances, but in accordance with the fulfilment and in accordance
         with hope. We are constantly seeing this retro-action happening. Sometimes expressed
         thus: the disciples, seeing a particular incident, recall what Jesus had earlier said
         to them (something to which they had not necessarily paid attention at the time).
         Thereafter the incident from the past is recalled to memory, and will be transmitted
         from the starting point of the fulfilment, and from the starting point of the hope
         of the plenitude of the fulfilment. In other words, we have here a curious construction
         of the memory inspired by what we actually experience at the moment, and bringing
         to life again the past event. Starting from what we hope for, casting light on what
         was hitherto in the shadow, and not understood, not paid attention to. Thus this hope
         is never tied to a particular code or framework. There is not a sort of catalogue
         of God’s promises clearly laid out, on which we can formulate hope. No. In reality
         hope always concerns something absolutely new which God will create. We might recall
         the admirable phrase of Heraclitus: ‘If you do not hope, you will never come across
         the unhoped for.’ That is to say that what eventually happens is infinitely far beyond
         anything we could have hoped for. But that unexpected thing which is absolutely new,
         which we cannot even imagine will come only if we have hope. Thus the Promise of God
         (which is commemorated) is never accomplished unless Hope exists and is maintained.
         If Christians cease to hope and cease to be vigilant, then God will delay fulfilling
         his promise. Thus this hope which is founded on and nourished by man’s memory and
         by God's faithfulness in his promises is exactly the opposite of ‘forecasting of scientific
         methods of looking ahead to the future’. These provide us with a reasonably probable
         assessment of how things will evolve, on a basis of analysis of facts which have been
         objectively noted down and recognized. The existential biblical account is exactly
         the reverse. It deals with facts which have been lived, and not with scientific facts.
         It is a question of hope founded on tradition and on forgiveness, of hope which our
         memory helps us to build up by a true interpretation of living faith. Hope is a positive
         wager, not a method. Not a wild unreasonable wager, but one which gives a reason for
         living, a meaning to life, a hermeneutic for the living. And consequently, in itself,
         the interplay of memory and hope is a reality on which man can base his life, and
         is thus something precise and concrete. Whereas forecasts and prognostications show
         themselves increasingly to be false, and lead man only into false and often hopeless
         actions. 
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