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			Cascade Companions 

			The Christian theological tradition provides an embarrassment of riches: from Scripture to modern scholarship, we are blessed with a vast and complex theological inheritance. And yet this feast of traditional riches is too frequently inaccessible to the general reader.

			The Cascade Companions series addresses the challenge by publishing books that combine academic rigor with broad appeal and readability. They aim to introduce nonspecialist readers to that vital storehouse of authors, documents, themes, histories, arguments, and movements that comprise this heritage with brief yet compelling volumes.

			some of the titles in this series:

			Reading Paul by Michael J. Gorman

			Theology and Culture by D. Stephen Long

			Creationism and the Conflict over Evolution by Tatha Wiley

			Justpeace Ethics by Jarem T. Sawatsky

			Reading Bonhoeffer by Geffrey B. Kelly

			Christianity and Politics in America by C. C. Pecknold

			Philippians in Context by Joseph H. Hellerman

			Reading Revelation Responsibly by Michael J. Gorman

		

	
		
			For Moriah and MÃ©lanie

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Over the course of his life (1912–1994), Jacques Ellul penned over fifty books and over one thousand essays. Many of his writings are difficult to traverse and take for granted an in-depth understanding of his complex approach to the world. Additionally, Ellul wrote many different types of books, from history and sociology to biblical studies and poetry. It is quite easy to find oneself lost in the forest of Ellul’s writings, or to read only one genre of his oeuvre and unknowingly neglect other key works. Ironically, after one reads several of Ellul’s books, one might have a poorer understanding of Ellul than if one had read only one. The only way to overcome this is to understand the big picture of what Ellul is saying, to see how each book fits (or does not fit) with all his other works. His work is like a jigsaw puzzle: readers need the picture of the puzzle on the box, so to speak, in order to orient each individual piece to that whole. But because his work is so multifaceted, it can take a lot of time and reading to see this big picture. In the following, we hope to make this task easier by sketching the big picture. This book introduces readers to a number of Ellul’s primary theological and sociological writings, providing a solid foundation for further study.1

			Ellul described his work as separated into two dialectically related veins: one theological and one sociological. To use an analogy Ellul was fond of, his work is like two rails of a train track: separate but parallel, moving toward the same goal. His sociology and theology obeyed different methods and had different ends, but the whole interest is the confrontation between these two ways of understanding the world. To make this confrontation explicit, Ellul coupled several of his sociological books with theological counterpoints. For example, The Politics of God and the Politics Man (a study of the biblical book of 2 Kings) can be read as a theological counterpoint to The Political Illusion (an analysis and critique of modern political systems). Also, The Meaning of the City (a biblical study of the theme of cities, human works, and political authority) reads as the counterpoint to The Technological Society (a sociological analysis of the technological world and worldview). This list can go on, but the important idea is this: in order to fully understand Ellul, one must read selections from both sides of his work. One must engage both the theological and the sociological dialectically. Many tend to focus on only one track of Ellul’s writings, thus ending up with an incomplete understanding of Ellul; this leads to a dead end and misses his point. As Andrew Goddard explains: “Ellul’s work as a whole forms ‘a composition in counterpoint.’ Any attempt to understand his thought that concentrates excessively on one of the two strands or ignores the relation between them is therefore liable to distort his thinking.”2

			In this brief introduction to some of Ellul’s major writings, we separate his work into two broad categories: theological and sociological. Ellul’s specifically theological writings can themselves be generally divided into two kinds. The first includes theological ethics, in critical dialogue with what might be described as philosophical systematic theology; the second is a kind of meditative biblical exegesis. Ellul’s theological-ethical works include books such as Presence in the Modern World, Violence: Reflections from a Christian Perspective, and Hope in Time of Abandonment. These writings are particularly interesting because of Ellul’s critical engagement with philosophers and theologians such as Søren Kierkegaard, Karl Marx, and Karl Barth; they are part of a much larger conversation. Also, these books showcase Ellul’s unique engagement with dialectical thought—which, in the continental tradition, largely comes to him from G. W. F. Hegel via Kierkegaard, Marx, and Barth. From a philosopher’s perspective, these theological works might thus prove more interesting than Ellul’s biblical studies, as they explicitly engage this wider conversation. Furthermore, Ellul’s specific writings of biblical commentary often take part in theological and philosophical conversations detailed in his other theological works, making clear the need to be familiar with them as well. In the following, we will focus more heavily on Ellul’s ethical-theological writings, though his biblical studies will not be completely neglected.

			Ellul’s nontheological writings are often described as sociological. This can be a misleading designation. These works, such as The Technological Society (which is among his most influential works) hardly stay within what we consider to be sociology today; they address readers with a much broader perspective, encroaching on regions thoroughly philosophical. Like his other sociological books, The Technological Society strays far from the path of purely descriptive sociological analysis; it ends up reading more like the critical theory of the Frankfurt School philosophers. Furthermore, all of Ellul’s sociological works are laden with serious ethical critiques of technique, modern politics, and propaganda. For these reasons, Ellul’s sociological studies might more properly be called philosophy; in any case, they represent a kind of scholarly work that pushes against contemporary disciplinary boundaries. While we have adopted the theological/sociological division for convenience in this text, both sides of Ellul’s work are in fact profoundly informed by a complex mixture of sociological, philosophical, and theological premises and categories of thought. It is helpful to remember this when reading Ellul.

			In the following, six chapters focus on Ellul’s primary theological writings, and six focus on his essential sociological books. The theological chapters examine Presence in the Modern World, Violence: Reflections from a Christian Perspective, The Meaning of the City, Hope in Time of Abandonment, and Apocalypse: The Book of Revelation. The sixth chapter serves to introduce Ellul’s works explicitly on theological ethics, examining the arguments in To Will & to Do. The sociological works presented and discussed are The Technological Society, Propaganda, The Political Illusion, Autopsy of Revolution, The New Demons, and The Humiliation of the Word.3 We have selected these books for two main reasons. First, we chose works that Ellul himself believed were his strongest (such as Hope in Time of Abandonment, which he called one of his favorite of his own works). Second, the books we discuss contain a high density of themes that permeate all of Ellul’s writings—such as his rejection of power and violence, his criticism of the technological mindset and its corresponding values, and his rejection of modern politics and propaganda. Of course, other selections would have been possible; there are many other themes that run throughout Ellul’s work, which should crop up as one reads through the pages of this brief guide.

			In each subsequent chapter, we lay out an overview of the book under discussion. Each overview will include a presentation of the book’s central arguments and themes. Finally, each chapter closes with a short summary. The book itself concludes with a glossary of terms to help readers orient themselves in Ellul’s corpus and with a bibliography with plenty of suggestions for further reading.

			Over the years, many people have asked where to begin when reading Ellul. This is a difficult question to answer; we have thoughtfully responded by writing this work, which we are confident will provide a firm foundation for further study. Clearly there is no substitute for reading Ellul’s own writings, but many do not have the time or energy to wade through Ellul’s many books. With this in mind, we hope that the following pages will prove enlightening and encouraging to those exploring Ellul for the first time.
			
			
				
					1. This work is an introduction to Ellul through some of his major writings. As our intended audience is the anglophone reader, we will focus on Ellul’s books that are translated and available in English. For those interested in general information about Ellul, see the website of the International Jacques Ellul Society, ellul.org. For those interested in Ellul’s life, we recommend Greenman et al., Understanding Jacques Ellul; or for a more detailed treatment, Goddard, Living the Word, Resisting the World.

				

				
					2. Goddard, Living the Word, Resisting the World, 53–54.

				

				
					3. With the exception of chapter 6, on Ellul’s theological ethics, each strand of Ellul’s work is presented in chronological order, based on each book’s first publication date.

				

			

		

		
Part I

			Theology

	
		
			1

			Presence in the Modern World

			Christians need to immerse themselves in social and political problems so that they can act in the world, not in the hope of making it a paradise, but only of rendering it tolerable. Not of attenuating the opposition between this world and the kingdom of God, but only the opposition between this world’s disorder and the order of preservation that God wants for it. Not of making the kingdom of God come, but so that the gospel may be proclaimed, that all people may hear truly the good news of salvation and resurrection.4

			One of Ellul’s first and most important books is Presence in the Modern World, published in 1948 and translated into English in 1951.5 In this foundational work, Ellul explores what it means to be a Christian in the milieu of mid-twentieth-century industrial-technological society. He thoughtfully and carefully discusses the role of Christians in a world filled with increasing alienation and absurdity. He also gives insightful advice to Christians struggling to find their role and identity in the present-day milieu. It is an incisive and brilliant work that provides readers with a creative blend of theological reflection, social criticism, and a call to action. Any serious reader of Ellul should become familiar with the concepts and central arguments of this work; it contains the seeds of nearly every other major work he will go on to write.

			The Christian’s Role in the Modern World

			Presence was originally published in French with the subtitle Problems of Post-Christian Civilization. This signals that this book—and Ellul’s entire project (since he intended Presence as the introduction to everything he would later go on to write)—will include both analysis of society hic et nunc (Latin for here and now), and a Christian ethical response with presence as the major ethical category.6 If this work straddles Ellul’s usual theological/sociological separation, it does so as a precursor to a much more intensive study of both sides.

			This brief work 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. Ellul begins by investigating the following paradox: the Christian is to be in the world, but not of the world. What does this mean? How is this to be interpreted? At the very least, it implies that the Christian lives in an uncomfortable tension, like an ambassador who lives among a people who are not her own. Ellul explains that the Christian is engaged in combat with the world’s spiritual reality. As the rest of the book will develop, the “world,” in this spiritual sense, is characterized by alienation, isolation, and a sort of spiritual slavery (which has sociological manifestations). By authentically embodying the Spirit of God, the Christian is called to bring freedom and hope into the world. Ellul steadfastly believes that all Christians are exhorted to “destroy the fate that oppresses the world.”7

			There are three ways that Christians can accomplish this. First, Christians are to be living signs of God’s covenant in a world that, for the most part, does not authentically know the message of Christ. By speaking and living out the truth manifested in God’s revelation, Christians are the “salt of the earth.”8 In contrast to many interpretations that focus on the preserving or flavoring function of salt, Ellul interprets this as a reference to Lev 2:13, which sees salt as a sign of God’s sworn relationship to humanity, his covenant. Living and embodying this truth is how Christians communicate and become the message of Christ and of the eternal covenant.9 The practical and concrete expressions of this embodiment should come from the word of God—that is, one’s direct, existential relationship with God, guided by Scripture, but not limited to it.

			Second, Christians are to “be the light of the world.”10 Ellul argues that the world is largely dominated by illusions and idol worship. “Light” in the biblical sense always includes good works, which allow these idols and illusions to be seen for what they really are. Furthermore, Ellul sees light as orienting the development of history: the meaning of history “emerges through the church’s presence, as odd as this may seem.”11

			Third, Christians must embrace the sacrificial and uncomfortable role of being “sheep among wolves.”12 In imitating Christ (the Lamb), Ellul believes, Christians should not seek to control, dominate, or even compete with others. Rather, Christians should exemplify humility, serving God and their fellow humans. We currently live in a “survival of the fittest” society, which promotes competition and violence over community and nonviolence. Instead of embracing the values of the powerful and materially successful, Christians need to follow Christ’s example. This is far more challenging, but Ellul asserts it is the only way to accurately follow the directive of God. Throughout Presence in the Modern World, Ellul also discusses various temptations and challenges arising for Christians who make an effort to follow God. Note that these three metaphors all elucidate how Christians are to be in, yet not of the world. In his later works, Ellul develops a contrast between this world and the Christian life in terms of necessity and freedom. This world is characterized by necessity—the inescapability of work, competition, violence, and death—which results in hopelessness and alienation. But within this realm there is always the possibility of a hopeful and life-giving reality: freedom. Freedom is possible in relation to God through Christ, liberating us from bondage to necessity. Yet the Christian sits dialectically in both realms: freed from sin, hopelessness, and death, while inevitably within the necessity of the world. Ellul writes, “It is an infinitely painful situation, it is very uncomfortable, but it is the only one that can be fruitful and faithful for the Christian’s actions and presence in the world . . . this tension must be accepted and then lived out continuously.”13 Nowhere is this tension felt more than in the ethical life of the believer.

			A Preliminary Sketch of a Christian Ethic

			Ellul is quite cautious when discussing moral demands and ethical systems. Throughout Presence in the Modern World (and his later theological ethics) he maintains that Christians should follow the guidance of the Spirit rather than rigidly or blindly following ethical dictates. Since Ellul’s goal is Christians living in freedom, he is wary that Christian ethics might easily undermine itself if it simply tells believers what to do. However, he does provide a rough sketch of what he considers to be the dominant characteristics of a Christian ethic in the modern world. (This will be developed in chapter 6.)

			Ellul points out that many Christians are tempted to withdraw from the world into solitude and asceticism. He understands this view but fundamentally opposes it, arguing that active engagement with society will effect meaningful change.

			Another common temptation for Christians is to moralize non-Christians. Ellul asserts that Christians must avoid holding unbelievers to the same ethical standards as followers of Christ. By forcing our morality onto those who have not yet experienced freedom in Christ, we strip them of their freedom (again defeating the purpose of Christian ethics). So Christianity is often perceived as little more than a moralistic formula which repels people from the liberating message of Christ. Holding in mind the temptations of withdrawing and of moralizing, Ellul outlines a Christian ethic, pointing to two primary guidelines. First, in every situation, the Christian must be aware that differing circumstances require different ethical responses; ethics is therefore temporary. A Christian ethic should be “in essence temporary and continually subject to question, review, and reformulation through the efforts of the whole church community.”14 Social problems always occur in a particular context and require varying responses and engagements. Ultimately, our choices must be guided by the Holy Spirit; there is not one universal and unchanging response to social ills and ethical dilemmas.

			Certainly, one might object that God has given us Scripture as instruction for ethical behavior. While he would not deny this, Ellul is clear that Scripture is a guide, not a law; it is not a rulebook to be mindlessly followed and dogmatically enforced.15 If it were, it would not be the living and active word of God. Furthermore, in addressing societal problems, Christians must thoughtfully, reflectively, and freely interpret the ethical teachings of the Bible without expecting non-Christians to accept it as God’s word. The second characteristic of a Christian ethic is that it should be “apologetic.”16 By this Ellul does not mean that Christians should engage nonbelievers in apologetics (i.e., rational, logical defense of the Christian faith, usually in written or spoken debates or discussions); a true Christian apologetic is lived. Instead of defending Christianity with rhetoric, one should live out one’s faith with humility and grace. This lived apologetic is much more powerful than simply debating with those who disagree with tenets of the Christian faith.17 So far, the main characteristic of Ellul’s theological ethic has been tension—the difference between Christians and the world where they live. He summarizes this as a tension between two periods of time. He refers to the biblical verse which succinctly characterizes his whole goal, Rom 12:2: “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect” (NRSV).18 In its French translation, this verse replaces “world” with “age,” increasing the focus on time. Ellul further emphasizes the importance of time with reference to Col 4:5–6 and Eph 5:5–17—both passages use the language of “redeeming the time.”19 In New Testament language, “redeeming” implies freeing something that is enslaved; but what could it mean that our time is enslaved? We might see all Ellul’s sociology as an attempt to answer this important question.

			Living one’s life apologetically contributes to what Ellul calls “revolutionary Christianity.”20 “Do not be conformed”—this implies that the Christian can put up resistance against forces that are actively trying to conform them. The slavery of time means that we live in a realm of necessity, of fatality and death. According to Ellul, Christians are in a revolutionary position because they incarnate the tension between necessity and freedom: this tension brings the world life, because it keeps the world from closing in on itself. To truly accomplish this revolutionary function (which is much more powerful than any political revolution), Christians must be signs of the future: they must live their daily lives in the presence of the coming kingdom of God. Christians are thus to be the presence of this end, this eschaton, in the present age. Ellul calls Christians not only to make an effort to awaken those deceived by the world but also to be aware of their own tendency to view themselves, others, and their environment as a means rather than an end.

			The End and the Means

			The central sociological treatise of Presence in the Modern World is chapter 3, “The End and the Means.” Importantly, it foreshadows Ellul’s critique of modern propaganda and politics while providing a deeper understanding of his ethics. According to Ellul, the essential ethical problem of modern society is that everything has become “means”; there are no more “ends.” As society progresses technologically, the whole point of all this progress gets lost; technological progress becomes a good in itself, pursued for its own sake. The same could be said of economic or political power, capitalism or communism. If these things should be oriented to some end—say, the good of the society or the individual—this relationship is inverted. Instead, humans and society become simple tools, understandable based on their value (or worthlessness) for progress—whether technological, economic, or political. When Ellul looks at the fast-paced development of technology in the twentieth century, he is forced to conclude: “nobody knows any longer where they are going . . . Human beings have set off at astronomically high speeds toward nowhere.”21 Considering humans in this light, we see that people perceive themselves and others as instruments or tools working toward some end. In turn, humans determine their own worth based on their use-value, rather than finding another source for their dignity and uniqueness, whether intrinsically or elsewhere. When a person is less productive or less efficient than others, he or she is seen as having less significance. Human beings are thus looked at and valued in the same way as the latest products we use. Like an old cell phone or computer discarded after short use, so those human beings who are no longer useful, fruitful, or expeditious are undervalued and ultimately ignored. When we view ourselves and others only as a means, value becomes “real” only when it can be quantified. The success of a church depends on the number of its adherents; the success of a writer is the number of books sold; the success of an economic system is based on the unemployment rate. The worth of nearly everything is determined by some sort of quantification. According to Ellul, this situation is highly dangerous for several reasons. First, it makes it easier for people to become instruments—instruments of the state, of social institutions, of employers, and of economics. The individual is thus robbed of her agency and freedom, leaving her at the mercy of others. Second, when humans see themselves merely as a means, they begin to believe that their own worth and day-to-day satisfaction must be something that can be quantified. On the quest for happiness, we may seek more material commodities or more money, and many seek to be more productive. Ellul writes: “As obedient consumers, they swallow blindly all that the economy feeds to them, and so on. Thus, humanity is transformed into an instrument of these modern gods which are our means, and we do it with the good intentions of making humanity happy.”22 The individual is lost in a sea of constant pressure to consume, accumulate, and produce. In addition to the above consequences, Ellul points out a more serious entailment of the instrumental mentality: the loss of truth. Since this worldview is one of quantification, truth is reduced to what can be empirically verified. This has a devastating effect on religion and ethics. Religion, for instance, becomes reduced to what can be tangibly proven. This leads many Christians to want to scientifically prove the existence of God or the reasonableness of faith through rhetorical apologetics. Ellul, like the apostle Paul, asserts that the heart of true Christianity is found through existential faith, not quantification. Consider the core doctrines of the resurrection of Christ and the Trinity—two tenets to which Ellul was uncompromisingly committed. Neither can be proven with scientific, empirical data; both are accepted by faith alone. This example illustrates why Ellul is critical of apologetics—it often assumes that faith is somehow rooted in an empirical realm, when in fact it transcends such empiricism. Moreover, consider ethics. According to Ellul, because of the instrumental mentality, more people are adopting utilitarian ethical outlooks. Utilitarianism, the ethical theory that advocates the “greatest good for the greatest number,” is highly problematic for Ellul.23 Utilitarianism assumes that the importance of ethical acts can be calculated based on their effects, thus quantifying better or worse behavior and providing empirical guidance for moral instruction. Ellul points out that this ethical stance reduces individuals and their acts to mere numerical figures. And the result of an act—based on a calculation—justifies the very act itself. Instead of utilitarianism, in one respect, Ellul argues for something closer to what the influential philosopher Immanuel Kant endorsed. Kant wrote that ethical persons must “act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never merely as a means.”24 This is a good first step toward understanding what Ellul advocates.

			Individuals in today’s world have begun to rationalize their moral judgments by appealing to the means itself. Ellul explains:

			In reality, what justifies the means today is whatever succeeds. Whatever is effective, whatever possesses in itself an “efficiency,” is justified. By applying means, a result is produced. This result is judged by these simplistic criteria of “more”: larger, faster, more precise, and so on. Simply by applying this criterion, the means is declared good. What succeeds is good, what fails is bad.25

			Efficiency becomes a central factor in justifying worth in modern society, and everything that is less efficient holds less significance. Furthermore, all these new means are “self-justifying”; they are valuable simply because they work. Ellul chose the word justification carefully, for it also has a very theological meaning. One major emphasis of Protestant theology is that Christians are justified by grace through faith in Christ alone. But if technique justifies itself, we are clearly obeying a different master.26

			Ultimately, according to Ellul, a civilization in which everything is seen as a means leads to totalitarianism. A totalitarian social order is uninterested in the well-being of the individual, unconcerned with the dignity or uniqueness of people. Individuals are often seen by politicians, military officials, and other leaders as a mass—a herd to be manipulated, controlled, and used. Consider what happens to genuine spirituality and authentic Christianity in a totalitarian society. If Christians follow the rest of society by allowing ends to be swallowed up by means, grave consequences will necessarily follow. Ellul reminds us of two fundamental truths in order to help us recognize and renounce the values of this means-oriented world. First, Christians cannot accept the world’s ends/means distinction at all. Instead of viewing everything as a means, traditional Christianity views the individual as an “end-in-itself.” Because of God’s love for them, every human has unique worth, regardless of their productivity, efficiency, or place in society. Second, Ellul reminds us that Christians should consider themselves to be means only in their roles as instruments of Christ. He elaborates:

			What counts are not our instruments and institutions, but ourselves, because it is we ourselves who are God’s instruments. And because the church and all its members are God’s means, they must be this presence of the end that characterizes the kingdom.27

			To embody the kingdom’s presence in the modern world is the work of Christians today (hence the title of Ellul’s book). Christ is both God’s ultimate “end” and God’s “means.” In the concluding chapters of Presence in the Modern World, Ellul addresses the issue of communicating legitimate Christianity in contemporary society. Ultimately, one needs to live their faith. That is, Christians must be the message, not just speak it. In order to do this effectively, Christians have to truly understand the technological, political, and the intellectual foundations of present-day civilization. He writes:

			In the sphere of intellectual life, the major fact of our time is a kind of unconscious but widely shared refusal to grasp the real situation that the world reveals. People refuse to see what truly constitutes the world. While this is especially true of intellectuals, it is also true of all people of our day and of our civilization as a whole. It is as though an enormous machine had been designed to keep people from becoming aware, to propel them into unconscious rejection or a flight into unreality.28

			Because of this refusal—this flight—Christians are required to truly apprehend our world as it is. This is precisely why Ellul wrote his sociological writings: to help individuals grasp the present reality. For example, in The Technological Society, Ellul provides deep insight into how the technological mentality has influenced nearly every sector of life. In Propaganda: The Formation of Men’s Attitudes, Ellul describes and explains the characteristics, methods, and consequences of current propaganda.29 These books, which are central to Ellul’s work, are invaluable aids in understanding the machinations of our current world. Furthermore, Christians must not retreat from their surroundings, but instead must undertake a disciplined, continual study of the social order. Only then will Christians be able to live out their faith in an effective manner. Ellul writes: “The first duty of Christian intellectuals today is the duty to become aware. It is, in other words, to understand the world and ourselves.”30 This takes a constant analysis of history, modern institutions and their underlying ideologies, and prevailing cultural trends. Thankfully, Ellul has provided us with profound insights into the foundations of contemporary society, enabling us to become aware of our reality.

			Summary

			Before we move on to another of Ellul’s important theological works, let us summarize the key ideas found in Presence in the Modern World. First, Ellul reminds us that Christians are to be salt, light, and sheep. We are called to be signs, to embody the relationship of Christ with the world, to bring light into the darkness of the world, and to help others see reality with meaning, purpose, and value. Moreover, we are exhorted to refuse the urge to embrace power and violence—that is, to be sheep. Second, Ellul urges us to resist two temptations: to withdraw from the world into seclusion and to force Christian morality onto the non-Christian. If Christians succumb to the first temptation, we avoid our obligation, which is to be the message of Christ to the world. If we succumb to the second temptation, we reduce Christianity to a moral ideology, instead of holding out through our very lives what it truly is: an ongoing relationship with the Wholly Other. Christians must live as the presence of Christ now, in the modern world.

			Ellul’s central argument is that Christians need to recognize the distinction between means and end, and to avoid the mentality that sees humans and the earth merely as a means, as a tool. When people—consciously or unconsciously—adopt this worldview, they begin to see themselves, others, nature, and even God simply as instruments of practical use. For Ellul, this instrumental view of reality blunts our ability to recognize the value of humans and the earth. For this reason, the world’s “means mentality” must be recognized and rejected by Christians, and by anyone else who sees the innate worth of God’s creation. Finally, Ellul calls us to respond to the “first duty” of Christians today: to be fully aware of our present reality. This entails truly understanding the technological, political, and ideological foundations of society and their effects on human consciousness. Only when we are able to see and comprehend these will we be able to be the presence in the modern world.

			
				
					4. Ellul, Presence in the Modern World, 29.

				

				
					5. This work has been translated into English twice: first by Olive Wyon as The Presence of the Kingdom (1951), second by Lisa Richmond as Presence in the Modern World (2016), sticking more closely to the French title. In the following we will be utilizing the Richmond translation.

				

				
					6. Presence in Ellul’s work is examined in depth in Marques Rollison, A New Reading of Jacques Ellul.

				

				
					7. Ellul, Presence in the Modern World, 2.

				

				
					8. Ellul, Presence in the Modern World, 2. See also Matt 5:13.

				

				
					9. Ellul, Presence in the Modern World, 3. For discussion of the covenant, see chapter 3, below.

				

				
					10. Ellul, Presence in the Modern World, 3. See also Matt 5:14.

				

				
					11. Ellul, Presence in the Modern World, 3.

				

				
					12. Ellul, Presence in the Modern World, 3.

				

				
					13. Ellul, Presence in the Modern World, 8.

				

				
					14. Ellul, Presence in the Modern World, 11.

				

				
					15. For Ellul, the Judeo-Christian Scriptures are primarily accounts of God’s revelation to humankind. They contain some laws, such as the Decalogue, but the Scriptures are not laws in themselves. Ellul believes that laws such as the Ten Commandments, however, are better understood simultaneously as commandments and promises, rather than merely moral instructions or restrictive prohibitions. Furthermore, Ellul also maintains that some laws in the Hebrew Scriptures are outdated in that they reflect the influence of legal treatises from the ancient Near East. Others, such as the commandment against idolatry, are preeminent today, and need to be reinterpreted to include objects of modern worship, such as money, power, and the state. See Ellul, Prayer and Modern Man, 103–5; Ellul, Theological Foundation of Law, 75–94; Ellul, To Will & to Do, vol. 2 (forthcoming from Cascade Books).
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			Violence

			Reflections from a Christian Perspective31

			We are not to bend or yield to evil, nor act like cowards or impotent weaklings: we are to overcome, to surmount evil, to go beyond it, to stand on a terrain that evil cannot reach, use weapons that evil cannot turn back on us, seek a victory that evil can never attain . . . Choosing different means, seeking another kind of victory, renouncing the marks of victory—this is the only way of breaking the chain of violence, of rupturing the circle of fear and hate.32

			Ellul’s book Contre les Violents was first published in English as Violence: Reflections from a Christian Perspective in 1969.33 In this work, Ellul presents readers with a historical overview of various traditional Christian views on violence. He also explains why violence is a temptation, outlines five laws of violence, and details several compelling arguments against the use of both physical and psychological violence. Most importantly, Ellul defends nonviolent resistance as the authentic Christian mode of existing in the world.

			Three Traditional Christian Perspectives on Violence

			According to Ellul, Christian history presents us with three main perspectives on violence. First, there are those who have maintained (and continue to maintain) that Christianity and violence are not mutually exclusive, and that Christians must sometimes resort to violence, support war, or both. In the milieu of the 1960s and ‘70s, this included liberation theologians and theologians for whom violence was acceptable if it helped the cause of the poor or lower classes. Second, there are those who blindly and unquestioningly adopt violent means, without even trying to rationalize violence. Finally, some embrace nonviolence as the most authentic way of following Christ’s life and message; in short, this is Ellul’s position. Let us further examine the first two positions and Ellul’s criticisms thereof.

			Ellul reminds us that in the early centuries of Christianity, the majority of Christians refused to embrace violent means, even when persecuted. But with the rise of the Roman Church in the fourth century, the use of military violence began to be rationalized and defended by Church authorities. This rationalization led many Christians throughout the Roman Empire to believe that violence was justified in the eyes of God. Ellul maintains that this event was a disastrous compromise between the early Church and the state, and perhaps the most insidious mistake made in the first centuries.34 Ellul points out that the Roman Church, and early Christian Fathers, including Augustine (384–430 CE), often justified the use of violence by appealing to jus bellum iustum, or just war theory. Having outgrown its roots as a theological doctrine, just war theory has continued to influence both Christian and secular ethicists. According to Ellul, the theory traditionally appeals to the seven following criteria, which—when met—provide rationalization for war.

			1. 	The cause fought for must be just.

			2. 	The purpose of the warring power must remain just throughout the war.

			3. War must truly be the last resort, all peaceful means having been exhausted.

			4. 	The methods employed during the war must themselves be just.

			5. The benefits of the war must outweigh the evils provoked by the war itself.

			6. 	Victory must be assured.

			7. 	The peace concluded at the end of the war must be just and must not provoke another war.35

			While these conditions may appear sound, Ellul gives two primary reasons why they are not. First, Ellul believes that it is simply impossible to know if victory can be assured, or if a war will instigate another conflict at a later point—particularly in our age of advanced weapons and long-range missiles. With the flip of a switch, remote drones or bombs are disseminated in distant places without any face-to-face contact. Often, we have no idea whom we are harming by using these methods, which are thus far from just. If a sound application of just war theory was ever possible, for Ellul today’s highly technologized military milieu certainly destroys the ability to rationally apply its criteria.36 Second, Ellul points out that the definition of justice appealed to by just war theorists is not a Christian notion of justice. Instead, it is a conception of justice that presupposes and defends the legitimacy of the state. Ellul argues that the New Testament in no way validates the military industrial complex of the modern state. Rather, the New Testament demands the love of one’s enemies—even if this seems impossible. The biblical concept of justice can never include the mass destruction of others, even as a last resort. Ellul writes: “the heat of battle and the violence of combat rule out any thought or emotion except the consciousness of ‘kill or be killed.’ I say also that present-day long-distance weapons, which permit the collective destruction of a far-off enemy, rule out love.”37 Ellul maintains that we need to recover the biblical notion of justice, which not only includes the love of one’s enemies, but also the protection and advocacy of the poor, the ill, and the oppressed. “It [the early Church] seems to witness to the teaching of Jesus on the level of personal relations—love your enemy, turn the other cheek. Jesus carried the commandment ‘Thou shall not kill’ to the extreme limit, and in his person manifested nonviolence and even nonresistance to evil.”38 In fact, according to Ellul, the majority of early Christians rejected the use of violence, even refusing to participate in the military, until the fourth century. After the rise of Constantine the Great (272–337 CE), the Church encouraged Christians to participate in the military, and it was only then that Christians did so in significant numbers.39

			Ellul believes that Christians today should look back to the first three centuries of Christianity. In these early years, the teachings and actions of Christ were considered the essential guide to life. Jesus refused to engage in violent behavior, even to his own detriment. In the imitation of Christ, early Christians did not excuse violence or military behavior as the just war theorists do; they were opposed to it, and they refused to compromise. Aside from those who justify the use of violence, Ellul observes that the second main Christian stance on violence is upheld by those who simply assume that violence or war is beneficial without trying to rationalize it. Or, when they do try to rationalize it, Ellul finds their analyses to lack rigor and seriousness. In Ellul’s time, this critique was aimed at theologians who criticized the United States’ role in the Vietnam War (which was taking place during the writing of his book on the topic), France’s role in the Algerian War, and other similar situations. It was common for intellectuals to condemn the use of violence, but only one-sidedly, condemning violence committed by the stronger power, but accepting and even advocating violence on the part of the poor, weak, lower class, or colonialized parties. We might see examples of a similarly uncritical approach to violence in the United States today in unquestioningly pro-military, pro-firearm Christian subcultures, often marked by uncritical patriotism and quasi-religious nationalism. Whatever its actual incarnation, Christians who adopt this approach to violence summon the harshest of Ellul’s criticism. “Christians,” Ellul writes,

			are generally of a distressingly simplistic cast of mind. Invariably they judge socio-political problems on the basis of stereotyped formulas which take no account of reality. Indeed, the appeal to violence indicates incapacity to grasp the actual problems and incapacity to act.40

			Ellul calls this second perspective “simplicism” due to its one-dimensional and naïve worldview. He asserts that this view of violence not only contradicts the life and teachings of Christ, but it also neglects to see violence for what it truly is: the embodiment of a fetish for efficiency and power. However, due to the allure of violence, many Christians continue to unquestioningly embrace it. This dangerous attraction is worth examining more closely.

			Violence: The Great Temptation

			According to Ellul, the temptation to resort to violence is greater today than ever before. He outlines various reasons for this. First, our age is permeated with the influence of mass media and its convincing (but often fallacious) messages, so that many Christians become persuaded by social and political propaganda. Rather than responding to social issues out of a reflective and authentic faith in God, one accepts and adopts the narrow perspectives presented by news outlets. For instance, one might hear that a military solution is the only answer to a conflict and unquestioningly agree. Sending troops and dropping bombs are often viewed as acceptable and rational first responses to numerous worldwide issues. Peaceful, democratic solutions are rarely discussed or mentioned, and are soon forgotten. Ellul argues that Christians must look once again to the early believers, who refused military service and violence. As he highlighted in Presence in the Modern World, Christians are sent out as sheep among wolves and should neither dominate others nor become numb to combative actions—even if they are often our society’s first answer.

			Violence is an attractive temptation, second, because it is often believed to be the most efficient answer to a given problem. Ellul argues that the spirit of the world is one of power, and that power manifests itself through a drive for efficiency. Indeed, in our fast-paced society, we generally seek what is most efficient: the newest technology, the quickest path between two points, the fastest method, and so forth. Likewise, violence is usually seen as the most expedient solution to crime and injustice. For example, many believe that terrorists should be killed off as soon as possible, or that the electric chair will solve the problem of serious criminal offenders. But, for Ellul, these “solutions” spring from a quest for efficiency and a desire for power—and the spirit motivating these violent acts is antithetical to the spirit of Christ. It is worth mentioning that in addition to Violence: Reflections from A Christian Perspective, Ellul wrote a second, similar work called Anarchie et Christianisme (Anarchy and Christianity). Anarchy finds Ellul defending nonviolent anarchism as the only legitimate Christian political position: “There are different forms of anarchy and different currents in it. I must say very simply what anarchy I have in mind. By anarchy I mean first an absolute rejection of violence.”41 He goes on to argue that the word anarchism also implies a complete refusal of power and domination. In Ellul’s view, political and religious power are only gained and maintained through the use of psychological and physical violence. By contrast, he reminds us, Jesus embodied the spirit of a servant and never strived for domination. In this way, Jesus was an authentic anarchist—one who resisted power and violence. Ellul argues that as Jesus’ followers, Christians should resist accepting quick solutions to difficult societal problems, especially when they include the use of violent means. Instead, Christians should follow the anarchistic method of Jesus by rejecting violence and standing up against it, even when this is the most arduous option.

			It is important to remember that Ellul does not only oppose violence because of his biblical worldview. He also sees violence as tactically irrational and inefficacious. He maintains that if one carefully observes the violent methods employed by various law enforcement institutions—military, courts, police, and so forth—one will see that violence works only for the destruction of freedom and democracy. This is explained in Ellul’s analysis of what he refers to as the “laws of violence,” which are the crux of Violence.

			Five Laws of Violence

			Despite its outward senselessness, Ellul observed that violence follows its own internal logic, which invariably follows five basic “laws.” The first is continuity. The essence of this law is that violence always leads to more violence—in part because it provides its own justification for its later use. From parental discipline to military engagement, once the decision to use violence is made, it invariably will be employed again. Ellul believes this pattern stems from a misunderstanding of justice, but most of all from our contagious worship of instrumental reason and efficiency. Diplomacy and dialogue are inconvenient and take time, whereas violence is a quick and often thoughtless answer. Violence thus becomes a continuous, normative practice and habit.

			According to Ellul, Jesus summed up the second law of violence when he stated, “All who take the sword will perish by the sword” (Matt 25:62). For Ellul there is absolutely no ethical use of violence—it always involves the destruction of human freedom and agency. Violence necessarily provokes and returns even more violence. This is the reciprocity of violence, the second law. Ellul explains:

			Violence creates violence, begets and procreates violence. The violence of the colonialists creates the violence of the anti-colonialists, which in turn exceeds that of the colonialists . . . Violence imprisons its practitioners in a circle that cannot be broken by human means. Study of the possible results of violence shows that it will lead to only one certain result: the reciprocity and the reproduction of violence.42

			According to Ellul this reciprocity is quite obvious once one takes account of human history. However, our lack of historical knowledge, coupled with a naïve faith in the efficiency of violent means, causes the reciprocal process of violence to continue.

			The third law of violence Ellul calls sameness. He describes it in the following manner: “it is impossible to distinguish between justified and unjustified violence, between violence that liberates and violence that enslaves. Every violence is identical with every other form of violence.”43 In Ellul’s words, “Condoning violence means condoning every kind of violence.”44 Because there can be no distinction between types or levels of violence, all violence—physical or psychological—is to be condemned. While Ellul makes it clear that all violence is essentially the same, he also gives various examples of violence, including police brutality, economic exploitation, military combat, political assassinations, and domestic abuse. In addition, he names as violence modern propaganda, describing it in this way: “The psychological violence all countries employ . . . lays hold of the whole man, and, without his knowing, it gelds him.”45 Like physical forms of violence, propaganda restricts individual agency and intellectual development. (See chapter 8, below, on one of Ellul’s most important books, Propaganda: The Formation of Men’s Attitudes.)

			The fourth law of violence is that violent means always corrupt noble ends. In other words, no matter how honorable one’s goals, if violence is employed in order to obtain these goals, the end is transformed into a corollary of the means. Thus, an honorable end—if achieved—will no longer be honorable. It will be tainted with the blood spilled through the violence used to reach it, and as we have seen, will necessarily cause further bloodshed.

			Unsurprisingly, the use of violence brings with it a constant attempt to justify or rationalize its employment. This rationalization is Ellul’s fifth law of violence. As an entailment of irrationality, violence always corresponds to self-deception. Ellul propounds that if people are truly honest with themselves, they know that violence is abhorrent, unjust, and linked to hatred. However, this innate knowledge is clouded over with attempts to rationalize violence through political propaganda and commodity fetishism. Ellul puts it succinctly: “Very often, purely imaginary constructs are set up to excuse, sustain, or justify hatred . . . [V]iolence is hypocritical.”46

			The Violence of Love

			Despite its disturbing and pernicious laws, violence is an inescapable entailment of contemporary industrial-technological society. With the rise in unfettered technological growth and growing consumerism, it is impossible to live in a world without violence. As new military technology is produced, it will be purchased and employed. Moreover, violence is fed by the values of competition and efficiency, which are themselves inescapable in the modern world. By looking to the example and teachings of Christ, however, we can recognize our dilemma and respond justly. Ellul writes:

			Only one line of action is open to the Christian who is free in Christ. The Christian must struggle against violence precisely because, apart from Christ, violence is the form that human relations normally and necessarily take. In other words, the more completely violence seems to be of the order of necessity, the greater the obligation of believers in Christ’s Lordship to overcome it by challenging necessity. This is the fixed, the immutable, and the radical basis of the Christian option in relation to violence.47

			In order to carry out this mandatory opposition to violence, Ellul encourages Christians to engage in what he calls the “violence of love.” While this may at first seem contradictory to Ellul’s rigid stance against all violence, he explains that the violence of love is in fact the opposite of other violence: it is life-affirming, it looks out for one another and never oneself, and ultimately—as the apostle Paul put it—it seeks to overcome evil with good. Ellul explains:

			It is not the violence of terror or coercing but the violence that makes us . . . insistent in our demand that the other live . . . the other cannot be compelled to be fully man except in and through absolute love . . . [This] certainly does not mean having rights over him in any way, being his boss, his tutor, his guide, his counselor; it means urging him forward with the violence of love that never seeks its own advantage, never seeks to possess or dominate.48

			This is not only the path of Jesus, which Christians should follow; it is also the rare stance that directly opposes the values of the highly competitive, efficiency-worshiping society in which we live today.

			Summary

			In Violence: Reflections from a Christian Perspective, Ellul urges his readers to see that nonviolent resistance is the only authentic response to violence. We must stand up not only against violence itself, but also against the drive for power and efficiency that lies at its foundation. This is true anarchism for Ellul: the anarchism that Christ embodied. Indeed, Ellul reminds us that it is Christ, the early Christians, and individuals such as Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. to whom we must look for examples and inspiration on our nonviolent quest.49 But perhaps even more urgently, Ellul calls us to stop accepting the limited options we are offered today by politicians and the corporate media—options or “solutions” that often involve violence. This nonviolent struggle—the violence of love—is the most difficult path to take. However, if the perpetual cycle of violence is to be broken, it must be taken. Ellul writes, “Choosing different means, seeking another kind of victory . . . this is the only possible way of breaking the chains of violence, of rupturing the circle of fear and hate.”50
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			The Meaning of the City

			What good are city walls? Jesus takes no part in the city. He rejects the city’s money, arms, and sciences. He ignores the capital and the progress of civilization. He knows that the only legitimate rest is found in confidence in God. He knows that if he accepts man’s wandering, he is building the kingdom where man will finally be able to come home from his millennial flight and find his full development in truth.51

			The Meaning of the City was first published in English in 1970.52 One of Ellul’s most popular books, it is a study of the theme of the city throughout the entire Bible. It also represents his theological counterpoint to The Technological Society. In the Technological Society, as we will see, Ellul discusses the enslavement imposed on the modern individual by the domination of technique, the technological milieu and its accompanying efficiency-worshipping mindset. Ellul believes that the modern industrial-technological world continues to dehumanize us. In The Meaning of the City, he interprets the creation of cities as described in the Hebrew Scriptures as the spiritual origin of our current moment.

			This work is thus a genealogy of the city and of technique. It is divided into six sections that follow the order of the Bible, from Genesis to Revelation. It should be noted that Ellul is not concerned with the historical accuracy of the biblical narrative—he is concerned with its meaning. Moreover, the spiritual significance of Scripture’s stories should not be reduced to historical fact or mere etymology. He writes: “these stories are neither historical nor aetiological, but theological.”53 Following Karl Barth, Ellul firmly holds that the Bible reveals the word of God through the action of the Holy Spirit; the Bible is not the word of God in itself. While this stance is evident in most of Ellul’s theological writings, it is particularly so in his books dealing with biblical exegesis, and very potently in The Meaning of the City.

			The Origin of the City and Its Curse

			As Ellul believes about many biblical narratives, the account of Cain and the creation of the first city “gives us God’s view of humans, or rather God’s view of certain activities and attitudes of humanity.”54 Ellul highlights that in the biblical narrative, the architect of the first city was Cain. As the Genesis account relates, Cain murdered his brother and was then exiled from the “presence of the Lord” and dwelt in Nod. He subsequently “built a city and called the name of the city after his son Enoch” (Gen 4:9–17). Ellul maintains that the story of Cain and Enoch is of fundamental significance because it illustrates the human condition, after the fall and separation from God.

			He contends that a close reading of the narrative points to three universal qualities that continue to haunt humanity. Once Cain leaves Eden, he moves into a realm of insecurity—the first of the narrative’s three features that distinguish the human condition. The garden had been a safe and secure haven. Outside, however, Cain searches for permanence and refuge but can find none. Inside the garden, Cain was close to his Creator. Outside he is alone and subject to the harsh uncertainties of life. Ellul believes that the insecurity and alienation experienced by Cain are characteristic of the human plight in the world, without God.

			Second, Cain is left to a perpetual searching for God’s presence. Cain has chosen to leave the abode of his Maker and is spiritually homeless. He looks for replacements for God, but finds only “temporary satisfactions of the thirst for eternity and rest.”55 Ellul argues that Cain’s yearning is strongly echoed in the lives of those who live apart from God today. They seek the presence of the Divine by looking to idols, myths, and religious institutions, but true peace of mind cannot be found in these places.56

			Third, Cain’s city is symbolic of the priority of human law and faith in human goals. Because Cain is constantly looking for security and for a substitute for the Divine presence, he engages in two acts: he has children in an effort to satisfy his desire for eternity, and he builds a city in order to create a place of sanctuary. Ellul maintains that like Cain, humans are constantly trying to appease these two longings—both of which could be satisfied in the presence of God and by placing one’s hope in the Wholly Other instead of human works. For Ellul, the city Cain constructed ultimately represents a rejection of both God’s law and faith in God’s purpose. In this sense, the first city is the archetype of all subsequent cities.

			Following his discussion of the above three qualities, Ellul contends that the city evolves through history—but rather than being driven by humans, it begins to determine human lives. “The city then has a spiritual influence. It is capable of directing and changing a man’s spiritual life. It brings its power to bear in him and changes his life, all his life.”57 The city, Ellul believes, gives false promises of life and freedom to its inhabitants, while in reality it engenders further enslavement to its very principalities and powers.58

			Jerusalem, Jesus, and the New City

			After his presentation of the first city, Ellul moves on to a discussion of other major cities in the Hebrew Scriptures: Babylon, Sodom, Nineveh, and Jerusalem. As additional cities are created, more idols emerge, and increasing numbers of people fall prey to them. The false gods of the city—technology, industry, efficiency, money, politics—draw individuals further away from God while simultaneously increasing alienation. Moreover, as cities multiply, so do violence and war. The larger the municipality, the greater its military must be. As a protector of institutions and resources, the military is utilized more frequently, and war becomes progressively more common. In Ellul’s view, both idolatry and war are hallmarks of the city and its deleterious effect on spiritual and material well-being.

			Ellul maintains that among all biblical cities, one is unique: Jerusalem. This city too succumbs to idolatry and violence, but is significant because God has chosen to enter into a covenant with it: “the Lord declares he will establish an eternal covenant, one based on pardon granted by God and Jerusalem’s repentance.”59 This repentance can be seen throughout the Hebrew Scriptures when Israel turns back to God, time and again. Ellul points out that the covenant with Jerusalem is a powerful example of God breaking into human history. He writes:

			God gets a foothold in man’s world. He chooses a city, or rather lets man choose a city . . . and by accepting from David’s hands the consecration of man’s counter-creation, God intervenes in the world where man wanted to refuse God entrance . . . God meets man on his own ground, on his own terms.60

			As an archetype of all cities, Jerusalem demonstrates that not only does God meet humans on their terrain; God is also with us even as we construct the very cities that distance us from God, says Ellul. Therefore, the covenant with Jerusalem is the quintessential example of God’s love for humanity.

			Jerusalem shows us that God is really present in the work made by man. This is [ultimately] a mystery and it is useless to try to explain it. In reality, when man becomes involved in the titanic task of counter-creation, when he organizes the world of death, when he builds with dead matter, stones, bitumen, asphalt, cement, cast iron, steel, glass, aluminum, lime, brick, there is still life there. And when man’s enormous machine becomes the body of the new spiritual power rising in revolt like the others against the Lord of creation; that is where the Lord is: not outside, but inside. And He lets man’s work go on. He is there, not excluded, present also in this work, as Jerusalem is there to attest.61

			For Ellul, Jerusalem is not more spiritual or moral than other cities; it is not unique in these ways. It is primarily a symbolic expression of God’s hand in human history, working within the formation of cities despite their mundane qualities and values. Ellul argues that Jesus also has a distinctive relationship with Jerusalem. Here, Jesus fulfills the role of the Old Testament prophets; his message is principally to call people away from their idolatry and back to God. However, there is a fundamental difference: in the Gospels, Jesus is presented as the final seal of the eternal covenant with Jerusalem. As the incarnation of the living God, Jesus not only acts as a prophet, calling Israel to repentance; he simultaneously embodies the love of the Creator for the creation. Thus, Jesus does not in any way change the nature of Jerusalem as an earthly city; instead, he changes individuals through his personal interaction with them—by healing the sick, feeding the hungry, and offering hope to the hopeless. Jesus enters Jerusalem in order to bring God’s presence to the needy, suffering, and alienated. Ellul maintains that Christians in today’s cities must continue the mission initiated by Jesus. As both a sign of God’s work in history and a sign of the covenant, Jerusalem will always be monumentally important. In fact, Ellul argues that its “role was passed on to Jesus” who, as the incarnation of the Divine, was to adopt both of Jerusalem’s emblems.62

			Furthermore, Ellul believes that Jesus was the sign-bearer of the future who will eventually reunite creation in a new Jerusalem at the eschaton; humanity and God will be reconciled. But in Ellul’s reading, the point of what we are told about this final city is not for us to imagine a geographic region on earth so much as a new relation to God. Ellul explains:

			God’s presence is the essential point in whatever may be said about the city. He is taking possession of the world from which man wanted him excluded. He is himself the city, since he is her walls, her gates, her central square and Temple. He is everything and everywhere . . . Properly speaking, there is no longer a world different from God, but a world where communion with God is perfect and limitless.63

			Therefore, Ellul calls the new city the “exact counterpart” of the earthly municipalities created by humans, where individuals were alienated from others and themselves. In the new Jerusalem, free of spiritual homelessness, people will finally find a state of rest, peace, and oneness with God. “This miracle is inseparable from the inhabitants of the city.”64

			Summary

			For Ellul, the city is the quintessential human achievement, representing the struggle of humans to make their own way apart from God’s guidance. The Meaning of the City is Ellul’s declaration of this view through a study of biblical cities. As the architect of the first city, Cain illustrates this earthly undertaking, and he embodies three universal, unceasing aspects of our fallen condition: the longing for security, the perpetual searching for God’s presence, and faith in human achievement. Using biblical cities as examples, Ellul asserts that the city is the always the hub of idolatry and violence. The larger the city grows, the more idols are created, and the more violence ensues. This entails further alienation from both God and others. While not morally superior to other cities, Jerusalem stands out as the place where God chooses to enter into a true relationship with humans—the place where a covenant is formed. In the final analysis, both Jerusalem and Jesus point to a future state of reconciliation.
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			Hope in Time of Abandonment

			Freedom is the ethical expression of the person who hopes. Hope is the relation with God of the person liberated by God.65

			I have attempted to demonstrate elsewhere that realism is the fundamental attitude of the Christian toward the world, and that its intellectual rule is one of the foundations of ethics. We come upon it again here, linked with hope indissolubly. Realism is characteristic of the pessimism of hope in the exact degree we have seen. This hope never consists in thinking that things will work out. Hope can live only in a strict pessimism, but the latter could bring us to a pessimism for which there is no remedy if we do not live by hope.66

			According to Jacques Ellul, L’Espérance oubliée (1972) was his most significant theological book.67 Translated as Hope in Time of Abandonment in 1977, this work describes and details the Christian duty to embrace hope in a world that is becoming increasingly hopeless. As we have seen (and will see in detail in later chapters), Ellul views the modern industrialized world as being controlled by technique: the mindset governed by a fetish for efficiency, control, and material goods. The world shaped by technique is populated with wars, class divisions, and incalculable exploitation of both humans and the earth.

			For Ellul, it is a mistake to look to politics as an answer to these evils. Ellul contends that the current political realm cannot survive without its symbiotic relationship to propaganda, technological development, and violent military engagement. Taken together, a serious and honest evaluation of the human condition in the late twentieth century leaves us in a seemingly tragic position; but according to Ellul, we do have reason to hope. A brief look at Ellul’s understanding of history will help us understand the foundation of his hope.

			The Age of Abandonment

			Ellul echoed Karl Marx in his view of history as a movement oscillating between periods of greater and lesser human freedom.68 However, Ellul also draws on biblical accounts of Israel living through moments of history that alternate between God’s speaking presence and his silent absence; between God’s promises and their fulfillment. Hope in Time of Abandonment is an attempt to locate Western society at the end of the 1960s somewhere on these spectra. Ellul describes our current period in history as follows:

			It is my belief that we have entered upon the age of abandonment; that God has turned away from us and is leaving us to our fate. I am sure that he has not turned away from all, or rather, that he is perhaps present in the life of the individual. Perhaps he still speaks to the heart of a person. But it is from our history, our societies, our cultures, our science, and our politics that God is absent. He is keeping quiet, and has shut himself up in his silence and in his night.69

			This age of God’s silence is not judgment or punishment: it is simply a pronouncement of the Divine—the rationale of whom we can never fully know. Analyzing political movements, films, and cultural productions of his age, Ellul explores various reasons why God has chosen to abandon humanity: increasing idolatry, the politization of Christianity, and the mediocrity of the Church, among many others. In fact, these considerations make up the bulk of the first half of Hope in Time of Abandonment. While acknowledging that these possibilities may or may not be causal factors, Ellul concludes that just as Jesus was left alone by God in the garden of Gethsemane before his crucifixion, Christians and non-Christians today are experiencing a similar absence—an age of profound meaninglessness and despair.

			While Christians should remember the continuing dialectical oscillation between the absence and the presence of God throughout scriptural narratives, this does not mean that Christians can just sit and wait for God to show himself again. Certainly Ellul is sure that God will do so, but we all may be dead and gone long before he does. For example, the Israelites wandered forty years in the desert, with a full generation passing away, before the promise of God materialized. Instead, Ellul encourages an engaged and hopeful expectation, a prayerful combat to call God out of his silence. (We shall see that later on in Apocalypse, Ellul underscores the emphasis on the dialectical movement of history, the fluctuation between promise and fulfillment.)

			Hope as Ellul’s Turning Point

			Hope in Time of Abandonment also represents a major shift in Ellul’s writing. He opens the book by saying that he has just come through an intense personal crisis which included a questioning of his faith. While we do not know exactly what this crisis was, numerous events in his life and in France at the time could have contributed, including the death of two of his close friends and colleagues, political turbulence, and his extremely challenging work with youth in street gangs. Additionally, in French intellectual life, a new generation of thinkers (often grouped together under the terms structuralists and structuralism) became extremely popular very quickly; among other things, these thinkers attacked presence, one of Ellul’s central ideas from the beginning of his career. Hope in Time of Abandonment is thus both a theological turning point and a response to Ellul’s personal, existential encounter with God’s silence.

			Theologically, Ellul comes to hope through meditations on Christ’s cry on the cross: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” The content of what Christ says makes us think that God is absent. However, the form of what Christ says is still an address to God, whom Christ calls my God. And for Ellul, since Christ is God, Christ’s cry of hope against his feeling of abandonment is God’s presence.

			In dialogue with other theologians of his time who also emphasize hope, this leads Ellul to suggest that for this moment in history, hope should now be the primary driving force for preachers in selecting what to preach on (whereas he thinks that since Luther, faith had played this role). Hope in Time of Abandonment is also a critique of the popular “death-of-God” theologians of Ellul’s time, and especially of Paul Tillich, who thought of God’s absence like the coming and going of a storm; all we need to do is wait until it reappears. No, Ellul says; we need to call on God, holding him to fulfill his promises.

			Perseverance, Prayer, and Realism

			In these bleak times, Ellul encourages Christians to hold on to hope. He writes, “If I were to give a definition, I would say that hope is man’s answer to God’s silence.”70 In essence, hope is an existential attitude and response: an act of confidence in spite of God’s apparent absence. According to Ellul, this hope has three primary manifestations, which are simultaneously its foundations.

			The first is perseverance. Hope involves a choice, a decision to not quit but to continue onward. Governed by the mindset of technique, many today are impatient, worshiping efficiency and instantaneity. Ellul believes that Christians should reject this outlook and instead make an intentional determination to wait in a spirit of reflection and continued openness to God’s revelation. The resolution to press on must continue regardless of expectations. Ellul states, “Perseverance never counts on success, on a possible outcome. It is not because the situation might get better that one keeps going.”71 Rather, it is due to faith—simultaneously an individual choice and a gift of grace—that one continues to hope and persevere.

			The second and most vital manifestation of hope is prayer. To help us understand what Ellul means when he encourages us to pray, we will draw briefly from L’impossible prière (literally, “Impossible Prayer”—a closely linked book which came out just before Hope in Time of Abandonment). In this book Ellul asserts that prayer should direct the attitude of the Christian, and he warns of various misunderstandings of prayer. For example, he points out that a great number of believers view it as a “heavenly telephone,” mistakenly believing that prayer is akin to chatting with the Divine in a nonchalant manner, as one would converse with a friend. Moreover, many view prayer as a means to an end, confusing God for a genie who fulfills wishes on command. Similarly, Ellul points out that numerous Christians have an overly rational view of prayer, perceiving it in a calculative manner rather than as process of mystical union. He encourages believers to look to the great mystics of the faith for instruction and inspiration in regards to prayer, recommending John of the Cross, Teresa of Avila, and John of Damascus as helpful models and guides.72 In fact, Ellul humbly acknowledges that these mystics of the Christian tradition have much greater insight into the mystery of prayer than he himself does. While using these aforementioned examples to elucidate genuine prayer, Ellul is quick to acknowledge that there is not one particular correct definition or explanation of prayer. Echoing the mystics, he points out that prayer is ultimately a fearful subjective engagement with the Divine: an experience that often cannot be formalized or put into human language, nor even rightly described as communication.

			However, Ellul’s driving question is: why pray, today? He notes that none of these examples or views of prayer are enough to explain why we should pray today. Instead, he notes the one true reason to pray: we are commanded to. Instead of praying because I am certain of the conditions and rules of communication with God (which Ellul says we are not), I should obey the command to pray out of faith in the God who commands me, and hope that his command is also his promise to accept my prayer.

			With this qualification in mind, Ellul hesitantly outlines some general characteristics he believes to be fundamental of authentic Christian prayer.

			First, prayer commences with two simultaneous deeds: the free act of God to bestow grace on the individual, and the decision of the individual to participate in it. Prayer is birthed from this dialectical relationship. In Ellul’s words, prayer is both “the extreme case of God’s grace for us,” and “nothing more than ‘God with us.’”73 These descriptions point to Ellul’s conviction that prayer is the form of the believer’s life with God, and God’s gracious dwelling within the believer. In contrast with the prayer as a moment of conversation with God, Ellul insists that prayer is a specific form of existence—a life lived in the grace of the Wholly Other. He explains:

			In philosophical terms one might say that prayer does not involve communication. It does not transmit information. It is not an informational affair, for in it we find ourselves in the situation of Dasein, of “personality,” the characteristic feature of which is to be removed precisely by its essence from all informative language.74

			Authentic prayer does not involve petitions. Rather, it is a type of being in the world (Dasein). Prayer is “a form of life, the life with God.”75 This kind of prayer, Ellul argues, will lead one to fight the mindset of technique, which absorbs all experience into itself, suffocating all other possibilities of relating to the world. In this age of abandonment, those who live a life of prayer continually struggle against technique and resist its objectives.

			Today, a primary challenge in this endeavor is the constant barrage of distractions we encounter every day. While our lives are saturated with advertisements, meaningless chatter, and hollow information, a life of prayer requires one to be in unceasing remembrance of God’s grace, and in a continual posture of thankfulness. In an age of nearly constant communication, prayer will require a kind of withdrawal. Along these lines, some Christians have chosen to periodically take a Sabbath from technology, media, and other distractions in order to re-align themselves with God.76 Recalling the tension of the Christian life from Presence in the Modern World, hopeful prayer orients us in a different direction from the society around us. Today, we tend to grow up inculcated with values and practices conformed to the capitalist consumer economy, such as the mindless consumption of unnecessary products. Ellul calls this the “acquisitive” consciousness. He writes, “We are automatically oriented by our society in this direction of appropriation.”77 This orientation leads not only to materialism but also toward viewing prayer as a means of acquisition. As we have seen, for Ellul, Christians are called to live in the world as the presence of Christ; but when God’s presence is in question, hopeful prayer allows Christians to express a fixed trust in God, not in material goods. For Ellul, Christians should seek a form of life that can say “enough,” avoiding the rat race of commodity fetishism.

			The life of prayer should embody a struggle against what Ellul calls the great “heresies” or “falsehoods” of the modern era. He argues that these untruths are primarily found in discourse originating from political and religious institutions. While it is a growing temptation to place one’s faith in these institutions and establishments, they have all too often conformed to the directives of technique. Rather than depending on these spiritually insolvent institutions, says Ellul, we must be radically dependent on God.

			Yet the life of prayer is also—and in times of abandonment, above all—a battle against God’s silence. Recalling Ellul’s conviction that prayer is simultaneously a manifestation and foundation of hope, we must remember that he sees our age as characterized by absence. Ellul contends that in God’s silence, hope is a command, a call to live life according to the instruction of Jesus, guided by the Holy Spirit. By embodying prayer, Christians become a living example of hope and of God’s word, even in God’s absence.

			Perseverance and prayer are the first two manifestations of hope. The third is realism. According to Ellul, realism refers to the ability to see the world as it is, without illusions and apart from the lens of technique. He writes, “Hope finds its substance in realism, and the latter finds its possibility in hope.”78 However, many choose to embrace comforting deceptions, even as we find ourselves surrounded by lies and propaganda. Ellul explains:

			Man can never stand reality. He spends his time lying to himself, covering up the real, providing himself with illusions and rationalizations . . . The person who fails to look at the real, to accept it even in its most threatening aspects, to see the impasse or the fatality in which he finds himself, can never find a way out of it either, can never surmount the reality nor in any way get beyond it.79

			In order to deal with our despairing situation—characterized by wars, exploitation, alienation, and so forth—we need a true hope that will guide us through, not a false hope. A central element of the book is the contrast between two French words, espoir and espérance. Both translate into English as “hope,” but Ellul sees espoir as the sort of concrete hope that we think can give us a solution to a situation, the sort of “it’s not so bad,” which allows us to put up with a situation. He gives the intense example of Jean-François Steiner’s controversial book Treblinka, implying that the Jews at the Treblinka concentration camp continued in their situation because they had espoir that they would only be political prisoners instead of being put to death.80 Instead of veiling the true horror of our situation and allowing us to continue in it, true espérance is the existential force that allows us to fight after having looked unflinchingly at the bleak situation with no exit, no future.

			This is why Hope in Time of Abandonment is understandable as the dialectical counterpoint to Ellul’s studies on technique. While technique closes the world in on itself, causing incalculable harm to individuals and the earth, people seek different hopes (in the sense of espoir) to allow them to say “it’s not so bad.” In search of consolation, many continue to appeal to technology, the military, and political institutions (concrete illusions); and to “progress,” “humanity,” socialism, or capitalism (abstract illusions). Ellul asserts that these illusions will never provide any substantive changes because they are all undergirded by technique.

			For Ellul, the Christian should be a realist, avoiding the idealism and illusions of technique, and instead looking to the example of Christ and the revelation of God for guidance. Only then will believers be able to respond in an appropriate manner to societal evils and injustices, ultimately making true hope (espérance) possible. According to Ellul, perseverance, prayer, and realism are not only manifestations and foundations of hope, they are also decisions—continual choices that must be made daily.

			Because these determinations require God’s grace, hope is always dialectically related to the act of God and the response of humans. Ellul explains:

			Thus hope, that mysterious phenomenon, the most lofty and decisive expression of the Holy Spirit in humans today, results from the threefold decision . . . To take up those options is to live hope already in a series of acts. Hope is always the product, the exceeding work of the Holy Spirit, but our decision appears not only as the lived expression of the hope given to us. It appears also as a challenge flung at the Holy Spirit in order that this hope might be possible. Hope itself is then hoped.81

			Summary

			The present age is defined by the mindset of technique: a worldview primarily motivated by a lust for power, greater efficiency in all sectors of life, and accumulation of material wealth. Technique has created a world in which distrust rather than trust, competition rather than cooperation, and material rather than spiritual values are the norm. This age is also one of abandonment: an era in which God has chosen to remain silent. Against this silence, Christians are to embody hope in God’s promises. For this reason, says Ellul, Christians are called to embrace and live a life of hope.

			The three concrete expressions of hope are perseverance, prayer, and realism. Perseverance is a choice to continue placing trust in the Divine, in spite of despondency. Prayer is the decision to fully and authentically embody one’s relationship with the Wholly Other: “a form of life, a life with God.”82 Realism, in contrast to idealism, causes one to view the world as it is, without placing confidence in illusions.With these expressions in mind, we must remember that for Ellul, our ability to hope requires the work of the Spirit. At its core, hope is simultaneously the human “answer to God’s silence” and “a mysterious phenomenon, the most decisive expression of the Holy Spirit today.”83
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			Apocalypse

			The Book of Revelation

			The problem is less that of comprehending a section of the book than the movement which effects passage from one section to another . . . the Apocalypse is not an immobile and definitive architectural whole, but it is in itself movement, which goes from a beginning to an end.84

			. . . the whole Apocalypse is an allegory of God and of his work; nothing more!85

			This chapter examines one of Ellul’s biblical studies. His 1975 book Apocalypse: Architecture en movement (literally “Apocalypse: Architecture in Movement,” translated in 1977 as Apocalypse: The Book of Revelation) is a creative study of the final book in the biblical canon, the book of Revelation (titled Apocalypse in French). Apocalypse is not easy to read, just as the book of Revelation is not particularly easy to interpret. But readers willing to wrestle with Ellul’s complex interpretation of the book’s symbolism and message will find it a hopeful declaration in a society whose future looks grim. Theologically, it is also a turning point for Ellul; it is his most brazen proclamation of the doctrine of universal divine salvation from judgment, which marks a change in his theology.

			Apocalypse, Prophecy, and History

			Apocalypse is clearly linked to a handful of Ellul’s other books. Like The Meaning of the City, it explores the meaning of the language of the new Jerusalem at the end of the book of Revelation. Like Ellul’s commentary on 2 Kings, The Politics of God and the Politics of Man, it is interested in the relationship between the eternal and the temporal: both books see Ellul discussing the relationship between Divine action and human history. And like Hope in Time of Abandonment, Apocalypse answers contemporary hopelessness with a powerful declaration of hope in God’s love. Like all Ellul’s biblical studies, Apocalypse treats the Bible as a unified whole, comparing themes or symbols in one biblical book with the same theme or symbol in another book. And finally, like in all his biblical studies, Ellul’s reading of the Apocalypse is decidedly christocentric: he sees Jesus Christ as the meaning and center of biblical proclamation.

			Like many of his other works, Ellul’s Apocalypse is in dialogue with major issues in French intellectual life at the time. Two of these are especially noteworthy. The first is the interdisciplinary intellectual movement of structuralism. In the 1960s and ‘70s, intellectuals and the educated public frequently discussed “structures” in one way or another: economic structures (often drawing on the writings of Karl Marx), psychological structures (often drawing on the psychoanalysis of Sigmund Freud), and linguistic structures (often drawing on the essays of Friedrich Nietzsche). In Apocalypse, Ellul says that he partially applies structuralist method.

			Usually, structuralist readings of a given text would separate the text from its author. They would not look to the author for one intended meaning of the text but would emphasize the multiple possible interpretations based on what they could find only in the text itself.

			In Apocalypse, the French subtitle—“Architecture in Movement”—offers us an indispensable key to understanding Ellul’s reading of the book of Revelation. We will explore this key shortly, but for now, when Ellul says “architecture,” it is worth comparing to “structure.” Ellul is looking for the connections present within the text, emphasizing how the entire project fits together. However, Ellul does not fully adopt structuralist methods; he is still looking for an intended, purposeful meaning that the text was designed to communicate.

			A second important theme in French society at the time was history. At the beginning of the 1970s, many writers in a movement called la nouvelle histoire (“the new history”) were looking for the hidden meaning of historical events. So, when Ellul sees the book of Revelation as revealing the hidden meaning of all of human history, he is giving a theological response to an important question being asked in his day. As we look into what Ellul sees as the architecture and the movement, our guiding question will be: what relationship does Ellul see between the biblical Apocalypse and history?

			Ellul notes that the biblical Apocalypse is similar to numerous other writings from the same time period; taken together, these writings can be seen as forming an apocalyptic genre. This matters because it keeps us from reading the text as a historical text, for example. Thus, we should not expect to see Ellul trying to predict if a contemporary political leader is the antichrist or anything along those lines; that is not the kind of communication he envisages finding here. Likewise, some commentators see the biblical Apocalypse as closely linked to its historical context. For example, the number 666 in Rev 13:18 is often read as designating the emperor Nero; Ellul rejects this as well. Instead, he thinks the text uses the historical occasion to communicate something fundamentally true for Christians.86 What matters is not just its similarity to other apocalypses, but also the specificity of this apocalypse. The biblical Apocalypse, for Ellul, takes a similar form to others, but says something entirely unique. It describes another kind of history, one that integrates and “recapitulates” human history. He sees Revelation as disclosing a certain relationship between “truth” and “reality.”87 And he reads the biblical Apocalypse as inextricably related to the person of Jesus Christ—it proclaims that Jesus is the Lord of history. (We will come back to these themes below.)

			Ellul also sees the genre of apocalyptic literature as fundamentally different from the genre of prophecy. He notes that prophecy is always linked to past, present, and future history. Apocalypses, however, deal with a dimension different from purely historical time. He notes other variances as well. For example, in prophecy the readers (or actually, listeners) are hearers, while in an apocalypse, the writer is a seer; prophecy is for believers, while an apocalypse is more universal (even if more difficult to decipher); prophecy relates to concrete historical events while an apocalypse is more abstract, more eternal. However, it still is not totally correct to call the apocalypse ahistorical; Ellul thinks that prophecies and apocalypses are still linked.88 It seems we have not quite answered our question about the relation between apocalypse and history. Let us look at what Ellul sees as the architecture of the biblical Apocalypse for further clues.

			Sketching the “Architecture”

			Ellul sees the symbolic imagery in the book as united into a carefully constructed whole. This means that understanding any one symbol on its own cannot give us the big picture; we need to understand how all the symbols fit together. But this architecture is in movement; the big picture itself is more like a film, in the sense that the architecture unfolds in a certain order. This movement is also a crucial part of the meaning of the book of Revelation. What is the “architecture” of this big picture?

			Ellul sees the book as composed of five parts, with an introduction (1) and a conclusion (22:6–21). He divides the book as follows: part 1, which he calls “The Church and Her Lord” (2–4); part 2, “The Revelation of History” (5–7); part 3, “The Keystone” (8:1—14:5); part 4, “The Judgement” (14:6—20:15); and part 5, “The New Creation” (21:1—22:5). Note that part 3 is called “The Keystone,” and the keystone is the highest and most structurally important stone in an arch; without the keystone, the rest cannot bear weight. Part 3 is the center, the crucial component connecting the two sides. Ellul even calls part 3 an axis around which the other four parts turn. In this turning, Ellul sees a symmetry in the construction between the parts: parts 1 and 5 correspond to each other, as do parts 2 and 4, with part 3 in the center. Each of these five sections has an identical structure.

			According to Ellul’s structure, each of the five parts is a septenary, having seven parts separately (e.g., seven letters, seals, trumpets, bowls, and visions). Also, each has its own introduction (which includes a vision), its own main body, and its own concluding doxology (“an action of thanksgiving and praise”).89 For example, let us examine part 1 (chapters 2–4). It has an introduction (Rev 1:9–20 serves as an introduction for this section); it has a body, composed of a septenary (the seven letters to the seven churches); and it has a doxology (the songs of the four creatures and the elders, 4:6–11).

			However, the movement of this book has to do with how these five septenaries are related to one another. They are linked, inserted in one another. For example, the seven trumpets cannot be heard until the seventh seal is opened. What do these five septenaries communicate? Ellul notes that part 1 is clearly an address from Christ to the historical church, while part 5 clearly addresses the new creation. Remember that Ellul sees parts 1 and 5 as linked. Part 1 presents this church in her present incompleteness, while the new creation of part 5 is this future church as a transformed community, made whole, and living in the presence of God. Part 2 “includes the four horses, the prayers of the martyrs, the development of the temporal plagues, and the existence of the Church,” which Ellul takes to represent the history of humanity upon earth.90 It is linked to part 4, which Ellul sees as clearly indicating a final judgment—thus, the end of history. How to summarize this structure? “In other words, the first and second parts are found in temporality . . . the fourth and fifth outside that temporality.”91 The “axis” that links these two is part 3. But what is part 3? Ellul reads part 3 as a string of veiled references to the incarnation and crucifixion of Jesus Christ. Since Jesus is both man and God, it makes perfect sense, Ellul thinks, that the primary theme of all Christian proclamation (the incarnation and crucifixion of Christ) should be precisely the axis of all history, of all creation, and the link between the temporal and the eternal.

			Bringing Marx and Kierkegaard Together: The Powers and Principalities

			This language of the temporal and the eternal does not appear in a vacuum. It reflects a specific way of thinking about time, one that Ellul inherited from Søren Kierkegaard (and that ultimately derives from Plato). In this approach to time, there is a qualitative difference between what humans know as time, on the one hand, and eternity on the other. In Plato’s philosophy, eternity described a world of perfect forms, ideas. Our world, by contrast, is made up of copies and lesser images. While Kierkegaard did not necessarily accept all of Plato’s thinking, he did accept and adopt the time/eternity component, which became essential for him.

			When Christianity is expressed in these Platonic terms, Christ can be understood as the eternal entering into time. Because Christ is eternal, Kierkegaard thought that every believer can be “contemporaneous” with Christ. This means that even if two thousand years have passed since Jesus’s time on earth, Kierkegaard thought that Christ is just as present today. Thus, a major goal of Kierkegaard’s work was to discern the eternal in the temporal—or the present work of Jesus, in the here and now.

			If we pay attention to the language Ellul is using, we can see that in this respect, Apocalypse is a very Kierke-gaardian reading of the book of Revelation. Ellul writes: “The Apocalypse does not describe a moment of history but reveals for us the permanent depth of the historical: it is then, one could say, a discernment of the Eternal in Time.”92 Thus, to understand the biblical Apocalypse, Ellul borrows from Kierkegaard’s philosophical understanding of time.

			But Ellul does not take only from Kierkegaard; he also borrows from Karl Marx. Marx saw society and history as evolving through a play of different forces in tension. These forces might be political, economic, or otherwise. The goal of Marx’s thought was to analyze the big picture of society, to try to understand which forces were dominant, determining this evolution.

			Ellul was inspired by Marx’s thinking but thought that Marx’s analysis was outdated. If economics was the driving force in the nineteenth century, Ellul and his friend Bernard Charbonneau thought that technique, propaganda, and the state were the most substantial forces in the twentieth century. In Ellul’s sociology, we will see that these three major targets occupied him most of his life.

			What is interesting is that Ellul examines these same sociological forces theologically. He asks: How does something like money or the state or entertainment come to occupy a role in individual and collective life? If these really are driving forces of necessity, are we free? And if we see them this way, aren’t they more like what the ancients would have seen as gods, or even demons? Ellul uses the New Testament language of the exousiai, often translated “principalities and powers,” to describe these elements theologically. For example, his book Money and Power analyzes the idolatrous role that money takes in our lives, looks at Jesus’s response to it, and proposes an ethics to combat this idolatry. He does not say that money is worthless or immoral. He wants it to be stripped of the divinization, the power we attribute it, so that it can play a humble role as a servant of human society.

			This theological reading of sociological forces reaches its height in Apocalypse. The text combines these two influences, putting Kierkegaard’s time/eternity distinction together with these sociological forces seen as spiritual powers. As we have seen above, Ellul reads some of the book of Revelation as happening outside of time, in the eternal. When Revelation talks about blasphemous beasts, Ellul reads these beasts as the eternal powers and principalities that temporally manifest themselves as political power and propaganda in a given historical moment.

			We can thus see that Kierkegaard and Marx help Ellul answer his questions about the hidden meaning of history. When he looks at a sociological event like the growth of the modern state, he discerns a theological reality behind this historical occurrence. This means that when he characterizes our age as defined by technique, he later reads this sociological generalization as a theological reality. This background has helped us understand the architecture of the book of Revelation; but to finish our brief look at Ellul’s commentary Apocalypse, we must return to Revelation’s movement.

			Christ as Lord of History

			We have seen that Ellul reads Revelation as proclaiming that Jesus Christ is the Lord of history. We have likewise understood that Ellul believes our age is characterized by the dominance of spiritual powers that express themselves in our society through technique, propaganda, and the modern state. How do these two statements go together? The answer has to do with time.

			An important part of the movement that Ellul sees in the five-part architecture of Revelation is the defeat, judgment, and destruction of these powers. We must note that this interpretation of the judgment is in direct protest against the way Revelation is often read—as a book of God’s judgment on humanity. We might think of the sculpture above the doors of Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris: it presents an angel and a devil with scales, weighing humans and separating them into good and bad. The bad are led away by smiling demons into judgment. Ellul completely rejects this reading. Instead, Ellul thinks that the book of Revelation is a proclamation of hope for all humanity, proclaiming that God’s work in Jesus will ultimately liberate humans from their idolatrous worship of these powers; it is thus the smiling demons who are judged and punished. “That which is judged is only what corrupted the earth.”93

			If the powers manifest themselves in things such as technique, the state, and propaganda, this means that Ellul sees these as temporary realities. He reads Revelation as announcing that with Jesus Christ, the transition and defeat of these powers has already begun; the expected return of Christ means the complete annihilation and dethroning of these powers. Thus, the alienation and slavery wrought by technique, propaganda, and the modern state will be addressed, and these realities will be destroyed. In Ellul’s reading, humans themselves will survive the judgment, but their works will be judged. To the extent that their works participate in these evil powers, these works must also be destroyed. “It is the hour . . . either to receive the eternal Gospel and be associated with it, including all that that calls for, or to enter into communion with Babylon.”94 Any works expressing domination and servitude of others will be destroyed; works of love will be preserved.

			Indeed, Ellul carries this even further: not just the modern state, but political authority altogether will be vanquished. He interprets Revelation as saying that in the coming age, there will be no more hierarchy, no more rulers, but all will live together in the presence of God. Furthermore, he reads the metaphor of the marriage of Christ and his church as substituting for the metaphor of Christ as a political ruler over the church. From this point on, all political power is ultimately doomed to destruction. Love calls us not only to nonviolence but to forsaking any relations of authority or hierarchy. (From this juncture, we can see the theological origin of Ellul’s later book Anarchy and Christianity.)

			Theologically, this is a significant turning point for Ellul. He had always leaned toward a belief in universal salvation but was previously more reserved. In Apocalypse, this proclamation of hope in God’s love, and of salvation for all from oppressing powers, is brazen and no longer hesitant. Theologically, this means that he rejects the double predestination maintained by John Calvin, in which God elects some to be saved and others to be condemned.95 Instead, Ellul emphasizes that this God is love. He thinks that it is impossible that God would damn his creatures. Therefore, his reading of the Apocalypse is ultimately a proclamation of hope that the God who is love will save humanity from the idolatrous and dominating powers that pervert their works and enslave them.

			Summary

			In Apocalypse, Ellul interprets the biblical book of Revelation as one of hopeful proclamation of God’s salvation for all humanity. In dialogue with popular intellectual movements in France in the 1970s, such as structuralism and new history, Ellul understands the book as an architecture in movement. He sees it as built with a five-part symmetry that turns on part 3—the incarnation and crucifixion of Jesus Christ. Borrowing from Kierkegaard’s philosophy of time, Ellul reads the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus as the link between the temporal and the eternal. For Ellul, language about blasphemous beasts (see Rev 13–20) represents the spiritual powers and principalities—which he sees manifesting themselves in contemporary society as sociological forces such as technique, propaganda, and the state.

			Ellul also contends that the movement in Revelation proclaims the defeat of these powers by Jesus Christ, the gentle Lamb who was slain. While their works will be judged, Ellul understands the hopeful vision of the new Jerusalem as teaching that humans will be saved from judgment and will live in unbroken community with God. His clear emphasis on universal salvation is an important theological turning point for Ellul.
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			Ellul’s Theological Ethics

			We can never say “This has to be done.” For the hard-pressed layman who wants specific instructions there is no “Do this or that.” There are no clear, simple, universal, Christian solutions to all the problems which arise. We can only put the problems as clearly as possible and then, having given the believer all the weapons that theology and piety can offer, say to him: “Now it is up to you to go and find the answer, not intellectually, but by living out your faith in this situation.” There is no prefabricated solution nor universally applicable model of the Christian life. Freedom itself causes the difficulty . . . Freedom implies that each Christian discovers for himself the style and form of his action.96

			Though we habitually say that Ellul was both a sociologist and a theologian, neither of these two terms allow us to understand clearly what Ellul really did. On the sociology side, Ellul was trained in the history and evolution of institutions. So, while he is best known in North America for his studies of technique, propaganda, and the state, his most in-depth and detailed work is actually his untranslated Histoire des Institutions (History of Institutions) in five massive volumes. This work looks at how societies are organized and how their institutions change, following these mutations in the Western world from ancient Greece through eighteenth-century France. Likewise, on the theology side, Ellul often refused to call himself a theologian. Certainly, he was being a bit modest; by the time one writes numerous books of biblical commentary and theological-ethical studies, in dialogue with the most influential voices in theological study of one’s day, one should simply accept that to some extent one is doing theology. However, it is more correct to view Ellul as a theological ethicist than a theologian.97 Just as the Histoire des Institutions is the largest and most detailed work among Ellul’s sociological writings, his five published volumes of theological ethics are his most substantial and exhaustive works among his theological writings.

			The Big Picture of Ellul’s Theological Ethics

			We have seen that from the beginning of his writing career, Ellul was already concerned with theological ethics. Presence in the Modern World, his introduction to his writings, sketched the beginnings of an ethic for Christians, using presence as a major ethical category. The ethics he outlined in Presence in the Modern World were only the beginning of a much larger planned project.

			Ellul envisaged a major project of ethics for Christians in four parts. The first part would be an introduction to the whole enterprise, laying the groundwork for the rest. The other three components would each relate to one in the trio of theological virtues lauded by the apostle Paul in the New Testament: faith, hope, and love. Remember that in Hope in Time of Abandonment, Ellul thought that the West today is most urgently in need of hope. He saw freedom as the ethical category implied by hope; thus, The Ethics of Freedom corresponds to hope. Next, he planned his Ethics of Holiness to express faith, and his Ethics of Relationship to express love.98 Like Presence in the Modern World, these books would bring Ellul’s in-depth studies of society into contact with one of these themes from biblical theology, resulting in an exploration of what the Christian life might look like in the twentieth-century West.

			Unfortunately, Ellul never managed to finish this massive project before his death. He did, however, manage to finish the introduction, To Will & to Do (in two volumes); The Ethics of Freedom (three volumes); and a full manuscript of The Ethics of Holiness (unpublished to date). To the best scholarly knowledge, some sketches of material for The Ethics of Relationship might exist, but Ellul never wrote a manuscript. The published volumes are major texts in twentieth-century Protestant theological ethics; they are written in close dialogue with other significant theological thinkers, such as Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Paul Ricoeur, Reinhold Niebuhr, among others—as well as major philosophers of the time, such as Jean-Paul Sartre. In these pages, we cannot give an in-depth a summary of Ellul’s theological ethics, as we have of his other works, simply because these ethics are much bigger and longer than most of his other works. We will, however, give an outline of the main ideas in the two published volumes of his introduction to Christian ethics, To Will & to Do.

			To Will & To Do: A Biblical, Relative, Impossible, and Necessary Ethic for Christians

			Ellul’s introduction to ethics for Christians, Le Vouloir et le faire (To Will & to Do), is composed of two volumes. The first volume was published in French in 1964 and translated into English in 1969. The manuscript for the second volume was lost for decades. A copy of volume 2 was recently rediscovered in Switzerland, edited, and published in French in 2018 as Les sources de l’éthique chrétienne (The Sources [or Springs] of Christian Ethics).99

			To Will & to Do is structured in five major parts, with three parts in volume 1, and two parts in volume 2. Part 1, “Origins,” looks at the origin of ethics as a question and a problem. Part 2, “Morality of the World,” examines various possible approaches to thinking about ethics. Part 3, “The Impossibility and the Necessity of a Christian Ethic,” addresses exactly what its paradoxical title says—Ellul thinks that an ethic for Christians is both impossible, and yet necessary. Part 4 examines the “Conditions and Characteristics of a Christian Ethic.” Finally, part 5 looks at “The Content Ethics,” and does so in two subsections: first, “Ethics and the Law,” and second, “Ethics and Theology.” We will now offer a brief look at each of the five major parts.

			The Origin of the Problem

			Ellul begins his introduction by examining the origins of the very question of ethics. From the first page, Ellul is clear that his whole approach to ethics, his reason, his starting point, goal, and measure, all come from the Bible. We should not be surprised, then, to see that Ellul looks to the biblical creation story to find the origin of the problem of ethics.

			In close dialogue with Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Ethics, Ellul argues that the opening chapters of Genesis offer an important clue to understanding questions of good and evil. According to the Genesis narrative, if we can even ask the question of what is good and evil, that shows that we are already separated from God—just like Adam and Eve, who did not know good or evil until after they ate of the forbidden fruit. Therefore, all our knowledge of the good is already in separation from God; this separation is traditionally called the fall (though Ellul prefers the term “rupture,” showing our broken relationship with God). This means that what humans call good and what God calls good are not the same thing.

			So, if what we think is good is not the true good, what is the true good? Ellul believes that the Bible very clearly tells us: the true good is the will of God. While some philosophers think that God wills something because it is good in itself, Ellul’s thinking takes the opposite position. Nothing is higher than God, Ellul says; something is morally good because God wills it. What God wills, therefore, is the only true good. This will be discussed more fully momentarily. The next question, naturally, is: What does God want? Many people, whether theologians, Christians, or none of the above, give different answers to this question. Following Karl Barth, Ellul’s answer is: we do not know unless God reveals it to us! This might lead us to throw our hands up in despair. But the good news is that God is caring and loves us; he does graciously show it to us. In fact, the title of Ellul’s book, To Will & to Do, comes from Phil 2:13, which says that God is the one who gives us both the willing and the doing. So, for Ellul, even the question of what we must do is framed by God’s grace.

			This is enough to show us Ellul’s position on the many ways of doing ethics. If we do not know God’s will unless God reveals it, this means that we do not know it naturally. Furthermore, if we look to nature or to the way things are or simply to our own observations—which in theological terms is often called natural law—we cannot find it. For Ellul, natural law absolutely cannot reveal the will of God to us. Similarly, many people believe that we all have a voice inside us which tells us what is right or wrong, our conscience. The French term for “conscience” is conscience, which means both “conscience” in this sense of an internal moral compass or guide, and “consciousness,” in the sense of simply being aware of something. For Ellul, this latter sense is the only properly biblical view; we are aware of things, but it is we who are aware of them, not some divine voice in us leftover from the creation. In short, Ellul adopts a strongly Protestant position in which Jesus Christ is the only mediator between humanity and God. Any other attempts to provide some mediation that could solve the problem of good and evil—whether through natural law, conscience, values, virtues, or so-called Christian principles—are ultimately human attempts at justifying themselves. But Protestant theology since Luther has always emphasized that Christian justification is sola fide—by faith alone, in Christ alone.

			In other words, Ellul’s theological approach to ethics takes humanity’s break with God as described in Genesis very seriously. If we could know the good naturally, on our own, without God revealing it to us, Ellul thinks this would be to minimize the problem of sin and the break with God. Furthermore, the radical solution to the human condition proposed by the Bible—the horrible crucifixion of Jesus Christ—is hard to understand. Why such a serious solution, Ellul thinks, unless the problem itself was of utmost seriousness?

			All this means that any attempt at making an ethic for Christians must be recognized as a fallen attempt. Morality is made in a fallen world, the world of necessity. Christian ethics can never be an absolute law; it can only be a human attempt at listening to God’s word and offering a life in response. It can never claim to know the absolute good; all it can do is know relative goods. The problem here is that today we are used to thinking in absolute terms: truth and good must be absolute, or they are not true or good at all! But Ellul calls us to a more nuanced approach. All human knowledge and life is relative—we do not eat absolute bread, breathe absolute air, or have absolute friends. But relative does not mean unimportant. For Ellul, everything is relative, and everything is important, including our ability to know the world around us and respond ethically.

			Like Presence in the Modern World, To Will & to Do makes clear that this is not an easy or comfortable balance to live. In ethics, Ellul calls this same uncomfortable balance “the double morality.” Morality (Ellul uses “morality” and “ethics” somewhat interchangeably) for Christians is “double” because on one hand, there is what is good according to our society; on the other hand, there is what is good according to God and Scripture. But Ellul notes that even Paul commands us to do what is good before men; this means that Christians cannot just ignore what is good according to society; instead, they must pay attention to both, to act as mediators between the two.

			Other Approaches to Ethics

			In part 2 of To Will & to Do, “Morality of the World,” Ellul examines various ways in which ethics has been approached by other thinkers. He notes, first of all, that there are indeed various approaches; there is not one absolute ethic, but many human attempts to know and understand the good. Second, there is a difference between “theoretical moralities”—made by philosophers and intellectuals, who spend years thinking and drawing up elaborate systems of knowledge, describing what is good—and “lived moralities,” which are applied by the average person, who will never actually use or consult theoretical systems. Ellul notes that any society has a morality of some kind or another; this morality is what allows humans to live together somewhat harmoniously, without conflict or violence breaking out. This lived morality must be believed and followed by individuals, and it must somehow explain and direct social and political institutions.

			Ellul also includes a chapter on “Technological [or ‘Technical’] Morality.” Understanding this morality helps us to see why Ellul is really concerned with the danger of technique for society. Ellul thinks that Western society is in the middle of a moral transformation. Our society’s current morality is made up of two elements: “One of these is what is left of the Christian morality developed in the Middle Ages and transformed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It emphasizes individual virtues and is oriented towards charity. The other is a technological morality, emphasizing collective virtues and oriented towards work.”100 However, this leftover Christian morality is no longer sufficient to keep pace with the major technological developments we have seen; this means that a new and purely technical morality is being developed, which is starting to replace the old morality. Remember that Ellul studied the history of law and the evolution of institutions; he is deeply interested in the link between the individual and their society. For nearly all human history, this link was a matter of words and laws, discussion, relating human civilization to the natural world and a spiritual or divine world. But now, for the first time, this link is a question of adapting the human to a constructed world of machines. In today’s world, the individual-society link has only become more and more technical; what are social media, apps, and the internet, if not a technological link between individuals and larger society? This represents a fundamental mutation of law and human society, which Ellul sees as a threat to human civilization as a whole.

			Christian Ethics: Impossible, yet Necessary

			In part 3 of To Will & to Do, Ellul writes that an ethic for Christians is impossible and yet necessary. What does this mean, and how is this coherent at all? We have seen that Ellul thinks that the good is God’s will. No human can know God’s will completely or perfectly. Any attempt to make a Christian ethic is thus condemned from the start, because it sets up a good that is not God’s own good! We cannot claim that what we think is good is actually good; to do so would be to justify ourselves. Thus, the impossibility of a Christian ethic.

			And yet the church is a group of humans. It obeys the same sociological laws of every other group of humans. This means that like all others, it cannot help creating a morality; it will do so spontaneously. But if Christians cannot avoid morality at all, if humans absolutely need morality to live together in community, it would be much better to consciously decide on this morality so that we are aware of it rather than to pretend we have no morality. Having a conscious morality is important precisely so that Christians do not forget that morality is relative, not absolute. It helps them remember that they are just as human as everyone else. Having now established that we cannot do without an ethic for Christians, part 4 of To Will & to Do examines eight characteristics of this ethic.

			First, this ethic must be drawn from the Bible, developed and lived out with the guidance of the Holy Spirit. If we are to know God’s will, the only way we can do so is if the Holy Spirit reveals it to us. But, Ellul thinks, the Holy Spirit will never reveal something to us which does not square with what we find in biblical revelation.

			Second, this is an ethic for the person. A major theme in Ellul’s thinking is that God calls humans to separate from the crowd, to relate to him individually and personally. Thus, an institution or group can never obey God; but people can obey God and be part of an institution or group. A state or business cannot be Christian; but there can be Christian people who work in a state or business. Thus, the ethic never directly addresses a group but is always addressed to individual people.

			However, this is closely linked to the third characteristic: this ethic is communal. As an individual, I am always also a citizen, a family-member, a worker, and so forth Because this ethic involves my whole life, it involves my belonging to all of these groups as well. In other words, no part of my life is left untouched by this ethic; by touching the individual, it touches all of society.

			Fourth, this ethic is immediate. We have seen that Protestant theology emphasizes that the only mediator between God and humanity is Jesus Christ. This means that we cannot exclusively rely on principles, values, conscience, natural law, or anything else, to tell us what is good; while we are free to explore these aids thinking, we cannot use them to shield ourselves from our intimate, existential, and sometimes overwhelming relation to God in Jesus Christ.

			Fifth, this is a specific ethic. By calling it specific, Ellul is taking a position in certain theological debates of his time which said that the Christian life was like any other. Some theologians see a minimal or nonexistent difference between being a Christian and not being a Christian. Ellul vehemently disagrees; emphasizing Rom 12:2 again, Ellul recalls that the Bible commands Christians not to conform to this world.

			Sixth, the ethic for Christians is an ethic of contradictions. In a way that recalls Kierkegaard, one of Ellul’s major influences, Ellul understands the Christian faith as embodying various paradoxes and contradictions. These cannot be resolved using human logic or critical thinking skills; there is no abstract solution here. Rather, the paradoxes and contradictions must be embraced and lived out. Recalling the paradoxical tensions between time and eternity, necessity and freedom, Ellul calls on us to concretely live out the contradictions of the Christian faith rather than looking for abstract, formulaic solutions; the Christian’s life is a response to the paradoxes.

			Seventh, this ethic is an ethic of means. We saw in Presence in the Modern World that Ellul maintains that nearly everything has been reduced to a means today, and that ends are lost. Combatting this situation, the Christian life is one of being, not doing. However, this sort of being will necessarily lead to using some means and rejecting others. By “means” in this context, Ellul is implying the entirety of our relation to our neighbor; he implies that we reject dominance or control, and that mirroring God’s free love for us, we freely love them. In contrast with other ethical theories, Christian ethics do not give us specific goals to accomplish. Instead, we are told what God wants to do, but also that he has already done it in Jesus; we cannot add anything to this work. All we can do is respond in obedience to this God because of his work. Jesus is both our means and our end. “It is a matter of choosing the best means to express the work of God accomplished in a man by Grace, in concrete circumstances in a society historically determined by social, economic, political, and ideological structures.”101

			Finally, this is an eschatological ethic. Ellul means that all ethical reasoning must take into account its situation in time. We cannot reason as if we were still in God’s original, uncorrupted creation; neither can we reason as if we were already in the kingdom of God, where all things are fully made new. Instead, this ethic should be somewhere in between. It must express its own temporality: it is not a kind of absolute reasoning relevant for all time, but a relative reasoning, suited for this time, in between the times.

			Ethics, the Bible, and Theology

			Part 5 of To Will & to Do is split into two sections. The first examines how we should use the legal texts of the Bible for ethics today. We cannot simply ignore these texts; Ellul believes the Scripture forms a unity, and separating it would be a way of making the Bible say what we want. However, we cannot apply these texts directly; many of them were clearly meant for their context and time, and applying them today would have no more theological meaning. To see the law of the Old Testament today, we must see it through the lens of Jesus Christ, who fulfilled the law, yet did not abolish it. For each of the Old Testament laws, we must seek the significance of its accomplishment in Christ. The law cannot be eliminated but instead must be completely translated into our ethic.

			Taking the Old Testament law seriously does several things. First, it reminds us that God claims our entire lives, and that in our sin, we must be made holy, conformed to his promises. Second, taking the Old Testament law seriously gives us a “charter of the new life according to God,” concretely informing our style of life. God’s law sets us apart for his service and for life with him. Furthermore, Ellul insists that we hear each commandment as both a commandment and a promise from God to care for us. The point of the law is to trace limits within which the human can be free in relation to God. In this respect, freedom and obedience to the law are not opposed to each other but go hand in hand.

			The second section of part 5 examines the relationship between ethics and theology. Ellul begins by asking about the relationship between ethics and doctrine (or dogmatics). In some of his most in-depth critical discussion with Karl Barth, Ellul sees ethics as submitted to dogmatics. Ellul follows Barth in affirming an essential unity between the two theological disciplines. Both must be directly inspired by biblical texts. However, he thinks that Barth focuses so much on this unity that he never actually gets to the concrete details of ethics. So, while they are united, they still have different tasks which must be treated separately.

			Next, Ellul emphasizes that there are no Christian principles. For example, in Christian reasoning concerning money, many Christians are tempted to read the biblical texts and summarize biblical teaching in the Christian principle of stewardship; they then seek concrete actions that reflect stewardship. Ellul thinks this is a poor way of reasoning because it separates our actions and their truth from the person of Jesus Christ, and because it does not accurately reflect scriptural teaching. Instead, biblical principles substitute our philosophical morality for the Bible’s own ways of speaking about ethics.

			Finally, Ellul recommends the analogy of faith as a guiding principle for interpreting these texts. This term comes from Rom 12:6, suggesting that the Christian with the gift of prophecy should exercise it “according to the analogy of faith.” The analogy of faith thus applies to the prophet. Ellul sees theological ethics fulfilling the same role today that prophecy fulfilled in the New Testament. Ellul thus thinks the analogy of faith means that all ethics must line up with scriptural doctrine. The ethicist must seek the consequences of God’s word for action today, in a way that exhorts, encourages and builds up believers.

			Summary

			Ellul’s five volumes of theological ethics are some of the longest and most detailed texts he wrote. Taking them seriously makes it clear that while Ellul did not see himself as a theologian, he certainly was a theological ethicist. Christian ethics is not so much a problem of knowing good or evil as relating to God and others. Human knowledge of the good is necessarily limited and idolatrous; it sets up a good according to us, in separation with God, after the fall and the order of necessity. The true good is the will of God. Christians have the difficult and uncomfortable task of balancing between two moralities—that of today’s world, and the moral life as God would have us live it. This is difficult since today, morality is becoming increasingly technical. However, because Christians are a group of humans like any other, despite the impossibility of a true morality, Christians must humbly create a relative and necessary morality, knowing that its validity comes from God, not from itself. Ellul gives eight characteristics of this Christian ethic: first, it comes from the Bible, with the Holy Spirit as a guide; second, it is for the person; third, it is communal; fourth, it is immediate; fifth, it is specific; sixth, it is an ethic of contradictions; seventh, it is an ethic of means; and eighth, it is eschatological. Even the Old Testament law texts must be incorporated into this ethic—not directly, but as interpreted by the analogy of faith, submitted to dogmatic theology, and without any Christian principles.
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			The Technological Society

			Technique worships nothing, respects nothing. It has a single role: to strip off externals, to bring everything to light, and by rational use to transform everything into a means.102

			Humans cannot live without the sacred. They therefore transfer their sense of the sacred onto the very thing which has destroyed its former object: to technique itself.103

			One of the most important books in Ellul’s sociological oeuvre (and one of the most significant in the story of his fame in North America) is La Technique ou l’enjeu du siècle (1954), published in English as The Technological Society (1964).104 In this work, we find a detailed analysis of twentieth-century Western society as an expression of technique. In ascribing the economic qualities of a century mostly to a single major force, Ellul’s book shares qualities with Karl Marx’s view of nineteenth-century Western industrialized society as an expression of capital. Ellul engages with technique in nearly all of his writings—sociological and theological—and regularly employs it as an essential tool in his social criticism. Understanding The Technological Society is mandatory for those with a serious interest in Ellul’s thought.105

			Technique as Technological System and Consciousness

			While Ellul never gives one ultimate definition of technique, he does offer two interrelated ways of understanding it. First it is “the totality of methods rationally arrived at and having absolute efficiency (for a given stage of development) in every field of human activity.”106 Technique is thus not equivalent to what we mean when we say “technology.” Rather, it describes an ensemble of means striving toward calculated efficacy in all sectors of society, a search for one mathematically best way to do things. In educational, military, business, manufacturing, and even healthcare institutions, we find an increasing drive toward greater productivity, which is itself judged by its efficiency in output.

			Second, Ellul discusses “the technological phenomenon,” which is composed of the proliferation, inescapability, and dependence on technology and technical devices. Automobiles, airplanes, computers, televisions, and cell phones have all been thoroughly incorporated into our lives; they are assumed or expected to be utilized by almost everyone, and many everyday processes often cannot be done without them. As society evolves, so does technology and its dominance. We can no longer live outside it; it is an encircling system (as Ellul will go on to argue in a later book, The Technological System [1977], which particularly examines the effects of computerization). Thus, for Ellul, technique is often described as an environment, a “technological milieu.”

			Technique is also a mentality that has both spawned and resulted directly from the technological world.107 Our contemporary outlook has been gradually structured in a way that mirrors the techniques we employ. For example, efficiency and its corollary values such as competition and productivity become the primary driving forces motivating both action and thought. Having uncritically adopted the mindset of technique, humans increasingly apply its standards to nearly every sector of society. This is why Ellul also refers to technique as a type of consciousness.108 Ultimately, technique describes both a mindset that strives for efficiency and the type of social unity created by this mindset. These are simultaneous and interdependent, each fostering the development of the other.

			Characteristics of Technique: Automatism, Self-Augmentation, Monism

			Throughout The Technological Society, Ellul describes various internal characteristics of technique. We will briefly discuss three of these here. The first is automatism, or technological rationality. By this Ellul is referring to the fact that once a population adopts a mindset driven by technique, they give up their ability to freely choose, to a large extent. Once efficiency is the determining factor in a decision-making process, in many cases one’s judgments have already been made for them. Ellul writes:

			There is no personal choice, in the respect to magnitude, between say 3 and 4; 4 is greater than 3; this is a fact that has no personal reference. No one can assert the contrary or personally escape it. Similarly, there is no choice between two technical methods. One of them asserts itself inescapably: its results are calculated, measured, obvious, and indisputable.109

			The focus on efficiency has led to the incorporation of technological means and standards in every social domain. This trend is often accompanied by an emphasis on measurable, quantifiable results; it is thus not uncommon to see the increasing emphasis on science and mathematics in education and the rise of bureaucratization in the workplace. These are just two common instances of the results of the sort of automatism that Ellul sees as an expression of technique.110 Another vital characteristic of technique is that it continues to progress in a self-augmenting manner. As the technological system grows and more people adapt to its form of consciousness, our energy, time, and resources are increasingly devoted to the development of efficient means. Ellul writes: “Modern humans are so enthusiastic about technique, so assured of its superiority, so immersed in the technical milieu, that without exception, they are oriented toward technical progress.”111 Thus, individuals consciously and unconsciously work in ways that further and promote technique.

			The self-augmentation of technique points to another disturbing entailment: the inevitability of technological expansion. It is increasingly impossible to simply say no to emerging forms of technology; this would be considered irrational or even heretical. For example, a decision to limit funding for the creation of military technology would be seen as a threat to national security. Or if we choose to halt improvement of new computer technology, then our business competitors would seize the opportunity to take advantage of us. Thus, technological development must continue in all fields of society; the logic inherent to this development means that it cannot slow down. In this way, for Ellul, technological rationality always leads to the ongoing self-augmentation of technique.

			Let us consider one final example. If I were to choose neither to own a phone nor use email, it would be nearly impossible for me to find lasting employment. Even if I were to look for work at a low-level occupation, I would likely be required to have a phone number and email address. To not do so would be out of the question. The point is that as technology changes, the individual must adapt to it in order to locate basic employment and corresponding essential necessities. Thus, it is becoming more and more difficult to reject technology. Today we are necessarily absorbed into it and its augmentation. One final characteristic of technique worthy of discussion is monism. As technique encompasses civilization, it becomes interlinked with societal systems. For instance, the public educational configuration becomes dependent on the economic organization, which relies on the business sector, which is determined in large part by the political apparatus. It follows that all these technical spheres must continually strive toward calculated efficiency in order to avoid harm to the whole. This interrelatedness is the very monism of technique. Ellul explains:

			There is no foreseeable limit to the spread of technology that has entered on the path of complete ingestion of natural resources, of nature itself, of human beings, and everything in existence. The process of technological growth is intrinsically totalitarian. Nothing can stop it except the actual disappearance of the fuel it feeds on: raw materials, space, objects of every kind, and ultimately human beings. All the nuances and fine distinctions are useless here. Technology can’t come to a halt until it has reached the barrier of absolute finitude, when everything has been technologized.112

			Thus, the world of techniques becomes its own closed system, relating only to itself, and offering no relation to anything outside itself.

			Exploitation and Artificiality

			Most of us must operate computers and use motorized transportation in some capacity to stay employed and provide for ourselves and our families. However, in order to create and maintain these technologies, millions of people are demoralized in factories and the earth is increasingly exploited of fossil fuels and minerals. This profound, multilayered exploitation—whether evident or unseen—is caused by technique, our dependence on it, and insistence on instrumentality. Because the essence and primary motivation of technique is efficiency, the natural world becomes secondary and devalued. Nature requires space and time; it is simply not as efficient as the synthetic environment. Ellul contends that the trivialization of nature has led to an increase of artificiality, from ingredients in our food to virtual reality. In fact, numerous people are no longer familiar with nature, and some are even afraid of it.113

			For Ellul, the artificial milieu causes two serious harms: a simulated sense of reality, and reliance on artificial needs. As he argues in The Humiliation of the Word, images from propaganda and the corporate media saturate our daily lives. Many unconsciously assume that these representations are truthful. However, the visual depictions found in the media only signify the interests and perspectives of those manufacturing the images; they in no way give us an accurate or complete understanding of the complex nature of societal events. These depictions compose our new reality.

			Promoted in large part by commercial institutions, the artificial realm also creates and stimulates false needs. For example, it is not uncommon today to find people desperately trying to obtain unnecessary products that have been presented as essential. From cosmetics to the latest cell phone, these superfluous goods exist in contrast to our authentic needs. In order for humans to live healthy, fulfilled lives, Ellul reminds us that we require only food, drink, shelter, meaningful relationships, and education, among a few other things. However, because of the artificial world and the desires it has fashioned, we continue to sacrifice our true needs, and with them, our health and freedom.

			Technolatry, Freedom, and Necessity

			According to Ellul, humans are essentially religious beings; we have an innate longing and drive to worship something greater than ourselves—an object or person that can give our lives substantial meaning and purpose. In the modern age, the principal object of this devotion is technology. Ellul explains:

			Nothing belongs any longer to the realm of the gods or the supernatural. The individual who lives in the technical milieu knows very well that there is nothing spiritual anywhere. But humans cannot live without the sacred. They therefore transfer their sense of the sacred to the very thing which has destroyed its former object: to technique itself.114

			The kind of worship of technology Ellul describes might be cast as a kind of technolatry. By transferring the sense of the sacred onto technology, people try in vain to obtain significance in their lives. However, the veneration of technology does not provide authentic purpose, but instead forces us to live in the shallow, meaningless, and often unsatisfying world of the latest gadget and the trendiest product.

			Related to his denunciation of technolatry, Ellul’s most fundamental criticism of technique is that it strips individuals of the power of self-determination. Many have argued and continue to maintain that technology provides humans with greater freedom. Ellul disagrees. At one time technology may have assisted humans in attaining a degree of freedom, before it became autonomous, self-augmenting, and monistic. Today things are different: technology is not just used by people but uses people for its own proliferation. Technique and technolatry have turned into a progressing cycle that continues to envelop, restrict, and control. Humans are not only physically constricted by technique; they are psychologically determined by the images and values surfacing from it. After living in the technologically saturated milieu, people begin to adopt the mental framework of technique—thinking in its categories, seeing the world through its lens. Ellul points out that this creates a system of mental coercion that constrains people by limiting their frame of reference and their ability to think for themselves.

			The world of technique, according to Ellul, is one of necessity. Most basically, he means that a world of necessity is one where we do what we do because we cannot do otherwise. But this sentiment of being forced is complex; we know that we are not physically forced by someone. Examining this necessity opens further connotations. When technique becomes necessity, then this necessity is driven by worship of the image and of the latest technology; technique as necessity becomes a sphere permeated by an ever-increasing quest for efficiency no matter the cost; technique as necessity creates a milieu where humans, animals, and the earth are simply instruments—a world where wisdom and cooperation are replaced by knowledge and competition, a jurisdiction where one has the freedom to be creative only within the architecture of technique. Once one grasps the extent of technique’s far-reaching tentacles, one can comprehend how tragic our situation appears.

			However, this is precisely why one must not read only Ellul’s sociological studies. In his theological ethics, Ellul contends that we should not give up hope. If we can recognize and understand technique and its entailments, this indicates that there is still a degree of autonomy. The act of becoming aware of what limits us is the first sign of our freedom from it.

			Ellul argues that those informed individuals can work to carve out a limited freedom within the realm of necessity. He points to the ancient Israelites as models from whom we can learn today. They elected to observe the Sabbath once a week to escape the requirement of constant labor; they chose common ownership among the Levites to bypass the need for private property; they embraced periodic fasting to transcend the necessity of consumption. We too should take Sabbaths from technology and intentionally rest from the continual pursuit of efficiency and productivity. We must struggle against technolatry and make thoughtful choices that provide some degree of human freedom inside the domain of necessity.

			Summary

			The main topic of The Technological Society, technique, is in fact central to all of Ellul’s work—both theological and sociological. It refers simultaneously to the growth of technology and the uniquely modern mindset governed by the quest for efficiency, calculation, and control. Ellul believes that technique’s characteristics—automatization, self-augmentation, and monism—are beyond human control and are moving toward increased “technological totalitarianism.” Technique causes people to adopt moral systems that rely on calculation and self-justification, and to view one another and oneself as means rather than ends. It also leads to technolatry. Both entail greater exploitation of living beings and nature. For Ellul, it is vital that we engage in a careful consideration of the attributes and entailments of technique. This will result in an obvious conclusion: technique is detrimental to human freedom and dignity. The only adequate response is a greater awareness of technique and a constant struggle against it.115
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			Propaganda

			The Formation of Human Attitudes

			Propaganda does not aim to elevate man, but to make him serve. It must therefore utilize the most common feelings, the most widespread ideas, the crudest patterns, and in doing so place itself on a very low level with regard to what it wants man to do and to what end. Hate, hunger, and pride make better levers of propaganda than do love or impartiality.116

			Propaganda: The Formation of Men’s Attitudes (1965) is the second in the trilogy of Ellul’s major sociological works (after The Technological Society, and followed by The Political Illusion). First published in French as Propagandes (1962), it is one of Ellul’s better-known works. In this book Ellul describes propaganda’s external and internal characteristics and its psychological and political effects on contemporary industrial societies.117

			Methods of Propaganda

			When we hear the word propaganda, we habitually immediately think of the term only in a pejorative sense. To our ears, it seems that to call something propaganda is an insult. And if one were to suggest that we were subject to and influenced by propaganda, our knee-jerk response would likely run something like this: “Not me! I think for myself. Nobody tells me what to think, do, or buy. Sure, advertising lets me know what’s out there; the news tells me who’s running for office; but in the end of the day, I make my own decisions.” If one is content with this sort of response, one probably will not get much out of reading Ellul (or be able to seriously account for the brain research funded by contemporary marketing agencies).

			If we examine ourselves more closely, we begin to understand just how fragile the human will really is. For Ellul, this fragility was revealed when he was invited to attend a Nazi rally in the 1930s. The powerful effect that this rally had on him made him realize just how manipulable he (and by extension, the average person) really is. Propaganda studies this manipulability in light of the powerful new technological means offered by mass media in the twentieth century, and the threats this manipulability poses to politics, thought, and human communication in general.

			Ellul defined propaganda as “a set of methods employed by an organized group that wants to bring about the active or passive participation in its actions of a mass of individuals, psychologically unified through psychological manipulations and incorporated into an organization.”118 Expanding this definition, Ellul maintained that in its broadest sense, propaganda often involves one or more of the four following strategies.

			First, there is psychological action, a method through which the propagandist seeks to manipulate and modify public opinion using psychological means. Appeals to emotions such as fear, pity, guilt, and sexual desire are employed in order to unconsciously sway the audience.119 This tactic is clearly seen, for example, in advertisements that use scantily clad men and women in provocative sexual positions to sell various commodities. One can also observe this approach in political and military campaigns that rely primarily on fear tactics. The influential propagandist Edward Bernays recognized the effectiveness of this type of methodology and recommended it to the corporations and politicians he advised.120 These psychological ploys do indeed appeal to our unconscious minds, and with very effective results.

			Second, propaganda can involve what Ellul called psychological warfare. This occurs when the propagandist tries to “break down” the public’s confidence in their own decision-making abilities. In other words, the propagandist conveys the message that he/she/it knows better than the individual and the public. Often part of a select group of people working for a corporation or institution, the propagandist wants people to trust the corporation’s or institution’s message rather than listening to their own intuitions or opinions. This is often done by appealing to “experts” (or “technicians” as Ellul referred to them) and by manipulating or fabricating statistical data. Such psychological warfare ends up creating a society deeply dependent upon corporate media and other social institutions.

			Furthermore, people subjected to heavily propagandized environments often think less critically and analytically about the messages they are receiving; they simply accept the “truth” offered them by the propagandist. This is usually where we cry out, “Not so fast! I’m no idiot; I can tell when somebody is lying to me. Ellul sounds like some kind of conspiracy theorist.” What Ellul is saying is actually more complex than this. It’s not that there is some capitalist kingpin holding the puppet strings, force-feeding us whatever they want us to think. Instead, as the complexity of the world increases, the amount of information we encounter grows exponentially, and demands on our time and energy increase, we have less time to formulate our own responses. To truly understand, meditate on, and ponder over things to the point that we can intelligibly express our sentiments and offer a personal distance from what we hear or read demands considerable time. This process is much faster if somebody offers us an opinion that seems reasonably plausible to us.

			With propaganda, we are able to avoid the difficult problem of living in a world we don’t understand, because responses are preformulated in bite-size portions. This does not mean we are all stupid; it is simply to seriously recognize the changes in communication patterns in technologically advanced societies in the twentieth century. This situation is exacerbated when we have a choice among various media sources; who is really disciplined enough to listen to what they don’t agree with every day, instead of opting for a voice that tells us what we want to hear?121

			An example of the consequences of this technique is found in the fact that millions rely solely on mainstream media for their news. Many of these people have no idea that the “experts” who frame, present, and analyze the current news are often ideologically driven, have little in-depth knowledge, or simply lack the basic qualifications to intelligently comment on the topic at hand. Ellul writes: “The reader of a number of newspapers expressing diverse attitudes—just because he is better informed—is more subjected than anyone else to propaganda that he cannot perceive, even though he claims to retain free choice in the mastery of this information. Actually, he is being conditioned to absorb all of the propaganda that coordinates and explains the facts he believes himself to be mastering.”122

			Third, propaganda often involves what Ellul called re-education or brainwashing. This occurs when sources of public information are limited or edited in order to further a dominant ideology. Examples include selective editing of classroom textbooks or educational materials in an effort to promote a particular ideology.

			Finally, in its broadest sense, propaganda often utilizes public relations. Institutions and corporations are always concerned with their relationship to the public and with the public’s perception of them. Thus, these entities frequently rely on a group of experts to represent them, and ultimately to sell their image, products, or services. According to Ellul, the sphere of public relations always involves a distortion of truth and a misrepresentation of the institutions in order that they might appear more palatable to the masses. Furthermore, public relations technicians often use a myriad of manipulative and deceptive means to sway the public.

			Consider these four strategies of propaganda. The first two methods employ psychological manipulation; the second two approaches involve either limiting or manipulating information, or both. All four, according to Ellul, are based on the propagandist’s knowledge of basic psychological and sociological principles.

			The propagandist builds his techniques on the basis of his knowledge of man, his tendencies, his desires, his needs, his psychic mechanisms, his conditioning—and as much on social psychology as on depth psychology. He shapes his procedures on the basis of our knowledge of groups and their laws of formation and dissolution, of mass influences, and of environmental limitations. Without the scientific research of modern psychology and sociology there would be no propaganda.123

			Public relations experts, advertisers, and marketers use these principles to achieve a calculated outcome. Propaganda, therefore, has become a highly specialized technique that is generally not discussed in the public realm. Furthermore, even though it is all around us, propaganda often remains opaque. This is not because many propagandists are skilled in camouflaging their work with a myriad of effective techniques, including those previously mentioned; once propaganda becomes a whole environment, we naturally adopt certain ways of thinking with no idea that they are biased, partisan, or staged. The best propaganda manages to camouflage itself as simply the way thing are.

			An important aspect of Ellul’s discussion is that modern propaganda is not simply a trick, a gimmick, or a dissemination of lies. In reality, propagandists often use a combination of true and false statements in their appeals. They also commonly rely on a few truthful propositions in their petitions while omitting other relevant and factual information. Ellul points out that this creates an illusion of objectivity, when in fact only one side of the issue at hand is being presented. In its portrayal of partially true—or true but partially distorted—information, propaganda proves to be more complicated than sheer lies that are easily detectable. Indeed, propaganda involves incredibly complex and multifaceted methods. It is created by experts who specialize in psychological, sociological, and cultural knowledge. According to Ellul, the average person is usually unaware of the propagandist’s involved techniques and methodology, making propaganda all the more diabolical.

			Furthermore, Ellul is clear that propaganda does not aim at convincing people of something so much as obtaining a certain result (often an act) from people—which is generally much easier. In other words, propaganda might not be aimed at convincing us to change our minds, but at getting us to respond in disgust, to give a reaction that might be politically useful. He describes two possible aims of propaganda as integration (conforming an individual to a mass opinion in order to limit tensions) or agitation (stirring up and activating such tensions in order to obtain a politically useful result).

			Two Categories of Propaganda: Political and Social

			According to Ellul, these four methods—psychological action, psychological warfare, re-education, and public relations—are found in two primary overarching categories of propaganda: political and social. Political propaganda is primarily concerned with three goals: convincing the public to place their trust in politicians, manipulating the public into believing that politicians have the interest of the people at heart, and making military acts acceptable to the public. These are essential to maintaining political hierarchies of control and order.124

			Social propaganda, according to Ellul, aims to influence society’s “style of life.”125 This propaganda appeals to and reinforces common societal assumptions. Ellul gives examples from France and the United States. For instance, propaganda often includes the conviction that a higher salary equals a better job, or that newer technology is always better. Propaganda often reinforces traditional gender roles and emphasizes Western democracy’s supremacy over non-Western political systems.126 These assumptions lead individuals to believe that their society—including their governmental, educational, and economic systems—holds the best way of life. It follows from this reasoning that other societies and cultures are inferior or inadequate at best, and evil or loathsome at worst. One of the key dangers of both political and social propaganda is that each propagates a particular ideology. Ellul believed that ideology (or “false consciousness,” as Marx called it) served to increase the numbers of unthinking, inactive masses, with the ultimate purpose of integrating the individual deeply into the political and social system. Once this occurs, the system can continue to develop, grow, and dominate. In general, propaganda plays on the integration of the individual into a mass, treating the individual only as a subset of a larger category.

			PrePropaganda: Conditioned Reflex and Myth

			Before social and political propaganda can be effective, says Ellul, the public must be conditioned to accept various types of psychological manipulation. Ellul refers to this conditioning as “pre­propaganda,” which he distinguishes from the “active propaganda” discussed thus far in this chapter. The goal of prepropaganda is to lock individuals into the current ideological system, to prepare them to act in a certain way. Ellul explains:

			Pre-propaganda does not have a precise ideological objective; it has nothing to do with an opinion, an idea, or a doctrine. It proceeds by psychological manipulations, by character modifications, by the creation of feelings or stereotypes useful when the time comes.127

			In other words, in order to prepare one for orthopraxy, or the proper action, one must first be conditioned. One needs to see the world through a predetermined lens, to think in certain categories, and to truly believe that one’s social and political decisions are necessary and efficacious.

			Prepropaganda involves two methods, according to Ellul: conditioned reflex and myth.

			First, propagandists condition reflexes by training the public to respond in specific ways to certain signs, symbols, images, and authority figures. By doing this, the propagandist can predict a given response with a reliable degree of accuracy. For example, since the 1970s, many fast-food restaurants have been giving children toys with their meals. This creates an image in the child’s mind, as well as a specific response: the child goes on to associate the establishment with not only food but also new toys, and is thus magnetized by this restaurant above others. Even adults can now get specialized movie or sports paraphernalia at fast food restaurants with their meals. One imagines these adults being conditioned as children to associate a particular restaurant with a toy and therefore buying into the same tactic today. Whether or not this is the case, the adult customer is often as lured by the restaurant’s free gift as is a child.

			Another example of a conditioned reflex is found in the strong reactions evoked by national flags. In a nation with a strong national identity (or in a nation that needs a strong national identity to compensate for the actual breadth and diversity of its territory and inhabitants—a very real issue at least since ancient Rome), nationalism, while not necessarily good or bad in itself, is a very politically useful quality. For example, let us examine the American flag. From a young age, those of us who grew up in the United States have been programmed to unquestioningly respect and honor this symbol. Reciting the pledge of allegiance with hands over hearts in elementary school, standing to sing “The Star-Spangled Banner” at sporting events, and watching presidential debates with the flag prominently displayed in the background all add to what can thus be rightly called a kind of prepropaganda. Plainly, the flag symbol evokes in many a deep sense of pride, patriotism, and even awe. The danger is that this symbol is thus a good candidate for propaganda, precisely because it is so meaningful to so many on a visceral level. Furthermore, people are unconsciously conditioned to assume that anyone disrespecting the flag must be disrespecting the United States and all of its good qualities. Ellul explains:

			Each person’s psychology is shaped by that culture. He is conditioned by the symbols of that culture, and is also a transmitter of that culture; each time its symbols are changed he is deeply affected. Thus, one can change him by changing these symbols. The propagandist will act on this [knowledge].128

			As the second method of prepropaganda, myth creates a worldview that is rarely questioned. According to Ellul, propagandists are highly skilled at creating myths: narratives and images reliant on symbols, which shape the individual’s consciousness. Some examples include idealized stories about the inevitable progress of humanity; the notion of the innate value of technology; and sentimental legends that purport the superiority of capitalism, socialism, or some other economic system. These myths can lead one to a blind faith in the propagandist’s message and so can create the illusion that buying into certain industries or customs is morally right, and that one’s own culture and way of life are legitimate, beneficial, and morally superior to all others. In time, a firm foundation of prepropaganda is created, preparing the individual to be further psychologically manipulated by social and political propaganda. Ellul describes:

			Eventually the myth takes possession of a man’s mind so completely that his life is consecrated to it. But that effect can only be created by slow, patient work by all the methods of propaganda, not by any immediate operation. Only when conditioned reflexes have been created in man and he lives in a collective myth can he be readily mobilized.129

			Psychological Effects of Propaganda

			Ellul repudiates the notion that those living within the sea of propaganda can remain unaffected. In fact, he argues that there are four primary psychological effects of propaganda: crystallization, alienation, psychic disassociation, and mithridatization. A helpful way of understanding what Ellul means by crystallization is to imagine a crystal being formed deep inside the layers of the earth. After many years of pressure, the fundamental elements of the crystal solidify into a solid, rock-like substance. Ellul believes that this is analogous to what happens to people living within deep layers of propaganda. He explains:

			Propaganda furnishes objectives, organizes traits of an individual’s personality into a system, and freezes them into a mold. For example, prejudices that exist about any event become greatly reinforced and hardened by propaganda: the individual is told that he is right in harboring them; he discovers reasons and justifications for a prejudice when it is shared by many and proclaimed openly . . . In this fashion, propaganda standardizes the current ideas, hardens prevailing stereotypes, and furnishes thought patterns in all areas. Thus, it codifies social, political, and moral standards.130

			This crystallization robs humans of critical reflection and “helps man to avoid thinking.”131 In being restricted in one’s own critical analysis, the individual is reduced to a mere automaton.

			Once a person has been given a set of ideas and beliefs, and once these become solidified, contrary beliefs and opinions are immediately dismissed.

			Crystallization closes his mind to all new ideas . . . He actually comes to hate everything opposed to what propaganda has made him acquire. Propaganda has created in him a system of opinions and tendencies which may not be subjected to criticism . . . He feels personally attacked when these certainties are attacked.132

			The individual cannot entertain other opinions, interpretations, or perspectives. In fact, ironically, any system of belief which is contradictory to one’s own is often dismissed as “propaganda.”133

			Ellul believes that crystallization leads to the second psychological effect of propaganda: alienation. In a crystallized state, we are isolated both from others and from our own autonomy and freedom. This is the most precious aspect of human life according to Ellul—the freedom to think, decide, and act in the way that one has determined oneself. Alienation from one’s freedom is essentially a loss of self. “In this process of alienation, the individual loses control and submits to external impulses; his personal inclinations and tastes give way to the participation in the collective.”134

			Along with crystallization and alienation, propaganda leads to what Ellul calls mithridatization. This term usually refers to the process of becoming immune to a poison by gradually ingesting small doses of it. Using the concept in a similar way, Ellul argues that propaganda renders individuals numb to the very messages thrust upon them. This is a result of the incredible and constant barrage of propaganda that people must face daily. He explains:

			But though it is true that after a certain time the individual becomes indifferent to the propaganda content, that does not mean that he has become insensitive to propaganda, that he turns from it, that he is immune. It means exactly the opposite, for not only does he keep buying the newspaper, but he also continues to follow the trend and obey the rules. He continues to obey the catchwords of propaganda, though he no longer listens to it. His reflexes still function, i.e., he has not become independent through mithridatization. He is deeply imbued with the symbols of propaganda; he is entirely dominated and manipulated.135

			This paradoxical effect leaves individuals aware of the fact that they are being manipulated but incapable of rejecting the strong forces of propaganda. They still think, speak, and act within the framework of the false categories of the surrounding social and political propaganda. For this reason, many today maintain that they are not influenced by propaganda, but in reality have been propagandized to their core. The final psychological effect of propaganda is psychic disassociation. Here, Ellul argues that propaganda creates individuals whose thought is disconnected from their action. Divorced from rational decision-making processes, we become instruments of impulse. “The disassociation between thought and action,” writes Ellul,

			is one of the most disturbing facts of our time. Today, man acts without thinking, and in turn his thought can no longer be translated into action. Thinking has become a superfluous exercise, without reference to reality; it is purely internal, without compelling force, more or less a game . . . He does not need to think in order to act; his action is determined by the techniques he uses and by sociological conditions.136

			As people are increasingly controlled by propaganda, they begin to treat others in the same manner: through psychological manipulation rather than dialogue. There is no longer a sense of need to reasonably articulate one’s position or logically defend an argument. Instead, our deeds and words are severed from critical reasoning and dialectical discourse.

			Summary

			Propaganda’s use of brainwashing, conditioned reflexes, and myth make it increasingly difficult to detect without a solid theoretical framework. This is precisely why knowledge of the various methods and forms of propaganda can free us from the layers of persuasion with which we are faced on a daily basis.

			Ellul’s sociological work concerning modern propaganda offers a fairly clear and accurate description of mass psychological manipulation. He calls us to challenge the systems of power and to encourage one another to discover the truth without relying solely on mass media, politicians, educational systems, and other institutions. In order to do this, we must make distinctions between the sources, consequences, and complications of propaganda—then, we will be able to fight and resist. Ellul concludes Propaganda with the following:

			The only truly serious attitude—serious because the danger of man’s destruction by propaganda is serious, serious because no other attitude is truly responsible and serious—is to show people the extreme effectiveness of the weapon used against them, to rouse them to defend themselves . . . In this game, propaganda is undoubtedly the most formidable power, acting in only one direction (toward the destruction of truth and freedom), no matter what the good intentions or the good will may be of those who manipulate it.137

			With the theoretical tools needed to arm ourselves against propaganda, we can authentically adopt the serious attitude Ellul encourages us to take. Then we can work toward a greater dissemination of truth and, ultimately, freedom.
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			The Political Illusion

			It is wrong to say that politics is everything, but it is a fact that in our society everything has become political, and that the decision, for example to plant one crop instead of another has become a political matter. But it must be understood that such politization leads necessarily to a totalitarian state, which in turn inevitably leads to the autonomy of politics wherein values are superseded by expediency.138

			At each step, state power is increased. The people under the spell of politics seek less and less to control the state; politicizing everything, they consider it normal that the state should constantly expand its area of action and use ever more instruments of power. This is legitimate in their eyes, as they believe that all will be solved by political action.139

			The third component in Ellul’s sociological trilogy, The Political Illusion (first published in 1965 in French, in 1967 in its English translation) rounds out and builds on conclusions found in The Technological Society and Propaganda.140

			In The Political Illusion, Ellul describes political systems of contemporary industrial societies dominated by technique and propaganda. He argues that these two influences have changed the internal mechanism of current democracies to such a degree that actual democracy is now largely an illusion. In the same manner as in the first two books of his trilogy, Ellul broadly describes the external characteristics of the political environment, then narrows his focus to its internal tenets, before finally discussing the unsettling consequences of a politics determined by technique and psychological manipulation.

			Politization

			Ellul begins his analysis of the modern political sphere with a description of what he calls “politization.” Politization refers to two elements of modern industrialized societies, with particular emphasis on France and the United States. The first dimension is represented by the “importance and growing frequency of ideological debates” in nearly every sector of society.141 We see this every day, as political discourse takes place in the workplace, in houses of worship, in the classroom, and in the home. Round-the-clock news channels and notifications keep us constantly up to date on political events; increasingly disparate news sources offer clearly contrasting accounts.

			The second dimension of politization is the “tendency to treat all social problems according to the patterns and procedures found in the political world.”142 Ellul maintains that today’s social ills are approached with the presumption that their solutions will be of a political nature, and that the method of arriving at these answers must necessarily take a political path. In reality, Ellul argues, many social problems are not political and do not necessarily require a political response.

			The larger point of Ellul’s discussion of politization is this: politics has enveloped us like a dark cloud. Every part of our social and professional lives is encompassed by political assumptions, language, arguments, and stances. We cannot escape politics no matter how we try. Every decision we make, down to the food we consume and the clothes we wear, has become political to a greater or lesser degree. This was especially true in the intellectual climate of the 1960s, with the rise of feminism, student politics, and numerous revolts and protests. Today, as we are more aware than ever of the increasingly interconnected global economy, the political impact of all our choices is a matter of constant discussion.

			According to Ellul, politization is a consequence of technique. Technique’s calculating mindset and increasing prevalence of technology have resulted in greater reliance on the technical world. This development goes hand in hand with greater dependence on the state, and the political system, since many new technologies rely on massive infrastructures that must be at least publicly regulated, if not publicly owned and maintained. As war and combat become more and more technologically advanced, political dominance becomes by and large a question of technological prowess. Today, more than ever, the political is interlocked with technique; politics cannot progress without technique, and vice versa. Like technique, politics has become a type of consciousness—a way of viewing the world. As humans continue to live and evolve within technique, the political mindset cannot be escaped. Ellul explains:

			To think of everything as political . . . to place everything in the hands of the state, to appeal to the state in all circumstances, to subordinate the problems of the individual to those of the group, to believe that political affairs are on everybody’s level and that everybody is qualified to deal with them—these factors characterize the politization of modern man and, as such, comprise a myth. The myth then reveals itself in beliefs and, as a result, easily elicits almost religious fervor.143

			Thus, politics have become an object of worship, faith, and personal validation. And this is precisely what Ellul maintains: the contemporary political consciousness is an essentially religious worldview.

			The Necessary and the Ephemeral

			Ellul writes, “the decisive trait of today’s politics is the fusion of two contradictory elements: the necessary and the ephemeral.”144 As we saw in Violence: Reflections from a Christian Perspective, Ellul views the “necessary” as describing a certain realm of decision-making in which one must choose between a range of defined possibilities and means. Ellul always adopted a realist approach to politics, and the state. He knows that the politician is sometimes obliged to wage war and must operate within the restrictions of what is possible at any given moment. But since politics today happens in a world defined by techniques and technology, now technique determines this possible. Technique always progresses toward efficiency: its essence or goal. Consequently, the political is likewise driven forward by a constant striving for greater effectiveness, which for Ellul includes increasing consolidation of power, money, and the quest for immediate results. He contends:

			From the moment efficacy becomes the criterion of political action, new limitations restrict all decisions. That is exactly what is happening today. Even with the best intentions, no one nowadays could select any other political criterion than efficacy. Already democracy’s game rests entirely on success. The person will be elected who can bring some project to its successful conclusion, who is most likely to succeed.145

			We therefore do not support the politician who is virtuous, or the one we believe is the best leader. Instead, we support the candidate who has both the best chance of productivity and the perceived ability to solve certain problems created by previous political decisions. Furthermore, the politicians who have previously been “successful” in politics or business are seen as the most efficient choices, winning votes and landing positions of authority.

			The second trait of today’s political sphere is what Ellul calls “perhaps the most tragic sign and characteristic of our day.”146 This feature, the “ephemeral,” refers to the lack of concrete and lasting change resulting from political decisions. The fast-paced and efficiency-driven nature of today’s political system leads to resolutions that are often fleeting and impermanent, providing only surface-level answers to deeply rooted societal predicaments. “Thus, the ephemeral and the necessary constantly combine to give our political affairs their illusory face—illusion of freedom in some cases, illusion of seriousness and importance in others.”147

			The Monopoly of Force

			For Ellul, one of the most visible consequences of a political system guided by technique is the monopoly of power. In a context defined by the combination of the necessary and ephemeral, true democracy is largely illusory; the few with political power and capital will, in many cases, continue to consolidate more control and wealth. This entails additional force from those in positions of authority. Ellul writes:

			The term ‘political’ must be taken here in its precise and restricted sense, i.e., with relation to the state and not just any power, or just any activity. Max Weber’s definition is both classic and excellent: “Politics is the leadership by a political body called the state, or any influence exerted in that direction.” I also agree with Weber that the state can be defined sociologically only by its specific means, which is force. Obviously, force is not the state’s only normal means, but it is its specific and exclusive means.148

			Therefore, the current political machine, and those at the front of its hull, will continue to increase their use of physical force (war and prisons) and psychological violence (propaganda). Situations like the torture of prisoners in Guantanamo Bay by U.S. soldiers, while shocking, are not surprising according to this logic. Within the choices available to politicians, they are necessary, a direct result of technique’s influence.

			An often undiscussed entailment of the monopoly of force is that those with political influence frequently end up determining societal values. Because the powerful have often gained their positions from their previous successes and not from their integrity, they inevitably push their corrupt values onto the people they are supposedly serving—often unknowingly. For Ellul, most politicians are driven by approval, success, and control—not by a genuine concern for others. Those in command often encourage a distortion of traditional values within a society.149

			Three Political Illusions

			Ellul points out three primary interrelated illusions within the political sphere. The first concerns the control of the state. Since technique and propaganda play such a determining role in politics, the central belief of democracies—that individuals can control the direction of the state—is patently false.

			The second illusion relates to participation. We have been conditioned to believe that if we actively engage in our democracy, we will make substantial changes in governmental policy and implementation. However, both the character of information and the needs of the growing political structure entail that true dissent is exceedingly rare, and the political maturity required to make meaningful political decisions is unlikely.

			Finally, the third illusion has to do with the pursuit of universal goods: freedom, justice, basic human rights, and the like. While many today trust that political solutions will lead to these qualities, Ellul reminds us that as long as technique drives and limits politics, these standards will never fully be achieved. In fact, universal human goods become increasingly elusive. Ellul elaborates that this last illusion rests on the mistaken conviction that contemporary politics and the state will inevitably produce greater freedom for the individual. Following Bernard Charbonneau, Ellul refers to this as the “lie of liberty.”150 In reality, the more politization occurs, the more power will be monopolized and additional force will be utilized, leading to broadening enslavement.

			Solutions?

			Throughout his works, Ellul rarely offers solutions. Instead, his goal is to leave the individual free to answer the questions he poses through their style of life. That said, he does propose substantial responses to the problems presented throughout his sociological trilogy, and The Political Illusion is no exception. In order to counter the totalitarian and antidemocratic nature of our modern politics, Ellul advises us to adopt two orientations.

			First, we should appreciate and encourage “the minority opinions, which must receive the more attention the feebler they are.”151 Today, more than ever, we need to listen to the underrepresented and the exploited in our society. Only when these groups have a voice will true democracy be visible.

			Second, we must orient ourselves toward dialogue and discussion rather than argument and debate. Ellul believes that—largely due to propaganda—political groups have become crystallized into warring ideological tribes. In resistance to this situation, we should instead encourage authentic conversation between people with varying points of view, in much the same way Socrates did in the early Platonic dialogues. He explains:

			For democracy and man to exist, it is necessary to maintain at all costs the differentiations that spark communication and relationships. All assimilation (such as of an inferior or minority group to a superior or majority group), all adaptation (of the individual to society), and all integration . . . must be avoided . . . It must be understood that if adaptation takes place, there will be no more dialogue.152

			Only by speaking up for the marginalized, by encouraging the views of minority groups, by celebrating true difference, and by listening and conversing, will we be able to combat the totalitarian nature of our political system. Additionally, Ellul exhorts his readers to recognize three determining facts, which will help us more fully understand the seriousness of our condition.

			The first is “the prodigious increase” of means.153 As he does in Presence in the Modern World, Ellul reminds us that humans are increasingly being reduced to instruments, often becoming cogs in the technological-political machinery of the modern age. Such exploitation leads to profound alienation and should be identified and constantly resisted in every sector of society.

			Second, Ellul maintains that individuals need to know the difference between an authentic democracy and a totalitarian state. Those who believe we live in a real democracy are profoundly misinformed. Ellul elaborates:

			The difference between democracy and totalitarianism is precisely in the area of means. If a government increases technology in society, steps up propaganda and public relations, mobilizes all resources for the purposes of productivity, resorts to a planned economy and social life, bureaucratizes all activities, reduces law to a technique of social control, and socializes daily life, then it is a totalitarian government.154

			These characteristics of totalitarianism are frighteningly familiar in today’s political spheres, even those that are labeled as democratic. True democracy, in contrast, is the control of the state by free, informed, educated, and diverse individuals within varied social groups. In order to comprehend the gravity of our current political situation, Ellul argues that we must fully grasp that many contemporary industrial societies closely resemble totalitarian states, not democratic ones.

			Finally, Ellul contends that “any quest for true democracy demands that we question all our clichés . . . all collective sociological presuppositions.”155 Here Ellul is referring to the unquestioned convictions that many hold today; for example, beliefs such as, “man is good, technology is neutral and under man’s control, and moral progress inevitably follows material progress”—and other myths such as patriotism, nationalism, and the supremacy of capitalism or socialism.156

			The existence of these stereotypes (clichés, myths) in us is the social weakness of our existence, the central point at which we are vulnerable. If it weren’t for that, we might be remarkably intelligent, informed, concerned with democracy, impervious to outside influences, open-minded and liberal, humanist or Christian—but all this matters very little. In our relationship with the political world, the fundamental law is that of the chain and its weakest link. This goes for us: our weakest point, through which all bankrupt political matters enter, is our basic adherence to these stereotypes. Where they exist no freedom or democratic creativity is possible.157

			To question, challenge, and oppose the clichés of our day is necessary for any authentic democracy. However, as Ellul concludes The Political Illusion, he admits that the partial solutions he has sketched are quite unlikely due to the increasing saturation of technique and mass psychological manipulation.

			Summary

			In contemporary industrial-technological societies such as ours, politics has enveloped nearly every facet of life. Our language, beliefs, and actions are largely motivated by political interests and concerns. In fact, many of us believe that all social ills can ultimately be remedied by political solutions. This politization is detrimental to true democracy, because the political sphere is guided by technique and propaganda—not by free, informed citizens. Two traits of the contemporary political milieu are the necessary and ephemeral. The necessary element refers to the predetermined, totalitarian direction of politics. The ephemeral refers to the fleeting and ineffectual nature of individual action to substantiate fundamental changes in society.

			Politics, driven by technique and its quest for increasing control, has resulted in a monopoly of force. The most technologically advanced societies will necessarily be the ones with the greatest use of physical or psychological violence (or both) against their people. This violence comes in an array of forms—from propaganda to war—and always leads to increasing dehumanization, alienation, and hopelessness. By accepting the “political illusion,” we place our trust in a political system, believing it will provide us with greater freedom. However, if we do not understand the architecture and the motor of politics, we become enslaved.

			Ellul urges us to see the linkage between technique, propaganda, and politics, and to become aware of their insidious entailments. By questioning current myths and by encouraging the voices of the underrepresented, we can open a small realm of freedom within the sphere of political necessity. In fact, this is Ellul’s ultimate goal: to help individuals become free. In his theological writings, this freedom comes by way of responding to God, and refusing to bow down to contemporary idols. In his sociological books, freedom implies continually resistance to technique and encouraging deep reflection and serious dialogue.
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			Autopsy of Revolution

			The revolution of 1789 fostered the traditional myth but could not give it life. That myth remained just as it was, the unattainable vision of a new world without new men, with only new institutions.158

			Marxism is part of the modern world just as Christianity was part of the feudal one.159

			Revolution is a desire for revenge upon an excessively ordered universe.160

			Ellul’s book Autopsy of Revolution (1971; first published in France in 1969) gives us a closer look at Ellul’s engagement with his most towering sociological influence, Karl Marx. Ellul read all of Marx’s writings at a young age and spent the rest of his life in a critical dialogue with Marx’s thought. He never abandoned it; in fact, he was one of the first to teach university courses on Marxist thought in France.161 Yet he never fully adhered to Marx’s thought either. On separate occasions, Ellul said that he was more than just a specialist on Marx, but that Marx’s work actually gave him an important way to understand the world; and that it was impossible to be both a Christian and a Marxist. We can see both sides of this complex relationship in Autopsy. Ellul obviously takes Marxist revolution seriously enough to write a book on it.162 But the book is also a critique. Revolution is dead; hence Ellul’s autopsy—his investigation into the cause of its death.

			From Revolt to Revolution

			Ellul opens the book with a historical study of all known and documented revolts throughout Western history. He sees historical “revolts” as having two main qualities. First, the historical situation must be intolerable by the humans living in it. Human suffering—whether from hunger, persecution, slavery, or other factors—must be so bad that to die would be no worse. Revolts express a situation of “better to die than to keep this suffering going!” Thus, revolts are distinctly against the way things are; things must not continue like this, but must change.

			Second, revolts are accusations. A concrete enemy must be responsible (or at least seen as responsible) for the situation; otherwise there would be nobody to revolt against, nobody to lash out at. Revolts always break out in specific situations; some occasion usually comes along that is the last straw in an ongoing problem, causing the revolt to explode. A revolt is not the same as a revolution. Revolts have no future. People who revolt expect that they will probably die; all they can think of is, “Things cannot stay like this!” But when a revolt surprisingly succeeds in changing the situation, once a possible future can be imagined—then the revolt can become a revolution.

			However, it is important to note that the word revolution has undergone a serious change in meaning. In his historical study of revolts and revolutions, Ellul notes that until the nineteenth century, the word revolution was often applied to events that maintained the way things were—not to a radically new shift, the way we are accustomed to using the word. Revolutions are not spontaneous happenings or planned events. Revolutions grow out of revolts.

			In contrast to revolts, Ellul notes two elements that are new with revolutions. First, theory. As we have seen, revolt is a reaction and only knows its own need to change the situation or die. But once there is the possibility of success, of a new state of things, somebody must decide what this new state will be. This decision is an intellectual component which Ellul calls theory. It can be formal or not, profound or simple; but either way, it is something new that was not there in revolt. It involves elements of myth, doctrine, ideology; it must be something that will convince people it is worth living and fighting for. “Revolution is bound to embody a journey to the absolute in the hearts of those who partake in it . . . It absorbs all the religious emotion that disappears from surrounding society.”163 Revolt cannot think ahead; revolution must think ahead.

			Second, revolutions involve institutions. A revolt is like a crazy outbreak; a revolution has a future, and needs somebody to organize and manage it, to set up a new order. “Revolution cannot escape the transition to institutions and managerial control.”164 The transition from revolt to revolution is thus a risky balancing act; the violence unleashed in a revolt must be tamed and directed, controlled and used to build a new future, “to find a stable structure for freedom.”165

			Revolutions and the Direction of History

			However, we have said that Ellul is discussing an important change in the meaning of revolutions. What we have just described applies to revolutions before the end of the eighteenth century. Ellul engages in a long discussion with many intellectuals, talking about different proposed definitions of revolution, attempts to say what it is, how it relates to history, and so forth. Once revolution is thought about as something that happens in history, the question of what it is and how to define it really matters. Ellul thinks that a key to understanding the evolution of this discussion comes with the French Revolution of 1789, which he names as the turning point. “No other revolution had such profound consequences.”166 One of the reasons it was so consequential was that “Marx used it as his revolutionary model . . . and from it—and from it alone, I would add—evolved his concept of class struggle and his theory of revolution.”167 Ellul thinks that Marx combined the events of this revolution with philosophical ideas taken from G. W. F. Hegel, a combination that resulted in his own approach to historical development and societal evolution.

			One of the significant elements in this revolution (and consequently, in Marx’s thinking) has to do with where society is heading. We saw that earlier revolutions started as directionless revolts; when they succeeded, they had to find a new direction to change things. For Ellul, 1789 is different because it is the first revolution that is going in the direction of history: he means that it is marked by belief in progress. This revolution sees history as going in a good direction, and the current situation as blocking progress in that direction; the revolution is therefore against the current state of things, yes—but instead of finding a new direction afterwards, it hopes to continue along the same line of development. In the practical evolution of Western society, this means that instead of a rebellion against order, the revolution pointed towards better order and more organization and efficiency—and ultimately a bigger and more powerful centralized state. This is very different from a directionless revolt; Ellul even calls 1789 “the opposite of all other revolutions.”168

			From this point on, Ellul thinks that revolution becomes invested with a certain mystical aura, “absolutized.” Marx’s view of history was a sort of secularized messianic conception; instead of the Jewish people waiting for the messiah to come, or Christians waiting for the return of Christ, Marxist “believers” wait for the revolution to come, which will bring us into the “kingdom” of a better social order.169 The meaning of the term revolution now implied a significant shift in organization or institutions, generally pointed in a “progressive” direction.

			So, in 1789, revolution goes from finding new historical direction after a directionless revolt to being integrated into the course of history, and being a movement in the same direction as history. When Marx adapts Hegel’s philosophy of history to this task of thinking about revolution, what results is Marx’s dialectical materialism—his approach to how society evolves. In this approach, society evolves through a play of different forces (economic, political, class struggle, and so forth) in tension with one another. If we are able to analyze and understand these forces, we will know how society will evolve.

			But Ellul’s problem with this approach has to do with freedom. He thinks that earlier revolutions were primarily concerned with human freedom; now, the revolution becomes something planned for a better social outcome. For Ellul, making revolution a planned part of a dialectical logic to historical development is precisely “the betrayal of revolution.”170 Along these lines, Ellul thinks that two Marxist ideas get taken up by revolutionary theorists. First, the “objective situation”: if one can calculate the forces of society’s evolution rightly, one can know when the right time is or is not for revolution. The second idea is “a partial automation of the revolutionary process.”

			Because Marx proposes a schema for understanding revolution, to some extent, “the roles are determined in advance and necessity operates. The proletariat [class of laborers] is obliged to play the part clearly assigned by the dialectic.”171 For Ellul, this whole process betrays and kills revolution. It no longer has anything to do with the life and freedom of humans living in situations that need to be changed. Instead, it is the product of philosophers, intellectuals, and activists calculating sociological forces. This is the first major problem with Marx’s approach: revolution must follow the direction of history—it no longer embodies freedom.

			Another serious problem with the Marxist approach is: how can we even know the direction of history? The answer generally seems to be that we will know by what succeeds. Ellul thinks this tends to collapse into a justification of power.

			A third problem is that ever since 1789, all revolutions—whether communist or not—have resulted in a larger and more powerful centralized state. Revolution has thus become the complete opposite of what Ellul thinks it should be: “It ceased to be a wild and angry cry for autonomy raised spontaneously by man, and became a datum, carefully ordered, embellished, measured, distributed, and, ultimately guaranteed by the state.”172 Indeed, Ellul thinks that Marx, and especially his followers, misjudged and miscalculated the nature of the modern state.

			Dead Revolution

			Ellul’s publication of this book in 1969 is itself a political statement. In May 1968, student revolts broke out in Paris. These movements bear many of the characteristics Ellul is describing. The students often had no clear direction, no clear demands; when they did demand things, they essentially demanded a more useful and better organized education from a more efficient central organism. And if some wanted to see this as a revolution, Ellul saw it as a cheap imitation, a sham revolt:

			Nowadays revolution is not very demanding, and it rarely calls for sacrificing one’s life . . . the May 1968 ‘revolution’ in the Latin Quarter came alive on tiptoe after dark and disappeared with the dawn. The participants slept during the day and took weekends off. Revolution is the daily affair of our affluent consumer society . . . We are made to feel (on the emotional rather than the intellectual plane) that we live in a revolutionary world.173

			Against the many intellectuals who profited from their association with the events of May ’68, or those who idealized it as a revolutionary moment, Ellul saw it as an expression of alienation and hopelessness.

			Ever since, the evolution of the term revolution has only gotten worse. Now it is a completely abused word, reduced to an advertising slogan. In France and most of the technologically developed West, the advent of consumerism has created a smothering situation which integrates any attempts against it. “The so-called consumer society has assimilated revolution so thoroughly that it, too, is just another item of consumption.”174 Art that criticizes consumerism is a meaningless and repetitive banality.175 Even Christian theologians betray revolution by making it into a flaccid theology. Is there any hope for true, free revolution?

			The Necessary Revolution

			The Necessary Revolution was a book by Robert Aron and Arnaud Dandieu published in 1933. Dandieu was a creator of L’Ordre Nouveau (the New Order), one of the movements in what came to be called Personalism in France in the 1930s. Ellul and his friend Bernard Charbonneau participated in these Personalist movements, before representing a unique strand of Personalism themselves. So, when Ellul gives the last chapter in Autopsy of Revolution the title “The Necessary Revolution,” it is both a revival and a critical update of his earlier personalist political ideas and hopes. Ellul is trying to take a serious look at French (and Western) society at the end of the 1960s, asking what must be done for the sake of human freedom and good.

			To be clear, Ellul is using necessary here in a different way than he does elsewhere. While in his theological ethics, for example, necessary means “unavoidable” or “forced,” here he uses it to imply a moral imperative—what must be done for the good of humanity. Ellul revives the analysis, which was accurate in the ‘30s, updating it to the ‘60s: the technological, economic, and political progress of society have become ends in themselves, rendering human life an absurd and meaningless obedience to forces beyond human control. In this situation, the human experiences alienation, slavery, and especially meaninglessness. “The meaning of life does not reside in our imaginations but in a common purpose and common beliefs . . . It cannot be decreed arbitrarily. For those who still aspire to exist as individuals, society arouses no desire to go on living, and life is completely insipid despite the abundant diversions, gadgets, and leisure time.”176 Ellul’s revolution is a call for humanity to master these out-of-control processes, to stop growth for growth’s sake, to envision and discover a new communal and public life together. The necessary revolution will thus be against the natural course of history, rediscovering freedom. The way things are going is powerful enough that without effort, we will be carried along by this process, pushing us positively in the direction of technique. This means that the necessary revolution will also be negative; it will involve a refusal, saying no to the way things are. But this refusal cannot be a refusal of a doctrine or principle; it must be a refusal in relation to today’s society. But for it to be a real refusal, it cannot only attack the illusions presented in politics and news media, but must act on the true forces of our society.

			Marx’s analysis won’t do anymore; it may have been correct for 1850, but his work must be completely rethought for today’s world. The revolution must attack the three main forms and sources of bondage today (as analyzed in Ellul’s sociological trilogy): the state, technique, and propaganda. Finally, the revolution must be against the “most advanced form of human destruction”; this means it “can occur only in the West.”177 (Ellul will later develop this Western focus in The Betrayal of the West.)

			As all of Ellul’s work pushes us to separate ourselves from the mass and become individuals, so here the necessary revolution must oppose mass culture and instead direct itself toward a new form of individual and collective life. This involves people making personal judgments and commitments, based on existential and passionate reasons. These completely unscientific elements were stripped away in revolutionary theory; now we must rediscover them. We must rediscover personal contemplation and our interior lives, instead of trying to control one another, treating each other as technical objects.

			The tricky thing is that this means the revolution is simultaneously for and against each individual, “Acting at the same time against and for” them.178 Obviously, in our global society of technical control, this requires an intense, almost ascetic personal effort at awareness: “Anything less rigorous than that society is its slave.”179 We need the intense self-discipline to say no to our society, which encourages us to be fully occupied, distracted, entertained, and ostensibly happy. We must demand more; we must rediscover our limits, where we end and where our neighbor begins.

			Summary

			Autopsy of Revolution presents Ellul’s historical analysis of revolts and revolutions. Based on this analysis, he critiques Marx’s use of the term revolution as betraying revolution by separating it from human freedom and integrating it into an overly calculative and deterministic conception of society and history. This approach was already integrated in the technological-consumer society of the 1960s. Revolution is dead, and the impotent student revolts of May 1968 proved it.

			But to address human experiences of meaningless and alienation, revolution is more necessary than ever. The morally “necessary revolution” is a call to rediscover a meaningful public life and to a reinvigorated, authentically human individuality. This can be done only if the behemoth state is reduced, the illusions maintained by propaganda are broken, and the sham community provided by technique is disintegrated. But the question remains posed to us all: what kind of people do we need to become to make such a meaningful society possible?
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			The New Demons

			Religion has the most profound and seemingly ineradicable roots in the very being of humans. Experience shows it to be ineradicable, because the greatest attempts to destroy religion only result in new religiousness.180

			Now, more than ever before, humans are enslaving themselves to things and to other people through the religious process . . . The religious, which humans in our situation are bound to produce, is the surest agent of alienation, of people’s acceptance of the powers which enslave them . . .181

			In Les nouveaux possédés (1973) we encounter Ellul’s sociology at its finest.182 Translated as The New Demons (1975), this book is a presentation, analysis, and critique of various contemporary conceptions of secularization, myth, and religion. We would not consider it a work of pure sociology today, but rather a blend of sociology, philosophy or social theory, and theology. In it, Ellul describes the ways human beings are inherently oriented toward the sacred and argues that modernity is more religious than ever before. However, religion (as opposed to revelation) for Ellul is human-created, and involves various objects of worship, as we shall see.

			Ellul and Dostoevsky

			The book’s title is a reference to a novel by Fyodor Dostoevsky called Demons or Devils, depending on the translation. Since the original English and French translations were titled The Possessed [Les Possédés], Ellul’s title (literally, “The New Possessed”) is a clear homage to this novel, which he also refers to elsewhere.183 Indeed, in Ellul’s Theology and Technique, he engages with a number of Dostoevsky’s works. If we understand this engagement, we can better grasp what he is doing in The New Demons. The Possessed presents Dostoevsky’s critique of the political ideologies of his time. It is a satirical critique of political revolutionaries, nihilists, and utopian projects all at once. Many of the characters are possessed by radical political ideas, states of possession represented by their being driven towards suicide and assassination.

			In Theology and Technique, Ellul notes that technique wears a mask, presenting itself as permitting a new social unity among humans. However, if we lift this mask, we find that in fact, it locks humans into a world built of their own pride. This pride actually cuts them off from others and causes them to see other humans as objects to be controlled. In discussion of an essay on Dostoevsky by the philosopher René Girard, Ellul calls this isolating pride l’orgueil souterrain, “underground pride”—a reference to Dostoevsky’s novel Notes from the Underground. Then Ellul gives us a key sentence: “Technique constrains man to the underground. It places him in an objective situation, such that the situation described as an exceptional case by Dostoevsky . . . becomes the common (and incidentally, very mediocre) lot of all. Technique has generalized, vulgarized, banalized, democratized the underground spirit; the Raskolnikovs and the Possessed number in the millions.”184 So then, by calling this sociological work The New Possessed, Ellul is suggesting that the ideology of technique is a similarly nihilistic—and in fact, somehow religious or spiritual—spirit that dethrones old religions, possesses hearts and minds, breaks up social unity, and drives individuals towards death; it is a sort of madness leading to a state of schismatic paralysis, to a place unable to be wholly occupied by humans.

			Humanism as Ideology and Religion

			While many believe that we live in a secular society, that we are no longer guided by superstitions, myths, and religion, Ellul contends that the present age is profoundly religious. In fact, says Ellul, humans cannot help but be religious, and today they are more religious that ever. However, our faith is in science, technology, and politics, which are “the new demons.” Mythology is alive and well in our worship of progress, itself a very myth. Traditional forms of religious and political belief are often deeply ideological; that is, they are both composed of irrational impulses and logical incongruity. Karl Marx defined an ideology as a groundless belief system, calling it a “false consciousness.”185 Ellul expands Marx’s definition: “An ideology is the popularized sentimental degeneration of a . . . doctrine or worldview; it involves a mixture of passions and rather incoherent intellectual elements, always related to present realities.”186 Ellul maintains that the primary ideology of the present era is a kind of “atheistic humanism.”187 But this doesn’t mean that people define their own beliefs this way, or that they think this consciously. He explains:

			We are speaking of a change in the basic convictions of contemporary man . . . we are speaking of an ideology that is unquestioningly adopted, a simultaneously accepted frame of reference, something that is implicit and rarely consciously adverted to. It is the basis for a vision of the world . . . and a common language and a norm by which behavior is judged.188

			Ellul believes that this type of humanism—in contrast to older philosophical forms—is a direct result of the mindset of technique, discussed earlier, and rests on a host of false presuppositions. The first is the assumption that “man is the measure of all things.”189 This proposition, taken from the Sophist Protagoras, sums up the essence of contemporary humanism: there is no truth outside what is discovered and decided upon by human beings. In other words, there are no transcendent or divine sources of truth or ethical norms—we are the arbiters of truth and all values: “Humans are both the judge and the criterion for the judgment.”190 It follows that ultimate meaning is found only in the experiences, decisions, and commitments individuals make, and in nothing else.

			A further assumption of humanism is the erroneous conviction that human beings are progressively becoming more rational. In contrast, Ellul argues that the increase of technolatry and propaganda has increased irrationality. As Ellul asserts in The Technological Society, many today have a complete misconception of their relationship to the dominant forces in society’s evolution. Given that so many of us are unaware of our psychological manipulation, societal myths, and formational ideologies, our irrationality has become the norm rather than the exception.

			The final assumption of humanism, according to Ellul, is twofold and concerns morality. The first part of this presupposition is the conviction that evil is solely and exclusively the result of economic, educational, and political institutions; humans in themselves are good. While Ellul does believe that societal institutions are the cause of tremendous evil in the world, he also pushes back on this tenet of his society, believing that individuals—regardless of institutions—are often prone to selfish, destructive, and exploitative behavior.

			The second aspect of humanism’s final assumption is the conviction that societal norms should provide the basis for ethical norms. Ellul describes this misconception: “whatever is ‘normal’ is also good and moral. ‘Normal’ means whatever a majority of individuals do or whatever a group accepts as a self-evident opinion or attitude.”191 While present-day humanists look to common practices themselves as the foundation for values, Ellul points out that the convictions and actions of the majority do not imply ethical correctness. The countless examples of societies with unethical beliefs and behavior demonstrate that value claims cannot be grounded in societal norms.

			Despite the problematic assumptions of this atheistic humanism, it continues to grow, particularly in the industrialized world. Ellul believes that despite their claims, those who subscribe to this ideology are actually deeply religious; their devotion is simply misdirected. In order to support this claim, Ellul delves into a discussion of the sacred.

			The Sacred: Forms and Functions

			Ellul adopts the idea of the sacred from twentieth-century sociology. As he uses it, it refers to “a whole order of experiences which is absolutely essential . . . which cannot be reduced to rational categories . . . and which is experienced even when one means to curtail and eliminate it.”192 Religion, as Ellul strictly defines it, is created by individuals as they try to interpret and understand this numinous realm. Hinduism, Buddhism, Daoism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and all other traditional faiths are natural responses to the sacred—the result of human effort to turn an abstract intuition into a concrete form.193 The sacred aids people in primarily three ways, which Ellul refers to as its functions.

			First, the sacred provides a framework for seeing and interpreting the world. Ellul maintains that everyone requires a frame of orientation or “point of reference.” For some, this is found in their particular religion; for others, science delivers this. Both science and religion presuppose a structured and ordered cosmos. Furthermore, both answer—albeit in significantly different ways—questions such as, Where did I come from? Why am I here? Is there inherent value in life? The constant need to ask such questions, and to seek answers, supports Ellul’s claim that individuals need an orienting point. He writes, “humans always end up referring, most often, unconsciously, to this order of experiences, and it is from that standpoint that one assigns meaning, purpose, and limits.” He continues: “Humans never assign a clear and explicit ‘sphere’ to the sacred, yet we always come upon its secondary trace in every age and in every activity.”194

			Second, the sacred provides an ethical orientation. Ellul believes that humans have an innate sense of two realms of existence: the sacred and the nonsacred. This dualistic apprehension, Ellul argues, leads to our viewing of behavior in moral terms. Regardless of how morality is interpreted, people cannot help but see the world through this binary framework. Even ethical relativists—who argue that morality is purely subjective—still explain ethics in terms of value judgments. Ellul’s point is this: the sacred gives humans an intrinsically dualistic understanding of reality, first metaphysically and then ethically.

			The third way the sacred aids individuals is that it offers a sense of community. For Ellul, depending on one’s interpretation of the sacred, one will be drawn to a group of like-minded people. Those who make up the community share the same worldview and values, resulting in a unique language and logic, which outsiders may have a difficult time understanding.195 Whether this assembly is of scientists, traditionally religious believers, or political activists, the needs for a frame of orientation and for ethical standards meld the individual with the collective. This crystallizes an “us versus them” mentality, providing a distinctive sense of identity and purpose. Thus, for Ellul, the sacred implicitly directs belief and behavior while simultaneously solidifying community.

			Two Modern Myths

			Ellul believes that today, even as many are moving away from traditional religion, and toward science and secular humanism, people continue to be inspired by a strong undercurrent of myth. We are accustomed to hearing the word myth as a reference to something that is necessarily false, a made-up story, but this is not necessarily how Ellul intends it. Myth is a kind of story, however; we might say it is a story that explains. He writes:

			It does seem to me assured that myth is not an antiquated, outmoded expression, attesting the feebleness of nonscientific humans . . . It should be treated as an original experience, not to be reduced to any other . . . or it should be treated as a logical instrument of mediation between contradictions, a means of establishing order.196

			Myths have long been with us, and in our present age they are still around. Ellul holds that myths are quite useful in explaining our place in the world, and in providing humans with a sense of structure and security. At the same time, however, he firmly believes that some myths lead to exceedingly harmful consequences. Ellul contends that there are two myths on which contemporary society is founded: history and science.

			In addressing history, Ellul notes that for most human societies, history always made reference to the divine, or something outside of itself; the true meaning of events was never simply the events themselves. It was not just a record of events, but an inclusion of these events into a myth which explained them and gave them meaning. But once history is desacralized, it becomes its own meaning. We no longer seek a hidden or divine meaning; instead, we integrate this divinity into the events. Ellul’s point, however, is that this secular history is still mythological; the “true” meaning of things does not simply disappear. Instead, the events themselves now become seen as something sacred.

			The second instance is found in modern science, which, in Ellul’s view, goes together with the myth of progress. The view that humanity is making progress, that some values are progressive, is ultimately modeled on the only actually observable progress, that of technology. Ellul writes:

			Myth is also characterized by its extrapolation from what is to what ought to be. The progress we see as being so unmistakable is the progress of machines, of technology, of material means as a whole. The progress of institutions is less certain, and the progress within man himself is probably nonexistent. Neither virtue nor intelligence seems very superior now to what it was four or five thousand years ago.197

			Many uncritically believe that history is progressing toward more accurate human knowledge and greater freedom. As a result of this assumption, ancient religious views and philosophical practices are no longer seriously considered, classical ethical systems and aesthetic theories are dismissed, and traditional educational models are rejected. Ellul believes that the myth of progress lies at the foundation of, and is indeed the driving force behind, the most serious societal problems today. Alienated from meaningful traditions, practices, and beliefs through technique, we lose a robust sense of personal identity, instead seeking selfhood in fleeting trends and commodities.

			Religion and Revelation

			As his reference to Dostoevsky’s Demons suggests, Ellul thinks that this new secular society is possessed, that it adheres to new myths and religions. Again, it would be stupid to think that Ellul is somehow against science, history, or even technology; what he is against is scientism, historicism, or faith in technological progress. These are legalistic, ideological, or fundamentalist forms of religion, investing progress, science, and technology with a sacred quality.198

			Following from his earlier definition of the sacred, he describes religion as a system that formalizes the three functions of the sacred: an interpretive framework, ethics, and community. For Ellul, in our present day, technology is the quintessential religion. People place their unquestioning faith, trust, and hope in the latest technology, believing it will afford their lives with lasting meaning. Many unreflectively look to it for answers to life’s problems and challenges. Often, individuals are united to others based on the technology they appropriate. In these ways, technology, like traditional religion, provides the structure for the functioning of the sacred.

			Along with technology, Ellul describes the contemporary religion of science: “We expect everything from science, as of an awe-inspiring and benevolent divinity, which plays a central and mysterious, yet well-known role in the story which modern humanity is telling itself.”199 Because of technique, many are biased toward the “image”—what is immediately seen. This leads people to unquestioningly rely on the empirical sciences as the ultimate source of knowledge and truth. Ellul explains: “To the degree, in fact, to which objectivity stems from pure methodology, then becomes a state of consciousness, an attitude, an ethic, it becomes a value judgment, an exclusion of every other mode of apprehending truth.”200 Science therefore becomes an exclusionary, formal point of reference, along with being an object of worship and a source of community and of moral claims.

			As The Political Illusion argues, politics has become the end-all for many, so it is not surprising that Ellul sees it as a present-day religion. In fact, in our technological milieu, political answers to social problems are often the only ones considered legitimate. As we have seen, however, Ellul argues that our current political systems are corrupt and ultimately impotent. They are not guided by authentic values such as justice, charity, and integrity, but rather by the values of technique—efficiency and power.

			What Ellul is after in this book is ultimately desacralization. He does not want to destroy science, technology, or history, but to desacralize them—to strip them of the spiritual meaning that our secular society has invested them with. This will allow us to see them for the relative, humble tools they are, and to deny them the false power that we currently attribute to them. For Ellul, human community is something more profound and spiritual than science or history can account for; they provide us with false community. “Alienation and illusion—that is the modern religious.”201

			If we include Ellul’s theology, in contrast to the contemporary religions of technology, science, and politics, Ellul looks to revelation for answers to social and existential problems. He defines revelation as God’s intervention in history—God’s free decision to descend to the human level and to communicate with individuals. Religion, by contrast, is a construct that tries—with human effort—to grasp ultimate meaning and truth. Ellul expounds:

			The opposition between religion and revelation can really be understood quite simply, and before working out its consequences, we can reduce it to a maxim: religion goes up, revelation comes down. Once you have truly grasped this, you have the key to the problem . . . From the very beginning humankind has sought to go up. Religion was at the same time both the principal instrument of this ascent and its expression, perhaps its origin. When Adam finds himself in Eden, he tries to ascend to the level of God. When people gather to attend to their common work, they are essentially building the city, but that includes the Tower of Babel, climbing to the heavens . . . But we are filled with stupefaction when we realize that in every aspect the revelation of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, of the God of Jesus Christ, is exactly and entirely contrary to what we have just described. The central fact, the crucial point, is that here God descends to humankind. Never in any way, under any circumstances can we ascend to God, howsoever slightly. God has chosen to descend and to put God’s self on our level.202

			For Ellul, it is only by looking to the revelation of God in the example of Jesus that can we effectively respond to the myths, idols, and religions of our modern age. As the quintessential iconoclast, Jesus challenged and destroyed the idols and myths of the first century, standing against the political rulers, religious elites, and the money changers at the Jerusalem temple. By doing so, Jesus desacralized what was held sacred. Ellul maintains that we should follow this example by calling into question that which is considered hallowed today. “The fight of faith to which we are committed . . . is a fight for freedom. To smash these idols, to desacralize these mysteries, to assert the falseness of these religions is to undertake the one, finally indispensable liberation of the person in our times.”203

			Summary

			The current age, according to Ellul, is not secular, but thoroughly religious. One of the most popular growing “religions” is a practical (and sometimes unconscious) atheistic humanism. This approach to the world rests on numerous false assumptions: moral relativism, increasing rationality, and the inherent goodness of humanity. Ignorant of its own assumptions, this society which claims to be secular is a type of false consciousness, an ideology. For Ellul, this humanism and many other religions are analyzed as the natural outgrowth of our implicit awareness of the sacred. The sacred seeks to fulfill three functions: providing a formal frame of reference, a system of ethics, and community. The three dominant examples of religion today are politics, science, and technology.

			Ellul is quite critical of these current objects of worship, and essentially calls an allegedly secular and godless age to become aware of its own spirituality. In The New Demons, Ellul ultimately exhorts his readers to recognize, question, and challenge contemporary ideologies—to desacralize these idols of false community, to cease our worship of power, dominance, and pride. Embodied in science, technology, and politics, today’s myths and religions are especially harmful and dehumanizing, and must be fought against if human freedom is to survive.
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			The Humiliation of the Word

			We have two clear and distinct universes: the universe of evidence, seen reality, humanity’s universe; and the other one, of discretion and the word, of signs—God’s universe. The human race has claimed to complete its universe through truth. Not existing truth, but manufactured truth.204

			Images never reinforce anything but conformity to the dominant doxa. Only the word troubles the waters.205

			Some consider Ellul’s La parole humiliée (1981) to be one of his most enduring and powerful works. Though we have placed it among his works of sociology, it is in fact a fascinating blend of social criticism, phenomenological description, and creative theology. In this book, translated as The Humiliation of the Word (1985), Ellul describes and critiques the modern misconception that truth is principally determined by sight. Against mid-twentieth-century philosophical movements that seriously questioned linguistic meaning and truth, Humiliation defends and rehabilitates spoken human language and dialogue. Humiliation might be put in fruitful dialogue with The New Demons: the latter criticized technique as offering a false social unity, while Humiliation extols spoken language as our best chance for nonviolent community. Throughout, Ellul maintains that truth is ultimately unveiled in the spoken word—that is, dialogue—and manifests itself primarily within the process of this dialectical communication.

			Seeing and Hearing

			Ellul begins with a simple, human description of what it is like to see and hear. He distinguishes between seeing and hearing, sight and sound. He also makes an important association that he holds throughout the book: he links seeing to images, and hearing to the spoken word. For Ellul, seeing is essentially the domain of space or distance. In order to understand our place within our physical surroundings, we rely on eyesight more than other senses. Our vision situates us in the world, providing us with a reliable sense of structure and order. It also gives us an integrated conception of reality in its tangible form; sight creates a world. Ellul explains, “Sight offers me the whole realm of reality, space, and concrete objects, thus allowing me to act. Without a known, constructed, coherent space, no action is possible.”206

			Hearing, by contrast, locates the hearer not in space, but in time. To be in dialogue with someone demands that we wait, listening, until they finish what they are saying; we respond one after another. Hearing does not create a unified world, but allows for dissonance. While sight necessarily integrates everything we see, we can hear without such integration.

			Eyes are the most practical of the sense organs. For example, it is much more efficient to determine one’s place in the world by utilizing eyesight than by exclusively employing hearing or touch. Because seeing helps us to position ourselves in such an effective and quick manner, it has achieved an elevated status.

			As we have discussed in earlier chapters, Ellul contends that technique is a mindset primarily driven by a desire for efficiency. For this reason, technique tends to exploit what is seen—sight—over and above the other less efficient senses. The overwhelming influence of technique has thus led many in the modern world to unhesitatingly put their faith in what is visible. It would be ludicrous to think that Ellul is opposed to eyesight or images. However, he is convinced that seeing must always exist within a dialectical, balanced relationship with listening. By listening to others, ourselves, nature, and God, we will reach a deeper and fuller wisdom, since speaking and hearing offer us access to a dimension that adds a contrast to what is seen. He goes as far as to say that “each person is made up of the confrontation of what he sees and hears, of what he shows and speaks.”207 This confrontation produces a very fragile equilibrium. Who and what we are cannot be dissociated from what we see and hear.

			Another important distinction made in the book is between truth and reality. In Ellul’s use of the terms, they are two different dimensions with different characteristics. Reality is visual, only accessible by sight. Truth is a dimension only accessible by the spoken word. Ellul argues that sight unaided cannot determine truth, and that visual perception produces only partial knowledge. He writes:

			In the thinking of modern individuals, the image is the means par excellence which communicates reality and truth at the same time. This attitude concerning images can be held only if one confuses [visual] reality and truth to begin with, believing that a scientific hypothesis is true when it is confirmed by experiments. Such a hypothesis has nothing to do with truth, and is merely accurate.208

			While the image can help determine quantifiable, empirical accuracy, it does not necessarily produce truth. The latter, for Ellul, concerns experienced, existential realities such as faith, ethical obligation, and love—which cannot be quantified, and which escape the boundaries of the image. When one mistakenly believes that truth is only determined by what is seen, this often leads to the unfounded assumption that the visible world is always the arbiter of truth.

			Truth is essentially discovered through the dialectical interdependence and interplay of seeing with hearing. Many today have forgotten this, resulting in a one-sided and severely distorted worldview. Ellul believes this amnesia has robbed the individual of the once intuitive awareness of the profound power of the spoken word.209 This significance is best understood by describing its three key qualities.

			Discussion, Paradox, and Mystery

			For Ellul, discussion (or dialogue) is the first distinctive characteristic of the spoken word. Echoing Socrates, Ellul maintains that truth is uncovered within the dialectical process of a conversation between two or more people.210 In fact, interpersonal discussion is of such fundamental importance that it is absolutely necessary, says Ellul, in order to truly understand oneself and others.

			Such dialogues should take place not only between those who share similar outlooks; they should include those with alternate beliefs and convictions. Ellul points out that diverse viewpoints produce greater knowledge and deeper wisdom. They will also entail a more nuanced comprehension of the interactions between self, society, and world.

			The second distinctive characteristic of the spoken word is paradox, which is often defined as a seeming contradiction or incongruity containing truth at its core. While sight obeys the law of noncontradiction—I cannot see the sky as blue and red in the same spot at the same time—I can say that the sky is blue and red at the same spot at the same time. Ellul reminds us that we are highly paradoxical creatures, regularly holding contradictory beliefs and motivated by competing impulses. Instead of trying to iron out (or deny) paradoxes, Ellul argues we should recognize and embrace them, as natural constituents and occurrences of human existence—and should search for the truth within, not apart from them.211

			The spoken word’s third unique aspect is mystery. In dialogue there is always a degree of indeterminability because we can never be fully confident of another’s actual intent or meaning. Even when we can be fairly sure, we should at all times stay aware of our own inability to comprehensively grasp what is being expressed by the other. Ellul writes that even articulate language and “the most explicit and best-explained word still brings me back to mystery.”212 When we act as if we thoroughly and completely understand others and even ourselves, we live in self-deception. Paying attention with honest reflection, we must admit that the spoken word highlights the fluidity, unpredictability, and lack of precision undergirding much of human thought and action.

			Many today are dismissive of authentic dialogue, paradox, and mystery. Ellul sees this largely as a reaction to technique’s emphasis on the image rather than the word—seeing rather than listening. He writes that “everything is reduced to this verifiable reality which is scientifically measurable and pragmatically modifiable.”213

			Ellul’s account allows us to highlight an example of this mindset. In many contemporary evangelical Christian circles, the Old and New Testaments are often read primarily as collections of historically verifiable events. While Ellul believes that the Bible can reveal valid and valuable truths about God and the world, he has a much less dogmatic view on whether or not biblical accounts of events can be logically or empirically verified (or falsified). In many cases, he flatly admits that historical studies lead us to conclude that certain biblical accounts are not historical facts at all.

			While certain strands of apologetics are devoted to proving that biblical accounts are historically or scientifically reliable (or both), Ellul sees such an enterprise as fundamentally misdirected. Instead, for Ellul, it is only by faith (through the gracious action of God the Holy Spirit) and by continual dialogue with God that one can fully comprehend the truths expressed in Scripture.214 From Ellul’s point of view, seeing the Bible as a collection of demonstrable facts turns it into an idolatrous image, integrating a revelation from God into human knowledge. He expounds:

			The objective word, left to itself, and in itself, loses all its weight, because of its very inability to be an object. Since someone has tried to separate it from the person who speaks it, is has lost its relationship with truth and has become a lie.215

			When reduced to bygone facts and moral rules, Scripture becomes objectified, loses its meaning. In contrast to this static image of the Bible, Ellul believes that the Bible is a complex conduit of God’s ongoing and unpredictable revelation to the individual: the “living and active” words of God.

			Idolatry of Images

			If the human is constituted by the equilibrium of seeing and hearing, in today’s world this fragile balance of seeing and hearing has been upset. Our experience is far more dominated by images, by vision, than any other era in history. The sociological components of The Humiliation of the Word analyze the rise of photographic images as a fundamental change in mediated human environments, which took place in France around 1960. With the rise of photographic printing, film, advertising—and if we extrapolate this to today, the exponential increase permitted by computers, the internet, and smartphones—our daily dose of images as a society has drastically increased in the last seventy-five years. If we are living a “life out of balance,” the imbalance is in favor of sight and images.216

			The consequences of this imbalance for true dialogue must be recognized. Surrounded with screens and images, we are saturated with monologues in today’s world. The practice of listening is unfortunately rare; more often than not, what passes for dialogue is really just someone wanting only to convince us of the validity of their religious or political views, competing with the talking heads pontificating on the screens around us. This familiar, unidirectional spoken word is the opposite of the interactive, multidirectional discourse that is interhuman discussion. For Ellul, a monologue may on occasion provide facts or information, but only dialogue leads to wisdom.217

			As we have mentioned, The Humiliation of the Word packs Ellul’s theological-sociological dialectic into one volume. If we look in biblical texts for descriptions of an image-dominated society, we naturally think of the commandment against graven images, and Isaiah’s diatribes against the worship of idols in sculpted images. For Ellul, idolatry is as common and real today as it was in biblical times. When the Israelites created and worshiped false deities, they became subject to their idols, allowing them to determine their lives.

			Putting our own image-saturated society in this light, Ellul warns us that in nearly anything can become an idol, and idolatry always leads to the sacrifice of self-determination or free choice.218A clear example of idolatry in relation to the image is found in contemporary entertainment. We are inundated with images, which themselves have become fetish objects: unnatural, neurotic obsessions. This has made the average Westerner into what Ellul calls the “image-oriented person.” He explains:

			At this point we have come to the greatest mutation known to humankind since the Stone Age. The delicate balance between seeing and hearing, word and gesture, was broken in favor of signals and sight. Western people no longer hear; everything is grasped by sight . . . because of all this people themselves have changed a great deal. They are first of all consumers of images.219

			As more people develop a fundamental orientation toward the image, idolatry proliferates. We increasingly revere actors, athletes, and entertainers, and we escape into the artificial environments found on the screen, losing our own personhood and autonomy. The human has been reduced to a spectator:

			The omnipresence of images . . . is not an accidental, sporadic, changeable fact. We are dealing instead with an almost total milieu in which all of existence unfolds more or less smoothly. Truly it is a universe of images in the midst of which we are set as spectators. Our eyes’ function has been extraordinarily expanded. Our brain is constantly receiving the impact of imaginary sights and no longer of reality. Today we can no longer live without the reference and diversion provided by images. For a large proportion of our lives we live as mere spectators. Until the present time our perception of reality through sight incited us to action. But now the superficial spectacle imposes itself on us all day long, turning us into passive recorders of images. This multiplication of images comes together in such a tight weave that we are hopelessly hemmed in, and everyone feels a need for images.220

			Indeed, Ellul’s statements about our mediated society might seem exaggerated. But in reality, Ellul was born in 1912; he knew what the world was like before radio and television, and died with computers, lasers, and the beginnings of the internet and mobile phones in 1994. He actually has something to compare the current world to; while for today’s digital natives, it is seen as simply the way things are.

			The Duty of Iconoclasm

			Ellul maintains that once Christians understand the harmful consequences of idolatry, then they have a duty to fulfill: they must question, challenge, and criticize deeply held idolatrous beliefs. This, for Ellul, is iconoclasm. The desacralization described in The New Demons is specified here as an attack on the idolized images around us. He discusses it in detail at the conclusion of The Humiliation of the Word, providing three steps toward meeting this obligation.

			The first step, however, is not easy: to recognize idolatry in our own lives. Many of us would rather not do this; it is far easier to worship the idols found in our late-capitalist society: money, productivity, images, and technology, to name a few. Nevertheless, we need to be aware of our own idolatry before we can warn others of its harm. The longer we allow our unquestioned idolatry to flourish, the more our alienation and lack of personal freedom will grow.

			The second step is to continually resist and defy contemporary idols. Through discussion and dialogue—the spoken word—we need to awaken others to the cancer of today’s false worship. Ellul reminds us that this is precisely what Jesus, Socrates, Kierkegaard, and even Marx tried to do—each in their own way—and that we should follow their instructive examples.

			The third step of iconoclasm is to create a new language that will provide an opening in the closed world of images and idols.221 While our unreflective use of language absorbs and reflects the assumptions and values of the culture at large, it is when we learn how to speak reflectively, honestly, humbly, and directly that we will be able to clearly communicate truth with others. Throughout his theological work, Ellul exhorts believers to continually reformulate Christian language in a way that simultaneously opens up further authentic dialogue, embraces paradox and mystery, and is faithful to the promise of God.222 To communicate carelessly and uncritically is to propagate the idolatry that surrounds us.

			Summary

			The Humiliation of the Word is an exploration of the spoken word’s devaluation and of the rise of the image in the modern world. Having unconsciously adopted the mindset of technique, many individuals have exclusively placed their faith in the visual world and have come to neglect dialogue. Truth, for Ellul, primarily arises from the spoken word in dialogue. Ellul encourages us to recover the lost art of listening. Only when seeing and listening work together in a dialectical manner will humans be able to truly understand themselves, others, and God.

			The word, unlike the image, is characterized by discussion, paradox, and mystery. By embracing these distinct qualities, we can escape the closed, idolatrous world and move into the sphere of reconciliation with God: the realm of freedom. Ellul maintains that we must struggle against the idols of the age through iconoclasm. This means recognizing, questioning, and challenging the worship of the image, and also making an effort to awaken others to the dangers of idolatry. We should continually remember that idolatry necessarily leads to alienation and loss of freedom—dehumanization. Embracing the spoken word, on the other hand, can lead to genuine community, freedom, and life.

			In many respects, The Humiliation of the Word resembles Presence in the Modern World, written roughly thirty years earlier. In both, Ellul passionately warns of the exploitative and totalitarian nature of technique, and he zealously urges Christians to refuse to bow to present-day idols. He also encourages believers to reformulate their language so that they may properly share the hopeful message of the gospel. As in nearly all his other writings, in both these books Ellul is principally concerned with locating a way to help people find the freedom to determine themselves in dialogue with others, God, and the world around them—and in doing so, to become fully human.
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Conclusion

			Ellul’s Increasing Relevance

			People have never spoken so much about human beings while at the same time giving up speaking to them . . . conditions are such that the human person has disappeared. What remains is the consumer, the worker, the citizen, the reader, the partisan, the producer, the bourgeois . . . and yet, it is only to the human person that we can speak authentically. It is only with the human person that we can communicate.223

			In this book, we have tried to sketch the main ideas—the “big picture”—in some of the diverse and multifaceted writings of Jacques Ellul. Our goal was not to replace the readers’ engagement with Ellul, but to facilitate it. But why engage with Ellul at all? Is his work still relevant today?

			As for the first of these two questions, the citation above is a good starting place to find the answer. Ellul was ultimately after communication; his writings are an address, a personal call to readers. He encourages us to be present, to share time and space with one another, and yet to be different. He calls us to retreat from the easy illusions which our age offers us, to pass through a serious and realistic look at ourselves and the world around us. He exhorts us to serious intellectual labor, to understand where we are, how we got here, and where we are headed. He calls us to respond; he challenges us to disagree; but above all, he counsels us to become aware of what is driving our action so that we can then become free. We suggest that it would be difficult to find a more stringent critic and a more hopeful ally to walk with us in our critical questioning of our society and ourselves.

			Ellul urges us to give up our false hopes; his theology calls us to hope in the God who is love, in Jesus Christ. Ellul’s belief is that such an address in the medium of a human word spoken between two persons is the most fragile, humble, and yet authentic way to find true freedom. For all these reasons and many more, Ellul is worth reading. If one honestly responds to Ellul’s challenges, one cannot walk away unchanged.

			But is he still relevant today? While we certainly think so (otherwise we would not have written this book), we cannot answer for you, dear readers. We think that Ellul’s address will be relevant as long as we find ourselves alienated and isolated, yearning for true communication and community. If we have not lost this yearning, this desire which is the opposite of a utopian dream, but which measures the distance from where we are and a future which we do not know because it has yet to be discovered—then perhaps Ellul’s call will not fall on deaf ears. But only you can really say.
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Glossary

			Abandonment: Ellul believed that our present age is one of “abandonment”—one in which God has chosen to remain silent. God has stepped back, so to speak, due to people’s adherence to myths, their worship of idols, and their unquestioning faith in technique. The proper response to the age of abandonment, for Ellul, is the rejection of contemporary myths and idols, combined with an active and ongoing hope in God. This hope is renewed and refreshed through personal, existential encounters with the Wholly Other. See Hope in Time of Abandonment.

			Alienation: To be alienated is to belong to someone or something other than oneself. Alienation may also mean to be separated or excluded from an authentic relationship with others, nature, God, or oneself. Ellul takes his emphasis on alienation from the works of Karl Marx. For Marx, alienation was due to the arrangement of relations of labor and production. For Ellul, in today’s world there are two primary causes of alienation: first, the mindset of technique strips the individual of freethinking and intellectual depth by turning the person into an automaton; second, propaganda causes the individual to lose historical consciousness (and simultaneously a sense of identity). Propaganda also forces the individual to be caught in a permanent state of anxiety and worry which harms the person’s relationships. Both causes deprive the individual of freedom and self-determination, leading to being “owned” and controlled by an external force. See especially chapter 1 of The Ethics of Freedom.

			Anarchism: From the Greek, an (not) + archon (leader, ruler). Also related to the Greek arche, which has various meanings, including, origin, underlying substance, principle of government, or primary metaphysical authority. Ellul defines the archon as political nation-states that employ or have employed violence to solidify their existence. Thus, for Ellul, anarchism is the rejection of faith in political institutions and the simultaneous rejection of physical and psychological violence. See Violence: Reflections from a Christian Perspective; Anarchy and Christianity.

			Christianity vs. Christendom: For Ellul, Christianity refers to authentic faith, existentially grounded in Christ and embodied in Christian practice. Christendom, on the other hand, refers to ideological, inauthentic Christianity propagated by institutions. Christendom is often marked by moralism, conflating Christianity with the latest political means, and removing the essential paradox which that lies at the heart of true faith. This distinction is nearly identical with Kierkegaard’s understanding of Christianity and Christendom. See chapter 1 of The New Demons; The Subversion of Christianity.

			Dialectic: From the Greek dialegesthai, this word has three uses in Ellul’s work. First, it describes a conversation between two or more people, which weaves back and forth, intermingling various ideas and points of view. For Ellul, dialectic describes the two sides of his work: sociological and theological. As in a conversation, each side informs the other, but each is unique and autonomous. Second, dialectic refers to Ellul’s view of reality and history as composed of forces in tension. For Ellul, in order to have a proper understanding of the world one must see reality as it is: dialectically—all aspects related to one another in a dialectical whole. Third, Ellul views humans as living within a number of dialectics: between freedom and necessity, God’s presence and absence, rupture and communion. See his chapter on dialectic in What I Believe.

			Faith: Simultaneously a free gift from God and a free choice of the individual. Ellul writes that faith is constantly intertwined with doubt and expectation. Faith manifests itself in hope, prayer, and social participation. See especially Living Faith: Belief and Doubt in a Perilous World.

			Freedom and necessity: Technique belongs to the realm of necessity, which is characterized by enslavement, death, and hopelessness. The realm of communion with God through the Holy Spirit is one of freedom, life, and hope. Christians dialectically inhabit both realms. For Ellul, both Christians and non-Christians have a degree of autonomy and responsibility. Ellul’s guiding text in this regard is Rom 12:2: “Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern the will of God . . .” By exercising one’s freedom and refusing to conform to patterns of the world, one can more clearly perceive reality. See The Ethics of Freedom; Part 1 of To Will & to Do. See also realism and idealism.

			Hope: Like faith, simultaneously a free gift from God and a free choice of the individual. For Ellul it is the most important of the virtues in our modern age. Hope is expressed in three primary ways: perseverance, prayer, and realism. See Hope in Time of Abandonment.

			Iconoclasm: Refers to the duty Christians have to question, challenge, and destroy the idols of our current age. These idols include, but are not limited to, new forms of technology, religious and political ideologies, money, power, and the fetish for efficiency. See The New Demons; Humiliation of the Word.

			Means and ends: To view oneself, others, and the earth as a means is to see these merely as objects or tools to be used for one’s purposes. To view oneself, others, and the earth as an end is to recognize, respect, and value the inherent worth of each, regardless of their instrumental value. Under the dominance of technique, all things are seen as ends only, as devoid of innate worth, as simple tools to be used. This is sometimes referred to as instrumental reason. See the chapter “The Ends and the Means” in Presence in the Modern World.

			Myths and idols: Modern myths include progress, patriotism, nationalism, materialism, and scientism, among others. Idols include technology, money, commodities, celebrities, sports teams, and anything worshiped which is human made. Myths crystallize ideologies and prejudices, whereas idols end up enslaving the worshipers. Both lead to alienation and dehumanization. See The New Demons; Humiliation of the Word; Money and Power.

			Politics: Ellul writes: “The term ‘political’ must be taken in its precise and restricted sense, i.e. with relation to the state and not to just any power, or just any social activity. Max Weber’s definition is both classic and excellent: ‘Politics is the leadership by a political body called the state, or any influence exerted in that direction.’ I also agree with Weber that the state can be defined sociologically only by its specific means, which is force.” Thus, politics always relates to the modern nation-state, which employs force or violence as a means of greater control. The “political illusion” for Ellul refers to the misbelief that humans can direct the state. Ellul maintains that technique is now the primary determining factor in contemporary politics. See The Political Illusion; The Politics of God and the Politics of Man; Violence: Reflections from a Christian Perspective; Anarchy and Christianity.

			Prayer: Rather than as a process of making requests or having a discussion with God, Ellul describes prayer as a state of being-with-God or the Christian’s mode of being-in-the-world, a constant and continual acknowledgment and awareness of the presence of God. Prayer brings hope, confidence, and strength to the believer. See Prayer and Modern Man; Hope in Time of Abandonment.

			Presence: Christians are the presence of the kingdom, or the presence in the modern world. By questioning, challenging, and fighting against the myths and idols of our age; by nonviolent resistance; and by living ethically, Christians embody the message of Christ. This is also how Christians are able to bring freedom into the realm of necessity. See Presence in the Modern World; False Presence in the Modern World.

			Propaganda: Ellul writes, “Propaganda is a set of methods employed by an organized group that wants to bring about the active or passive participation in its actions of a mass of individuals, psychologically unified through psychological manipulations and incorporated into an organization.” This is only a partial definition for Ellul, but one which sums up nicely his understanding of propaganda. In our modern world, propaganda must be employed by the state in order to manipulate and control the masses. Ellul also refers to propaganda as “psychological violence” because it causes individuals to live in a constant state of anxiety, fear, and worry. See Propaganda; Critique of the New Commonplaces.

			Realism and idealism: Idealism is viewing the world as one would like it to be rather than as it is. Realism is seeing the world clearly, without illusion. Due to technique, propaganda, and modern myths, it is quite easy to slip into idealism. Ellul argues that Christ’s example and teaching, along with the ongoing revelation of the Holy Spirit, help individuals see the world in a realistic manner. See The Political Illusion; Hope in Time of Abandonment.

			Revolution: For Ellul, all contemporary forms of government within the industrialized world are governed by technique; traditional notions of revolution only serve to increase the totalitarian nature of the state. Authentic revolution involves a radical change in lifestyle, resistance against current myths and idols, constantly challenging institutions, and forming small grassroots communities that reject the use of power and violence. See Autopsy of Revolution.

			Salvation/reconciliation: Ellul believes that Jesus Christ brought reconciliation to all of humanity through his life, death, and resurrection. Christians see and understand this truth. Non-Christians are unaware of this. Eventually all people—Christian and non-Christian—will be reconciled with God in a future state of existence. Ellul writes, “All are saved, but only those who believe the gospel know it.” See Apocalypse; What I Believe; The Meaning of the City.

			Technique: Simultaneously the ensemble of technologies that envelop us and an overly calculating mindset (or, consciousness) that sees everyone and everything as a means to an end. The mindset of technique values rationality, instrumentality, and quantification over the “irrational” expressions of human existence: art, poetry, music, and the like. Also, technique causes humans to see the world in an overly simplistic, binary way (e.g., as true vs. false, right vs. wrong, us vs. them) rather than in a dialectical, multifaceted manner. See The Technological Society; The Technological System; The Technological Bluff.

			Violence: The destruction of one’s ability to make free judgments and decisions or to determine oneself. There are two primary forms of violence condemned in Ellul’s writings: physical and psychological. Examples of physical violence may include war, colonialism, and economic exploitation. Examples of psychological violence primarily include the use of psychological manipulation (propaganda). See Violence: Reflections from a Christian Perspective; Propaganda.

			Word of God: In Ellul’s writings, the Word of God refers to the revelation of God, which is ongoing, active, and unpredictable. This revelation occurred primarily in the life and teachings of Jesus. God also chose to reveal Godself in the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures. However, the revelation of God is not limited to Jesus or Scripture. It may often arise in dialogue between two people, in prayer, or in various forms of worship. Revelation can only be accessed and understood by faith and cannot be objectified. See Humiliation of the Word; To Will & to Do.
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