Ellul: Pitfalls and Basis of Christian Political Action. 

 (A contribution to ‘God Save the Colonies: Anarchism & Christianity in Aotearoa and Australia. July 2006). Bruce MacKay
This study focuses on Ellul’s approach to Christian political involvement and the pitfalls to which he alerts us. We need to consider these before launching into action as Christian Anarchists. The following notes are partial reviews of ‘False Presence of the Kingdom’ (FPK) and ‘Hope in a Time of Abandonment’ (HTA) and Ellul’s anarchist views summarised in ‘Living the Word, Resisting the World: the life and thought of Jacques Ellul’ (LWRW) by Andrew Goddard.
False Presence of the Kingdom:

According to Ellul (Chapter 4 of FPK), there is an increasing invasion of the church by political issues.  This is demonstrated by the trend of assemblies or synods to produce political statements, the passion Christians have for the latest current events and the tendency to regard political issues of ultimate importance. There is today a sense of Christian responsibility to express the gospel in terms of justice, liberty and equality. [In New Zealand this view applies mostly to the mainstream churches. The more fundamentalist churches have tended to see the church’s role as evangelistic and have been less concerned with justice issues although this has changed in the last 20 years. However I think they would still see their political involvement as unrelated to their faith. The political actions of the Destiny Church and the Exclusive Brethren in the 2005 election were mostly on moralistic grounds].
1. The ‘Biblical Question Mark’

Concerning this politicisation of the church and the involvement of Christians, Ellul discusses the biblical passages covering three areas:

a) The attitude of Christians.

In Scripture (principally Romans 13 and I Peter, among others) we find only exhortations to obedience, respect for the authorities, prayer for the powers, honour due to the king and the need to do good because the ruler is there to protect the good. The political authority has been willed by God as a part of the plan of Salvation. But according to Ellul, these passages cannot simply be applied to the modern state, which is different by nature from the first century institutions.

b) The problems of politics.

Scriptures that emphasise the problems of politics include:

· the condemnation of Israel’s establishment of a king (I Samuel); 

· the vanity and futility of political power (Ecclesiastes); 

· the conclusion that political power is in the hands of Satan (Matthew 4); 

· the assertion that the leaders of the people are oppressors (Matthew 23); 

· and finally that the political powers (without distinction between the good and evil powers) are destined for annihilation and judgement (I Corinthians 15 & Revelation)

c) Political action. 
In all scripture, political action is either absent or secondary (leaving aside Israel which is both state and chosen people): Jesus ignores the problems of politics, refuses to become a political leader, recognises the authority of Rome but at the same time he does not assign a pre-eminent place to this authority. Christians are not exhorted to take part in the intense political life of the Empire, rather prayer is seen as the most important political action and Christians are to reject the demonising of the authorities.
Ellul concludes that therefore it does not go without saying that participation in politics is a good thing, although the reverse cannot be inferred either. The Christian has to be aware that the domain of political power is demonic and must be entered with extreme caution. 

2. Two temptations
The Church’s involvement in politics has historically led to disaster of either collaboration with the state, union with the state, opposition to the state by political means or working to change the state by taking sides. In these situations the Church has been drawn into betrayal of revealed truth or of the incarnate love. Political action is thus the Church’s constant temptation set up by the Prince of this World.
But a retreat from political involvement into personal spirituality is just as treasonous and hypocritical. It implies an acquiescence in giving a free hand to the Prince of this World. It is the other trap set for the Church.

3. Three False Motivations for Political Engagement
According to Ellul most Christians believe that there is no such thing as one Christian political doctrine and that therefore there cannot be a Christian political party.  They therefore choose among the options for action. Stated motives include:
a) Human sympathy and relationships with other people and witness of love (without too much reference to Christianity). This is often seen as the choice of the most just or acceptable involvement but it leaves the total outlook of the system completely unchanged and participates in it without challenge.
b) Ideological affinity between political, economic and social doctrines and the theology or ethics of Christians. This is a choice of an action or ideology that best expresses Christian principles. One could choose capitalism because of its safeguards to individual freedom, or communism because of its sensitivity to social justice. However this amounts to a Christian justification of the chosen system and ends in identification of the system with Christianity and conformity. [I believe that this could be the greatest temptation with respect to Christian involvement in anarchy – to simply take on an anarchist orientation.]
c) Implications of faith in favour of a specific social action supporting joining forces with those in support of that attitude. This choice differs from the previous because it looks for a Christian approach e.g. adoption of a ‘Christian’ economic outlook based on a Christian position on money or a pacifist outlook based on the Christian value of peace. Effectively this is a return to the concept of Christendom – an overall concept of society, economics and political life being the fruit of Christian faith. It is also the source of Just War theory.
Ellul concludes that what is lacking in these motivations is a particularly Christian insight. Christians adopt all the possible political positions, but this means that the choices are in fact made for reasons which have nothing to do with the faith; they are simply a reflection of the sociological trends. If that is the case then we should not pretend that they are the result of faith. The evil is not in the choice but in the use of Christian reasons to justify it. This hypocrisy leads directly to one-sided judgements excusing the faults of one’s allies and demonisation of political opponents.
However, if in fact there is no such thing as one Christian political doctrine, this fact should warn us about two things:

· The ambiguity and confusion of the witness we think to bear when we intervene in political affairs. Will the observers note the motives, values or questions we have, or will they merely see Christians agreeing overall with the slogans and propositions and Christians on their side? God’s truth ends up being held hostage and used as a justification and propaganda.
· The relativity of all political choice – it is purely human and therefore secondary. Revelation supplies no answer to politics but treats it as relative. In the same way we should treat all political endeavour as relative. One outcome is that we therefore cannot accept or demand ultimate sacrifices. We must not overestimate political decisions, idealise one regime or execrate another. There can be no just war and no end ever justifies any means.
As a useful summary to the above, Ellul says elsewhere (‘Be Reconciled’ in Ellul Forum, June, 1989):

My greatest reproach of all these Christians who adopt a political stance is essentially that they are ignorant…. I maintain that when a Christian takes a political stance he [/she] should reflect on everything: the means used and the future risks, as well as the doctrine that inspires the movement. If you are for the Palestinians, you must study the PLO’s charter and evaluate the Israeli’s chances for survival if the Palestinians should win. If you favour Islam, you must begin by studying the Koran thoroughly.
[I discuss below what Ellul (in FPK) considers to be the right motivation.]

§

Hope in a Time of Abandonment:
[The following is a meditation on Hope but also a review of those aspects of the relationship between Hope and our focus of Christian political action]. 
In HTA, Ellul approaches the issues of Christian action from a different direction. 
1. An Age of Abandonment 
Ellul’s conviction is that we have entered on an age of abandonment by God, that He has turned away. He says that in our history, our societies, our cultures, our science, our politics, God is absent. It is not due to general wickedness but to the responsibility of Christians and the church who do not know how to be what God expects of them. 

Modern man [/woman] has become impervious to the preaching of the Gospel. One of the fundamental reasons is a pervasive suspicion of the word – of politicians and the media. Another is the refusal to be consoled – he [/she] has to be submerged in and share the tragedies of the times. But on the other hand he [/she] also wants to runaway by means of distractions, amusements and religions that preach doom and judgement.  What place is there for the truth of the gospel in an age where there is the truth of science, medicine, religions of all types, nationalism, Marxism and the technological idols? The question today is not whether to believe but whether to hope.

Ellul suggests that the theology of the death of God springs from a crisis of faith, but the fundamental crisis is that of hope and the silence of God. The reality of this silence seems impossible to accept but the possibility is there biblically that God may turn away: Israel in the time of the judges; Israel in the inter-testamental period; the parables of the master who leaves his house in the hands of stewards and the absent bridegroom. God’s presence can be withdrawn – not permanently to be sure – but this becomes a desert in the Church’s experience. It’s not a matter of condemnation – it is because God is rejected, not because He rejects. It is an expression of man’s judgement on God, but man still experiences it as rejection (e.g. King Saul). It is collectively as the Church that we experience God’s silence (even though individuals still experience his nearness). In this situation, those individuals have an obligation to express an opinion and explain the revelation they have. There were many prophets before Samuel and many before St John: but finally the time is right and the word of God reaches out.

2. The Absence of God in the Church
Signs of the absence of God also exist in the Church, in its:

· Mediocrity – its collaboration and conciliation with the World, including the theologians of revolution. This is the result of Christians burdened beyond human power and capacity in attempting God’s work which requires no less than the presence, aid and action of God if it is to be taken on.

· Institutional mediocrity – its sociological rigidity, bureaucracy and ‘organised superficiality’. The validity of the institutional Church requires interference and initiative from God if it is not to be a purely sociological institution like all others.

· Dryness – its incapacity for evangelisation and mission. That the Holy Spirit is no longer speaking is evident from the widespread indifference to the Gospel at a time when there is an increased religious mentality and when Christians are expending huge efforts to make the message understandable without God’s intervention. Many modern theologians reject the radical unity of the thought of the Bible over and above its diversity of scholarship, its schools of thought and its literary forms. Current approaches to hermeneutics are sterile. Science is given a supreme authority but revelation is not permitted to question scientific viewpoints or the methods of exegesis and hermeneutics. In Ellul’s view these are means of avoiding the central issue – they are predicated on the silence of God.

· Conformity – there is a passion for politics and the use of political means by Christians just as in general society. The church’s concern is to justify the work of man and there is in this regard a lack of clear insight into man or a diagnosis of his real situation in society.
It is not automatic and spontaneous that faith should give birth to hope any more than that faith should express itself in love. Many Christians are just as discouraged, depressed, uncertain, fearful and agonised as is everybody else. There are Christians without hope or with hope only in politics. But hope lived by Christians is the prior condition for witness; if they are not living it there is nothing. We need to perceive the link between faith received and the hope to which we are called. All the economic assistance and political action has no value without restoring the possibility of living, which comes because there is hope for living.
3. What Good is Hope?

Ellul suggests that in this abandonment, Hope is humanity’s answer to God’s silence. What good is hope when God is talking? Hope only comes alive in silence and sterility as an absurd act of confidence that the word will again be spoken. It is also a demand, appeal, prayer, protest and accusation. Hope rejects God’s silence [‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken…’] and refuses to give in. It is the attitude of Job, and that of the woman in the parable of the unjust judge. The opposite of resignation is not revolution but hope. It is spiritual and human violence in the face of God’s silence – it pushes God to repent with us. 

And it is only after taking up combat with God that one can give a concrete (but secondary) form to this hope by involving it in human decisions or revolutionary action. The standpoint of hope enables us to see in the misery of humanity a cry to heaven to call God to act and not leave us abandoned.
4. The Nature of Hope

 This hope has nothing to do with the sort of false hope found in the idea that as long as we can imagine a way out will come, we will do nothing to change the situation. ‘The worst may not come to pass’ attitude permits the worst to develop as a certainty [Note for example in this regard the current world inaction on climate change]. 

True hope by contrast, has no logic except where the worst is considered certain and nothing else is actually possible. Hope is the passion for the impossible expressed in the absence of means. It has no place in the evolution of a technical system or where there is still a chance to employ means of the same order as those encountered in the problem e.g. violence against violence. Rebellion is therefore not an expression of hope but of desperation and it feeds on the illusion of the possible. In the face of violence and propaganda, hope is expressed in non-violence and a renunciation of propaganda techniques as an affirmation that there is another dimension to the person.

Hope is not an added extra to action but must be ‘the all’ that commits us to realism and is related to a trust in God’s promise to enter history and a commitment to make this history. The Kingdom will not come by creating a just and peaceful system but by the secret work of God breaking into history – hope incites God to come and reveal himself, to challenge his silence.

Is this Christian hope illusory? Yes, if it is a leap into the absurd, into the unknowable or into paradise or heaven. But hope has an entirely different dimension – it centres in a relationship with the Unknown God. Hope starts with the knowledge of the revelation but is not linked to objective information [i.e. technologically mediated information]. When we think we know it all, there is no place for hope. Conversely the more scarce the word of God, the greater is hope - in the desert of information, nothing more is possible but hope. It is the virtue for a time that has no faith and no word.
5. An Ethic of Hope
Ellul goes on to suggest a tentative ethic of hope. The question is how to live this hope. He suggests the best formula is one of pessimism in hope. Grace does not authorise optimism – it is a pure act of God and optimism requires no appeal to hope.  The link between hope and pessimism follows from hope as the truth of the despairing situation. Hope makes it possible to look at reality without averting one’s gaze at the evil. It is also the opposite of schemas of morality and theology that provide answers and solutions. Hope is oriented towards a future that is masked and it does not count on the future as such.  Ellul discusses four ethical aspects of hope:
a) Time

So hope restructures time in a new way, giving it value and continuity (as opposed to the technological society’s meaningless yesterday and tomorrow, set in an insipid flow of time). Christians are called in this society to cause hope to be born again and to redeem the time, which involves discernment and wisdom based on hope.

b) The Meaning of Creation and Technology

Hope also makes us bear witness to the glory of God. The Christian attitude is to make the things of creation share in our hope by turning technological products (which express the glory of man) to this glory of God. This is by giving them a meaning that is no longer that of efficiency, utility or possession and refusing to exhaust, exploit and degrade these things of nature and technology.
c) Freedom

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

d) Relativity

The last ethical aspect of hope that Ellul suggests is relativity. Hope brings with it the relativising of all things combined with a total seriousness applied to the relative: All wars and revolution involve absolute belief on the part of the people but this immediately leads to oppression. The sole important task in the liberation of man is the relentless relativising of all great causes, ideologies and beliefs from the point of view of a transcendent absolute that exists of itself. It has its being without the need for oppression or victory. Past Christian oppression only proves that the absoluteness of God was not taken seriously, so human effectiveness had to be brought to bear. 

Politics and economics are to be taken seriously but as relative things because of God’s taking of them seriously. It allows action with zeal, love and joy. The transcendent is the eschatological presence here and now which relativises things. And this relativising action is done by the person making real the eschatological presence in and through hope. Therefore hope has enormous ethical and politico-social consequences. It calls for a way of life which combats the absolutes.

6. Hope and Revolution

The revolutionary act of hope opens up totalitarian and closed systems. But hope is radically different from all revolutionary movements although it can give rise to them and coexist with them as long as they are revolutionary. It is never satisfied with or incarnated in a particular system. Hope incites man to be the leaven in a given batch of dough. It requires that he be in a certain organisation or group. But this leaven is not a personal attribute, so if Christians simply add their numbers to a movement they are simply more dough. They must be the bearers of a dimension which no one else has – it is a matter of the Kingdom of God, of which the Christian is a bearer. Therefore, Christians cannot renounce the transcendence of God even though it may be an embarrassment to them, for then the revolution becomes one of despair not hope. 

Thus hope throws us into a revolutionary movement but it also throws into it the God who is silent. Christians must live a burning fierce, excessive overflowing and questioning hope.  That which overthrows and changes the principles of the game is the intervention of the word of God which cuts across history giving it have a chance of modifying its course. Most often this is by the nonconformity of Christians when it is accepted and assumed by God.

7. Human Action and Hope
Finally, Ellul deals with ‘hope’s human base’. It rests on three attitudes which do not appear to be active ones: they are waiting, prayer and realism.  Faced with urgency of action the first step is to note the impotence and futility of our revolutions – that the effective basic attitude is one that is translated into involvement only secondarily. But these attitudes are three active decisions: 
a) Waiting is waiting for the final approach of the Kingdom of God - but this is not a waiting of passivity. It is more difficult than action because it requires focus without distraction (e.g. by one’s own attempts to transform the situation), with perseverance and discernment of the root of the issues beyond mere events. This is the exact situation of Job.
b) Prayer is a non-utilitarian activity. Loss of interest in prayer is evidence of loss of hope. But it is the sole reason for hope – it is the referral to God’s decision, on which we are counting. And finally it is a command of God. 
c) Realism (as opposed to the illusion of idealism) is clarity of focus in dealing with the actual situation that we experience personally. Hope then acts to prevent any interpretation being an illusion and provides a point of departure. Realism needs to be defined in its sociological dimension.  For a grasp of a social group and its history this needs to be neither on a superficial (current events) level nor on an abstract (fundamental phenomenon of power) level but on a level between these: the level of structures and forms, movements and temporary regularities which produce a characteristic epoch or regime. This is the area of interest for Christian realism. It is where we confront the question of hope – the reality which can bring a person or society to despair.
To take up these decisions is to live hope and also appears as a challenge flung at the Holy Spirit in order that this hope might be possible.

§

Valid Motivation for Christian Political Action:

Ellul suggests in FPK that the pitfalls described ought not to make us give up and adopt an apolitical attitude. On the contrary, the Christian life being one, implies participation; biblical teaching does not separate spiritual and temporal and the command to be present to the life of the world is definite. But these are also the conditions for preaching the gospel and receiving faith – the participation and presence have therefore no value in themselves. The true motivation for political engagement must be for the sake of Christian witness alone. It is not the vocation of the Church to promote a political or economic regime or to take sides in debates. This then has three consequences:
· The Church’s stance in politics should be specific and unique, and not comparable with the world’s attitudes.
· The Church’s stance can only be derived from a future-now-in-process (the Lord in the process of coming). It is a matter of the Kingdom of God, radically different yet already present in secret and in weakness. (This stance cannot derive from a theology of creation, from an eschatology that has no relation to the current situation, nor from a Lordship of Christ seen as completed.)
· The Church is called to speak on the basis of revelation not on the basis of the events in or proddings of the world; nor should it try to provide methodological solutions or moral judgements.

Christians should take as their point of departure that which makes them the Church – revelation, the gospel, the fresh dimension of the word and give meaning to events in terms of revelation - rather than submitting to events. Ellul identifies four areas of action:
1. The Church’s Sphere of Competence
Christians in their public statements must above all avoid making judgements on politics and economics in which they have no competence. The Church should operate within her own sphere of competence rather than attempting to investigate political and economic problems but looking at those categories of world problems which are the focus for the Christian realism [that Ellul comments on in HTA above]. These are longer term phenomena than current events and are common to all technological societies today. They include work, money, technology, psychological effects, new religions including nationalism, the nation-state, etc. There is need for serious theological study and sociological study. The other area is that of the reality of the psychological state of modern man as it relates to politics, economics and the life of society – anxiety, irrationalism, loneliness, nebulous beliefs. This would enable the Church to reflect independently on these areas without the distraction of events and be in a position to point out the probable developments in these areas – a real prophetic ministry. This could avert human tragedies and enable resolution of problems before the situation becomes fixed.

2. The Church’s Ministry of Reconciliation

The Church has a ministry of reconciliation to perform which implies certain conditions:

a) True reconciliation is that which unites Christians among themselves and that this becomes a basis for transcending of political differences without judgement. However, pastors cannot take a public political stance because they need to assist this process and be impartial.

b) One of the great functions of Christians is to calm political debate within and outside the Church – to help opposing sides understand each other rather than to justify particular positions theologically.

c) Not to absolutise our own party’s or group’s concerns and doctrines but to work for true dialogue and to avoid means that are aggressive.

3. The Church’s Enlightenment of Society

The Church should attempt to enlighten society on what it is doing and undertaking, to clarify the stakes and provide reference points. Three examples:

a) Fostering democracy as neither just, nor legitimate, nor efficient, nor Christian, but as the weakest, most humble, open, least dangerous, least efficient and least oppressive of regimes. A choice has to be made between democracy and efficiency.

b) Fostering secularity by insisting that the state does not decide the truth, nor incarnate religious ideology and that its role should be limited to the mere management of the material interests of a collectivity.

c) Defence of ‘reason’ by a call to reasonable behaviour and judgement, not because reason has a value in itself or because it would open the doors of truth, but because it brings man back to his true level and removes the religious, spiritual and mystical escapist illusions.

4. The Church’s Destruction of Idols and Myths
The Church has the duty to desacralise the works of man and demystify his myths. We must profane by our conduct the sacreds of money, the state, the nation, work, technology, science and production. Scripture is the true destroyer of myths and should be applied to politics, nationalism, capitalism, communism in order to reduce them all to changeable undertakings which are meaningless in themselves. But this must be accompanied by the proclamation of hope and love in order to leave no room for despair.
The Church has a charge to open up the world which wants to exclude God and become integrated and complete in itself. The State wants to be all and assimilate the person.  But there is an urgent cleanup job first to be done on the Church as Christians are imbued with all the ideologies, myths and beliefs that are in the World. Christians [as discussed under Hope above] have to relativise social, political and economic activities. To achieve this they must also avoid the language of exaggeration, melodrama or indignation and make use of humour for example.
§
Some Significant Characteristics of Christian Anarchy:
‘The only Christian political position consistent with revelation is the negation of power: the radical total refusal of its existence, a fundamental questioning of it, no matter what form it may take’ (Jesus and Marx, p 173). ‘On the other hand I am not in any way trying to tell Christians that they ought to be anarchists… if they take a political path, they should not rule out anarchism in advance, for in my view this seems to be the position which in this area is closest to biblical thinking’ (Anarchy,p4). ‘…biblical thought leads straight to anarchism’ (Jesus and Marx, p 157).  ‘Anarchism is the only answer to the modern state and politics when the milieu and action become technical and order and organisation are imposed; when the state itself, projected into the technical movement, becomes the agent of technological power’ (adapted from The Technological Society, p198). 
Ellul’s concept of Christian Anarchy (LWRW) is predicated on the assumption that a radical personal and collective revolution is needed to attack the social and political structures and technology that are together destructive of the human person. A purely political revolution will not achieve this. All Christian social or political action has no meaning in itself but only as a prophecy of the action of God which finally is what will really change society. To summarise Ellul’s whole outlook in a quote from Christian Century: ‘We must get to the roots of our society (technology, political power, psychological manipulation) and attack it there… I believe that it is only through complete refusal to compromise with the forms and forces of our society that we can find the right orientation and recover the hope of human freedom’ (“Mirror of These Ten Years” in Christian Century, 1970,  87(7): 203.
Christian Anarchy is characterised by:

1. A revolutionary disengagement from the political system marked by resistance to the totalitarian state and the technological means of state bureaucracy. The forms of this could include refusal to take part in voting, conscientious objection to military service, regulation and taxes, opposition to the established education system, opposition to political party involvement and activism about the fundamental problems of society. This involves placing ourselves on the margins of society in a way of life that refuses recourse to law and resists any quest for power. [Peaceful, long-term Maori resistance to the Crown’s actions over treaty issues and sovereignty has challenged state power in the past and continues to offer real hope of this. The danger to effective Maori resistance is the politicisation inherent in the Maori Party. Ellul elsewhere raises a similar issue in relation to environmental activism versus the involvement of Greens in the political arena].
2. A reinvention of all current political institutions from outside the political mainstream (as opposed to a society without any organisation). Ellul gives two examples: 
a) Developing the use of custom (arising from the life of society) as a living law that will limit the state, rather than a technical law based on elaborated rules. Ellul sees Law as properly the creation of society apart from state or politics. [Again, do Maori aspirations to self-determination generally and specifically the suggested use of tribal custom to settle criminal cases constitute an example of this? Should anarchist communities place themselves under tribal authority and custom?]
b) Creation of a federalist system based on small cooperative communities as political units. This will enable true democracy and personal dialogue and challenge both progress and lifestyles.

3. Non-violent action. The Christian should do all that is possible to avoid violence and must never justify it. However, Ellul acknowledges that total obedience to the will of God may be impossible. It is often a case of conflict between two equal demands of faith e.g. obeying the authorities may involve participation in war or refusal to go to war will involve disobeying the authorities. Thus there is no possibility of an easy conscience so there is a constant need of forgiveness.

4. Development of positive alternatives to the state and politicisation by:
a) developing new perspectives on the crucial problems of society in such a way that they are not perceived as political questions; 

b) developing moral, material and intellectual independence from the state by individual reformation towards independent conscience, awareness and opinions from those generated by the state or media controlled information leading to groups of individual citizens organised independently of the state with a reinvented private life and able to oppose the state and its pressures, controls and gifts
5. A socialist and non-capitalist liberalism. ‘Anarchism is the fullest and most serious form of socialism’ (Anarchy, p3)

6. A challenge to the anarchist belief in progress. We must not be discouraged if an anarchist society does not eventuate.
7. An extension of Christian action beyond the merely political into all areas of society implied by the idea of moral, material and intellectual independence. 
Glossary 

Desacralise: To profane, to reduce the sacred value of something to the ordinary (tapu to noa?)

Eschatology: to do with the final judgement

Exegesis: Exposition or explanation of scripture

Hermeneutic: Interpretation of Scripture

Relativise: to reduce an absolute value (attached to something) to a relative value (similar to desacralise)
Transcendent: that which transcends or is beyond or above the experience of the material or human understanding
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