
Christians in the World, but not of the World
 
An interview with Jacques Ellul
 
RUSSELLH.HEDDENDORF 

Born in 1912. Jar;ques Ellul has lived 
the life of a scholar and readrer in 
Bordeaux, France, the city at his birth. 
He is the author of some 40 books, 
which have been trans{ated into 13 lang­
uages. Now retired as professor of law 
and hisuJry at the University of Bor­
deaux, Ellul is a leader in the Refonned 
Church ofFrance and a lay theologian. 

A Marxist in his teens, Ellul was 
converted after searching the Scriptures 
for answers to questions left unanswered 
by Marx. Once he rejected Marx, in his 
own words, he pledged his mind to serve 
nothing or no one save Jesus Christ. 
The result has been a series of pene­
trating analyses On a host at social, pol­
itical, and theological issues. 

RH: W. In American Protestantism 
have dlfflculty understanding how 
BOrne en Jesus Christ's words should 
be applied In new situations. We al­
ways apply them to old situations, 
the ones we're familiar with. That, I 
think, 1$ one of the reasons why your 
work has been Vel)' popular among 
BOme persons In American churches: 
becBuse you provide us with new 
Mlys of Iookfng at problems. Could 
you make some suggestions 8S to 
what we Should do to benefit from
 
that?
 

JE: I don't think there is one general 
principle. In reality, in each event of life 
or in each responsibility that one takes 
00, one should have a dialectical 
perspective. By that I mean to be posi­
tive with regard to those with whom we 
work, but to convey at the same time a 
critical spirit-not to cut down or hinder 
but in actuality to ·help and encourage. 
And I'll use a phrase that I've always 
appreciated-"In a society like ours, we 
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Ellul at home In France 

need to think globally and act locally." 

RH: That comes up In one of your 
books? 

JE: Perspectives on Our Age. 

RH: Do you feel that anyone else fo­
day is following that fonnuls of think· 
ing globally and BCtfng IocsUy? 

JE: Yes, it's become something of a 
slogan among ecologists in France. 

RH: You have startKl rnat $OlJtOOne 
sees farthest by looking backward. 
That's a very appropriate statement 
for someone who hIlS tried to be pro­
phetk. In yallr role as 8 prophet, 
would you hove some suggestions fo 
make to American churches? 

JE: I'm not a prophet but I believe that 
the American church has a very difficult 
role to play because to be a Christian in 
America is perfectly nonnal. And that's 
the same problem Kierkegaard encoun­
tered in Denmark., meaning the faithful 
must point out what is pagan and un­
saved in entire sections of our traditional 
faith structure. 

I wrote an article here in France ask­
ing that the socialist government, since 
it is a socialist government, do away 
with the Christian holidays. Because to 

celebrate, for example, Christmas and 
Easter the way we celebratelhem in our 
society becomes a form of pagan ritual. 
And if Clnistians are serious about their 
faith, they should refuse to celebrate 
these bolidays in order to discover again 
the true meaning of Christmas and Eas­
ter. And what's amusing is that Presi­
dent Mitterand was on vacation near here 
and he happened to read the article. I'm 
told he was furious about it 

RH: Some 15 years ago you ex­
pressed your feeling of frustration 
with the church and the state. Do you 
persofJ8lly feel more frustration than 
you used to? 

JE: For the church of France, yes, 
much more. Because there are two sep­
arate problems: First, the authorities of 
the church are no longer in· contact with 
the base of the church. The decisions 
are made in the National Synod and no 
one in the local congregation acts on 
them. No one's interested in them. And 
vice versa-the higher authorities are so 
out of touch with what is actually going 
on in the local congregations. That is 
my fIrst concern. 

My secon<l worry is that the -youth, 
although they don't totally give up their 
faith, no longer come to and participate 
in the life of the church. They get 
together outside of the church setting. 
We have in our congregation here in Bor­
deaux. young people who get together to 
pray and study the Bible, and yet they 
never come to the Sunday morning ser­
vice. They have no desire to get to 
know others in the coo.gregation, includ­
ing the pastor. So those left in the 
church are the old people. 

RH: You have written on so many dif· 
ferent kinds of probJems-the cffy, 
violence, etc. Do yoo see newer 
kinds of problems developing today 
that you were not writing about Ja-12 
years ago? 

JE: Yes, I am currently working on a 
very difficult project on the trans­
formations in our modern society 
because of new technologies. 

RH: How do you see the new 
ekctronics-ccmputers, robotics? '$ 



this the kfnd of problem you're 
thinking of? 

JE: That's right. Everything included, 
especially all the new genetic technolo­
gy and space exploration. I would like 
to study and make a synthesis of these 
new technologies and the subsequent 
changes in society. 

What impresses me is that the more 
advance the technology and the more pro­
gress we make in this direction. the less 
useful it becomes for man. It's fascinat­
ing. 

RH: Whom do }'OU' see or whut do you 
see as thft major problem in techno­
logical development? 

JE: It seems to me that the most im~ 

porlant problem is on the human level, 
and the Christian has a significant role 
to play in this area. Modem man is be­
coming easily fascinated with all kinds 
of things. For example, the extraordi­
nary development of electronic games. I 
know so many people who are so fasci­
nated by these television games and oth­
er electronic games that they no longer 
have time to do anything else. And my 
own grandchildren love these electronic 
games. It seems to me that this new atti­
tude is very dangerous. I wrote an article 
for a French magazine entitled "Play and 
We'll Take Care of the Rest" By that I 
meant that this is also a strategy of the 
government; if all the citizens are enjoy~ 

ing themselves playing electronic games, 
rather than thinking about and discus­
sing political issues and problems, the 
political leaders are completely free to 
do as they please. 

RH: This feads to another question
 
concerning George OrweJPs book
 
"1984." One suggestion that fJas
 

been made is that we should no long­

er fear an authority figure such as
 
Hitler, but rather fear the electronic
 
means by which the government
 
controls our thinking with propagan­

da. You would agree?
 

JE: Oh yes, but this control is no long­
er in exactly the same form that Orwell 
described. You're exactly right in men­
tioning Hitler's power and Stalin's re­
gime, but the current regimes and 
threats are more subtle and more envel­
oping. 

RH: It's no longer just the po/meal 
then; it's total? 

JE: Ex.actly. 

RH: In the lighr of these problems, Is 
there any socfa/ basis for hope 
today? 

Jc: j don't have much hope, shall we 
say, on the "rational" level. But I stand 

fum in my belief that the majority of 
young people in France between 15 and 
25 years old have certain qualities that 
are extremely valuable. They're com­
pletely different from those who are 40 
years old now. I doo't get the im­
pression that youth today are negative. 
They expect a lot of adults, and the 
tension is that they confront us with 
these expectations and question us. 
There is no longer the separation and 
gulf between the youth and adults that 
existed, for example, in May, 1968. 

RH: In the 1980s in America, many of 
the young people no longer wanted 
marriage because thay saw the di­
vorce rate Increase among their par­
ents. Th9y turned that off. 

Would you say, then, that since 
there is not. muCh hope in society, 
that we are, as you say In "Meaning 
of the CitY," to wait for the return of 
Christ rather than trying to do too 
much? How do we uncJerstand, in 
terms of Christ's return, looking for 
the New Jerusalem and yet having 
some social responSIbility? 

JE: Yes, mere, too, I think there is not 
just one attitude for the Christian, There 
are two possible approaches. This re­
minds me of a movie which gives a 
good example of this question. There 
was a luxury liner caught in a stann 
which capsized. All the passengers in­
cluding two pastors were trapped in the 
boat. One pastor was young and ener­
getic, and, encouraging them not to lose 
hope but to find a way to escape. he 
tllces the leadership of the young and 
stronger passengers to try and pierce 
through the bull and reach safety. It's a 
tragic film. The other pastor was an 
older man and decided he was going to 
stay with all the passengers who were 
not able to escape and were surely going 
to die. So he stayed with them to die 
with them so they could still be com-. 
forted with the Word of God. And the 
two pastors were right in their different 
approaches. 

RH: This suggests your statement of
 
the problem of doIng and belng. The
 
first pastor does and the second pas­

tor Is.
 

JE: Exactly. 

RH: SO you would say that we are to
 
do as well as to be, and we are to
 
know when we are supposed to do
 
one an<! the other. Is that true?
 

JE: Yes, that's necessary. But in say­
ing that., I especially mean that a Orris­
tian must be present in society as one 
with a very different destiny. People ev­
erywhere are in difficult situations and 
the Christian has a role to play. How-
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ever, it shouldn't be assumed that "Here 
is the one solution to the problem that 
is valid." 

RH: I'd like to ask a different 1dnd ot 
question. In America, we put a lot ot 
emphasis on Individual sin. Some­
times It seems that In Europe there Is 
more of an emphasiS on socjaJ sin. 
Could you comment on the impor­
tence of Individual sin and social 
sin? 

JE: Yes, you're exactly right In Eur­
ope there's been a lot of struggle against 
this idea of individual sin, from the 
psychoanalytical viewpoint as well as 
psychological and moral. There's been 
confusion with the tenns "sin" and. for 
example, "guilt» Consequently, the fact 
that man, as an individual, is a sinner 
has very little meaning Or importance. 
But what has become much more iIIlpor­
tant is the role that man plays in soci­
ety. 

There's a novel written by a pastor 
which has a lot to say about this sub­
ject It's about the wife of an indUStry 
boss who was a generous woman--very 

charitable and helpful. During a work­
er's strike at the factbry, the boss's wife 
was constantly mistreated. The author 
points out that workers were absolutely 
justified in their actions. The woman's 
good qualities carried no meaning; what 
was more significant was her role as the 
boss's wife. That attitude is very charac­
teristic of the French thought and mind­
set. 

RH: This is true also In the U.S. Who
 
the pNson 1$ socially is more Import~
 

ant than who the person Is as an indi­

vidual.
 

How should ,he Christian stress
 
being a Chrlstlsn? You have men­

tioned a number of thlngs-the Idea
 
of being concerned with new situa­

tions, putting yourseU Into that snd
 
getting to Imow people. Would you
 
have just one suggestion for the
 
Chrls1Jan to be a Christian In the way
 
/II Which he or she I/ves? 

JE: It's difficult to single out one sug­
gestion when we're speaking in general 
terms. But what always comes back to 
me as being absolutely essential is 

. hope. By that I mean be able to com-
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municare to and convince those around 
us in the midst of very tangible circum­
stances that there is always a hope that 
remains. I believe tills is a very practical 
concept because we are in a crisis situ­
ation and we're going to have an in­
creasing nwnber of people who live in 
anguish and despair, fearing tomorrow. 
This should be lived out in the pro­
fessional setting as well as OUI other in­
teraction. It's not a question of simply 
talking about and relating, but rather a 
question of how we live. 

RH: When you refer to this crisis, are 
yoo referring to any particular kind of 
problem? 

JE: Yes, I mean the general state of 
crisis in our society as seen in the 
economy, unemployment, etc. I think 
that, in spite of its apparent successes, 
the U.S. too will experience this crisis. 
And I think that it's a situation that's 
going to last a long time. So it's neces­
sary that Christians be ilie means and 
have the strength to help others as in 
times of war to, in figurative terms, 
"cross the desert" and get through the 
crisis. 

Today in the newspaper Le Monde 
there was a long article stating iliat the 
French are becoming very pessimistic. 
They're totally convinced that things are 
going to get worse rather than better. I 
believe the Christian must be the person 
who says not tbat things are necessarily 
going to get better, but rather that when 
things are going badly, there is, nonethe­
less, a hope and a reason for living. 
RH: Is there some particular opinion 
that you would like to share In terms 
of what you feel is important tor 
Christians In America to know other 
than what we have talked about? 

JE: Yes, I believe that this is not limit­
ed to American Christians. We need to 
realize again the tremendous responsi­
bility that we have. All Christians are 
held accountable, but even more the 
Christian in the United States because 
of the vital role that your country plays 
in the world situation. American Chris­
tians make up a part of this world power 
and they share part of the responsibility, 
that this power and influence be used to 
affect in a positive way the world's 
living situation. A vital part of this 
responsibility involves American Chris­
tians having a better understanding of 
the rest of the world than the American 
politicians and policy-makers. It's odd 
for a European to observe the misunder­
standing and contradictions ereate<1 by 
American politicians concerning world 
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