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Jacques Fllul died on May 19, 1994,
at his home in Pessac, France, near
the University of Bordeaux where
he served as professor of the his-
tory and sociology of institutions
in the Faculty of Law and Eco-
nomic Sciences from 1946 to 1980.

Though blessed by vigorous
health throughout his life, Ellul
had been bothered by heart prob-
lems over the past decade and,
more seriously, by lymphatic can-
cer in the past two years. He died
at home in the presence of his chil-
dren, Jean, Yves, and Dominique.
Another son, Simon, died in 1947
at the age of six. Jacques Ellul's
wife, Yvette, to whom he had been
married for 54 years, died in April
1991. It is ironic that just as C. S.
Lewis’s death on November 22,
1963, was overshadowed by that of
John F. Kennedy, so was Jacques
Ellul’s death on May 19,1994, over-
shadowed by that of Jacqueline
Kennedy.

For me, May 19 has always been
significant because it was the birth-
day of Malcolm X, the African-
American social prophet who
woke me up to the depths of
America’s sin of racism. Now it
also marks the end of the earthly
life of another of the 20th century’s
most important prophetic voices.

Jacques Ellul leaves behind him
a legacy of social analysis and pro-
phetic theology matched by very
few in the 20th century. He is best

known for his critical analysis of
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the impact of technology on mod-
ern life—not just by the introduc-
tion of various machines but, more
profoundly, by subtly changing
our way of thinking and valuing.
In our technical milieu, rationality,
measurable effectiveness, quantifi-
cation, and standardization are re-
placing God, goodness, tradition,
eccentricity, and the like, at great
human and spiritual cost. This so-
cial analysis unfolded in more than
30 volumes, the best known of
which is The Technological Society
(original French edition, 1954;
English translation, 1964), which
passed the 100,000 mark in sales
several years ago.

Ellul was also an active lay theo-
logian in the Reformed Church of
France. He has written some 30
books on Biblical topics, Christian
ethics, and the relationship of the
church to the world, including The
Presence of the Kingdom, The Mean-
ing of the City, and The Ethics of Free-
dom. Ellul's theological and ethical
work was a Biblically oriented,
Kierkegaardian/ Barthian chal-
lenge to a Christendom that he

viewed as being too conformed to
the world. His work stressed the
ways that God broke through the
fatality, violence, and closure of sit-
uations described in the Bible
(above all, in the resurrection of Je-
sus Christ)—along with the call of
God to a similarly radical presence
by Christians in today’s world. For
Ellul, Christian discipleship is char-
acterized by freedom and hope,
faith and love.

Ellul's legacy is impressive for its
sheer size, scope, depth, and
breadth. He engaged the political
Left and Right, Marxists and capi-
talists, religious and nonreligious,
theological liberals and conserva-
tives, with an impact matched by
few others. His positions on the
technological threat, political inutil-
ity, strategic anarchism, and theo-
logical universalism caused some
summarily to reject his work. Oth-
ers, however, found his work on
these and other subjects a brilliant
challenge to re-think some of their
major assumptions and condu-
sions, even if in the end they didn’t
agree precisely with all of Eltul's
proposals.

Jacques Ellul's life was distin-
guished by its combination of acti-
vism with thought. He was fired
from his first university post for
protesting the Nazi occupation of
Vichy France. He worked in the
French Resistance during WWII
and in the Bordeaux mayor’s ad-
ministration immediately after the



war. He volunteered for years in a
ministry to street gangs and alien-
ated youth. He worked hard to pre-
vent the destruction of the South
Atlantic coast of France by real es-
tate developers. He was active in
the earliest years of the World
Council of Churches, and in de-
nominational as well as parish
leadership for the French Reformed
Church. His written criticism could
sting, but his personal demeanor
was unfailingly gracious and kind
to a steady stream of students, col-
leagues, parishioners, and neigh-
bors.

* * *

I had heard of Ellul in the ‘60s
but my first real taste of his
thought came with The Meaning of
the City, which I read as Sharon
Gallagher and 1 prepared an issue
of Radix on Christianity and the ur-
ban challenge for November 1971.
In early 1972 I read four more of
his books on politics and Chyristian
discipleship as part of my prepara-
tion to go (with my Radix press
pass!}) to the Democratic conven-
tion in Miami in July. I was
hocked. His analyses of contempo-
rary politics and his grasp of the
radical demands of Christian faith
were by far the most illuminating I
had ever read. On a whim I sent
him some of my reviews and arti-
cles on his work. I was surprised to
receive a handwritten letter from
him thanking and encouraging me
in my efforts.

That was the beginning of a long
relationship not just with his ideas
and writings but with the author
himself. I exchanged many letters
with him and visited him in Bor-
deaux during the summers of 1982,
1988, and 1991, as well as nearly
every Friday afternoon from July
1984 to June 1985 when [ spent a
sabbatical year in Bordeaux. I have
known many brilliant thinkers, but
Jacques Ellul is easily the greatest
genius of them all. His learning
was vast and his insight was un-
matched. Yet I found him to be in-
variably humble, gentle, unpreten-
tious, and full of integrity and
humor. The world became a poorer
place on May 19, 1994, with the
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Jacques Ellul leaves behind him a legacy of
social analysis and prophetic theology
matched by very few in the 20th century.

passing of this great man of God.

The conversation that follows
was recorded in the summer of
1982 at Ellul’s home in Pessac. 1
continue to think that our philoso-
phy/theology of work is strongest
when it is rooted in the Biblical
themes of Creation and Redemp-
tion as well as in the realism of the
Fall (which was Ellul's main
thrust). While 1 agree with Ellul
that work and vocation are often
two different experiences for peo-
ple, I would still urge us to do
everything we can to reintegrate
our work (paid or unpaid) into a
profound sense of vecation.(in the
sense that it is a response to a call-
ing from God and the peopie} and
of profession (in the sense that it is
undertaken with a declaration io
God and the people that we are
committed to service, quality, com-
munity, accountability, and high
ethical standards). Nonetheless, it
is Ellul’s realism that cautions
against the degeneration of my
ideals into blind idealism.

* * *

Interview

David Gill: Let me ask a question
about the application of your ethics
to work and calling. A friend of
mine who is a professor of English
literature at the University of Cali-
fornia has discovered your books
recently. He wonders how, specifi-
cally, your being a Christian has
made a difference in your being a
professor at Bordeaux. I have had
difficulty in responding to him be-
cause you have said that your work
has been that of professor but your
calling has been the activity with
troubled young people at the Pre-
vention Club. Yet both he and I
read your other statements about
the Christian life being one life. So
what does it mean to be a Christian
professor or a Christian lawyer or a
Christian nurse?

Jacques Ellul: No matter where we
are placed, there is not any one an-
swer. 1 would like to respond on
two different levels. My friend Jean
Bosc and I started the Associations
of Protestant Professionals. We dis-
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cussed professional problems, con-
cretely, just as they are in life. The
theologians would simply describe
what the Bible says, without
spelling out what the professional
should do. That way they were
challenged to figure out what to
do, what sort of solution to bring to
those problems. We had some very
different experiences. It was easier
for doctors and nurses than for
business people. The groups that
never went along very well were
those composed of bankers and in-
surance agents.

The other level on which I would
respond has to do with my experi-
ence as a professor. When I became
a professor, 1 discovered very
quickly that the meaning of my
work lay not in the science of trans-
mitting information but in my rela-
tionship to my students. As in the
case with my Bible studies, my uni-
versity students inspired me to un-
dertake research on various ques-
tions. I did not do research for the
sake of research but because a
group of students was interested in
a partieular question.

It is important for me that my
students know that I am a Chris-
tian. [ have very often lived the ex-
perience described by Peter: “Be
ready always to give a reason,” I
believe that students should al-
ways feel free to speak up and ask
questions. When, for example, I
taught classes on the thought of
Marx and his successors, I didn't
try to teach that Marx was wrong.
Marx said some admirable things
and [ told my students that this
was s0. It was amusing to me, then,
that students would often ask me
“How can you teach this when you
are a Christian?” Thus, I would be
given an opportunity to respond. I
also felt that it was important to be
available to my students. I had a
close pastoral relationship with
many of them.

Gill: Isn’t this really just the peda-
gogy of Jesus? Treating students as
human beings?

Ellul: For me that was very impor-
tant, especially in times of hardship
and crisis in the university such as
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the 1968 student revolis.

Gill: Jesus frequently taught by the
method of raising questions.

Ellul: Yes, and this is often done in
seminaries. But when you have
1,000 students in an auditorium at
the university it is more difficult.

Gill: Let me come back again to the
matter of a radical distinction be-
tween work and calling. Isn’t there
a sense in which everything has a
work aspect to it-—for example,
even your work with the Preven-
tion Club? And can’t everything
become a kind of calling if you re-
ceive it as such and treat it as a call-
ing from God? If you can’t see your
activity or work as some sort of
calling, should you get out if it, if
possible?

Ellul: I think that such a distinction
can apply in this sense. I think also
of a young educator who worked
with the delinquents of the Preven-
tion Club. He said that when he
worked for eight hours during the
day he often did it for the pay. But
when he continued on after hours
because he loved them and they
needed him, then he became free
and his activities became a calling,.
It is not always exactly like this, but
many people engaged in difficult
work have this kind of experience.

Gill: If I have a nuclear engineer
study with me, I would emphasize
to that student the importance of
being questioned by God and that
if he cannot offer his nuclear engi-
neering as service to the kingdom
of God he should consider chang-
ing jobs. Or she should, if it's a
woman. Of course that raises many
problems, such as our considerable
ability to rationalize and justify
ousselves.

Ellul: Whether one’s work can be
to the glory of God or not is an im-
portant question.

Gill: A worker may have no com-
munity to support him or her in
such an examination and in a
change of profession—and that

might create great difficulties for a
family dependent on this person’s
salary. I agree with the point you
have often made that it is irrespon-
sible to advise someone to make a
change when you personally are
not burdened with the conse-
quences—or are unwilling and un-
able to share in the implications of
the change.

Ellul: Surely. And this all presup-
poses that one is able to put, in
common with others, one’s life ex-
periences before God.

Gill: Are you still convinced that a
Biblical view of work must begin
with the doctrine of the Fall rather
than with the creation?

Ellul: It is a very classical idea that
work existed in the creation, but it
was work in a very different sense
there. That is, the work in Genesis 1
and 2 was nonutilitarian. All the
trees gave their fruit spontane-
ously, and although Adam was
commissioned to watch over the
garden there were not any enemies
there. Thus it was a good work, a
job, but one that was not in the do-
main of necessity. That is the great
difference for me.

Gill: But the toill, sweat, and resis-
tance that came with the Fall did
not eliminate the importance of the
fact that we are made in the image
of God—a God who worked for six
days and then rested. God’s work
was creative and very good. Can't
we say then, as much as possible,
that our work ought to be creative,
for life, resulting in products that
are very good?

Ellul: Yes, but I don’t think you can
say that for God the creation was a
job or work. The Greeks and Baby-
lonians always considered creation
an effort. But the Bible says that it
was the word of creation rather
than a work. It was something
more simple. [ agree with you that
God's act was creative and that
what responds in us is word and
work. There is a work command,
but Adam and Eve were then in the
presence of God rather than having



merely a work or vocation. The
idea of work and vocation is al-
ways confusing, but I believe that
vocation or calling is always, and
only, service to God.

Gill: T think you are right to warn
about the idolization and sacraliza-
tion of work. Certainly it is a lux-
ury available only to the few to be
able to choose their work freely. At
the same time, though, shouldn't
we encourage people to bring their
work as much as possible into
closer conformity with their calling
from God? Sometimes your writ-
ings have seemed to dismiss the
possibility of service to God.

Ellul; I would not have worked so
much myself if I had not been con-
vinced that work does respond to a
certain will of God and not only to
a necessity of the world! The diffi-
culty comes, as you have rightly
said, in that it is necessary to appre-
ciate a job in the measure to which
it is creative and liberating. I agree
with the Reformed tradition in re-
fusing to make a simple distinction
between work that is good and
work that is not good. I have a new
group forming in Paris, composed
of bankers and stockbrokers. They
are Christians. Can I tell them that
a Christian should not be a stock-
broker? It is very difficult to do.

Gill: When Peter visited Cornelius
he directed his attention to Jesus
Christ and left him as a Roman cen-
turion. He could do that with confi-
dence because he brought him to
the Lord. It wasn’t long, though,
before, most of the Christian Cor-
neliuses in the pre-Constantinian
church left their commissions, con-
vinced that this kind of work was
not in accord with the Lordship of
Jesus Christ. It seems that it is
enough to help Christians to bring
together their recognition of Jesus
as Savior with Jesus as Lord of the
whole life, and then be patient
about what happens as bankers
and stockbrokers begin to allow
God to question and guide them.

Ellul: Yes, 1 totally agree. But the
problem remains that various tech-

I would not have worked so much
myself if I had not been convinced
that work does respond to a certain
will of God and not only to a necessity

of the world.

niques are used in different jobs
and it is very difficult to judge ac-
curately and fairly whether the
work is to the glory of God,
whether it is creative and liberat-
ing or not. It is very, very difficult.

Gill: I think a further requirement
today is to gather examples of al-
ternatives. Often people don't
change because they lack creativ-
ity. We need to gather alternative
ideas to stimulate creativity on
how things might be done diifer-
ently. For example. E. F. Schu-
macher’s book, Small Is Beautiful,
has some marvelous examples of
alternatives ways of running a
business.

Ellul: Yes, I'm very much in
agreement on the need to invent
alternatives. That is one of the
most positive things we can do
now, [ have never met Schu-
macher but I am quite familiar
with his writings. A good deal of
his effectiveness comes from the
fact that he is an economist writ-
ing about his own field and expe-
rience. It is lay Christians who
should be challenged to work
through these questions and come
up with alternatives.

Gill: As far as lawyers are con-
cerned, your approach implies
that groups of Christians in law
gather together for a realistic anal-
ysis of their profession and prac-
tice, then engage in a thorough
study of Biblical notions of justice
and law, and finally begin to pray
and discuss together what all of
this means for their law practices.

Ellul: Exactly. The first point is
very important, expecially for
lawyers since they are tempted by
idealism. Tt is well and good to
serve the law but they must un-

derstand the reality of what is hap-
pening.

Just last month there was a tragic
example of that. A young man
struck his daughter who then fell
on the sidewalk and became crip-
pled and blind as a result of a spi-
nal injury. The prosecuting attor-
ney was a Christian. 1 know all
three of them well. The father had a
bit of a temper, but was a very
good fellow, sensitive, and devas-
tated by this accident. But the press
portrayed him as an unworthy
scandalous father. The prosecutor
was appalling and the defending
lawyer had no concrete defense.
The young man was sentenced to
17 years in prison and hanged him-
self the next day. I told the fawyers
afterward, “You did not truly judge
the person in this matter.” The real-
ity of the situation and the respon-
sibility of the legal profession: both
are very important to stress.

Gill: In America, it seems that most
lawyers, including Christians, are
simply manipulating the technical
requirements of the legal code.

Ellul; That is true in France as well.

Gill: The good news in America is
that the Christian Legal Society has
launched justice centers to explore
such questions, and they have be-
gun a conciliation service to help
people resolve disputes outside the
court system.

Ellul: We have thought about try-
ing something like that in France,
but people are just too busy. It
takes time to counsel and to recon-
cile situations. Before I became a
professor I worked some as an arbi-
trator in business affairs, and that
kind of mediation still occurs in
general business circles. But we
(Continued on page 28}
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Ellnl continued
have not established a specifically

Christian organization for it either
for business or law.

Gill: T would like to hear more
about your experiences with the
Associations of Protestant Profes-
sionals. How long did they last?
What exactly did they do?

ElJul: Most of the associations
lasted six years, from 1947 to 1953.
Problems were submitted by the
partipants. We tried to get them to
reflect on practical problems. There
were congresses, study courses,
and consultations. A businessman,
for example, might submit a busi-
ness venture for study and discus-
sion by the group. Two groups,
doctors and teachers, continue on
to the present day, but the others
ended,

Gill: We have not yet discussed the
blue-collar laboring classes. Can we
hope that theologically and ethi-
cally better-trained professionals
might go back to their churches
and teach a Christian view of work
and discipleship to the workers
who worship with them?

Ellul: Yes, I think that is very right.
For workers, Christianity has ap-
peared at other times to be either a
mneans to get them to accept their
condition or a means of criticizing
society. 1 believe that the latter is
very important and that some new
associations of workers might be
created, since American labor un-
ions are not at all in the business of
transforming society. I think it is
important to have Christian associ-
ations that ponder and reflect on
changes in society.

Gill: My impression is that there
may be many more working-class
Christians in the United States than
in Europe, for example, in the Pen-
tecostal churches,

Elul: Yes, but there are many
workers in the Catholic church in
France. They have two labor un-
ions. One of these is totally con-
formist. But the other (the CFDT,

Confederation Francaise Democra-
tique de Travail) is anxious to con-
front the real problems of our soci-
ety. While they have dropped the
name Christian from their title, all
the directors and the majority of
members are Christian and they

‘are concerned about the real prob-

lems.

In France, the problem is that the
workers are alienated, though not
in the usual sense and not because
of lack of money. It is because they
realize more and more that their
life has no meaning, The well-paid
workers | know are asking, “What
is the meaning of life?” &

~—Lavid W. Gill is professor of applied eth-
ics, North Park College, Chicago. He is the
author of The Word of God in the Ethics
of Jacques Eilul (Scarecrow Press, 1984)
and of many articles and reviews of Ellul’s
work. Those interested in remaining posted
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issues he addressed may contact The Ellul
Forum, Department of Religious Studies,
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33620. The interview was edited from o

conversation that took place in 1982 and
twas transiated by Lucia L. Gill.



