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Chapter Four

Putting God into the City:
Protestants in France

Sébastien Fath

In contemporary French history, Protestants have constantly been opposed to the
idea of a Christian state. Part of the reason for this is rooted in their theology,
but their position has been mainly due to their specific history. Their Huguenot
past has always reminded them of the danger of an alliance between the Catholic
majority and the state. This alliance meant for them discrimination and even
persecution, while the Republic and a secular state meant religious freedom

Unlike in the United States, Protestants are a tiny Christian minority in F rance.'

They represent today around 2.2 percent of the total French population (62 mil-
lion). Confronted with the Catholic giant and its rich past of political and socie-
tal power, it is no wonder French Protestants have been used to thinking that the
further the state is from religions, the better off it is. This idea was widely ac-
cepted around 1905. Although not unanimously, the vast majority of French
Protestants welcomed the separation between state and church and the principle
that guided it, defined by the French as laicity (/aicité).” The French are quite
proud of this concept (wrongly translated as secularism) and like to think of it as
their property (however other countries also practice it). Laicité means that the
state holds a neutral position in religious matters and offers no support to any
religion in particular. This also means that all religions are equal before the law.
Freedom of conscience and religion must be total with respect to the rights of
individuals. According to specialists such as Jean Baubérot and Claude Nicolet,
it attempts to reconcile “freedom of conscience” (everyone has the right to be-
lieve what he or she chooses) and “freedom of thought.” What does this “free-
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dom of thought” mean exactly? It means that the state, through its public
schools, intends to foster emancipation by giving each citizen the opportunity to
learn to think freely without being locked into the ideas of his or her native so-
cial group. The public school system must allow each individual to be con-
fronted with different systems of thought, different cultural references so that he
or she can make choices more freely.

In some ways this “freedom of thought” scares the American public because
it seems to give the state too much importance. But it must be understood within
a specific historical context. The emphasis on “freedom of thought” can be ex-
plained by the fact that France, unlike the United States, was submitted for a
very long time to the religious and cultural monopoly of the Catholic Church,
the bulwark of the monarchy. When the Republic settled into place durably, it
had to fight this Catholic monopoly and educate the population to pluralism and
a new democratic culture. Thus, the state chose to take on the role of an emanci-
pator. It is not surprising then if French Protestants, like the Jews, largely agreed
with this from the beginning, because it gave them complete equality with
Catholic citizens.

How has this attitude evolved in the course of the last century? From 1905
to 2005, three different emphases and contexts can be distinguished: (1) The
initial acceptance of an almost complete separation between churches and the
state could be typified as a global refusal of the “city of God.” (2) A century
later, this framework is still present. However, another emphasis emerged in the
late twentieth century, the refusal of a “city without God.” (3) Finally, the atti-
tude of many French Protestants today would be the will to put “God in the

city.”

French Protestants in 1905: A Big
“No” to the City of God

Many French Protestants did not particularly applaud the 1905 law of separation
between churches and state. The majority of them were “far from enthusiastic.”

However, all of them accepted it, sometimes with gratitude, sometimes with a
few concerns. The Lutherans were the most cautious.

The Lutheran Response to 1905: A Cautious Acceptance

With the Reformed church, the Lutherans benefited from the system pre-
vailing before 1905. This system, set up in 1802, felt comfortable to many
French Protestants. Throughout the nineteenth century, a controlled religious
market where the state played a pivotal role characterized the French religious
situation. Until 1905 the French state financed Catholicism, Lutheran and Re-
formed Protestantism, and Judaism to the exclusion of all other confessions. A
French historian has described this situation as the “concordatary game,” in
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which the state regulated the “controlled pluralism” of the recognized religious
confessions.” The term “concordatary” refers to the Concordat, a special law
drawn up in 1801 between the Vatican and the French state, which gave new
public privileges to the Catholic Church (priests received state salaries, for ex-
ample). Later an extension of this system was applied to the Reformed and Lu-
theran Protestants (1802) and to the Jews (1808); according to this system,
which points to a “first stage of laicization,” Protestantism was officially “rein-
tegrated” after over a century of persecution.’ Until 1905, Protestant ministers
were paid by the state (as were Jewish and Catholic priests) and their social role
was broadly recognized. At the beginning of the twentieth century, this system
was particularly appreciated by the Lutherans, who were considerably weaker
than the Reformed Protestants since the French defeat by Germany in 1871,
which led to the loss of the eastern provinces (traditional strongholds of French
Lutherans). This is why, like the majority of the Jews,” they did not push for a
law of separation. But unlike the Catholics who refused the consequences of the
1905 law, they abided by it.

The Calvinistic and Evangelical Response to 1905:
Overall Support

The Calvinistic and the evangelical responses to 1905 were more enthusias-
tic. The Reformed churches, proud of their Huguenot past, had more theological
reasons than the Lutherans for accepting a clear separation between churches
and the state. The influence of Alexandre Vinet (1797-1897) was essential. This
Swiss Reformed theologian led a majority of Reformed Protestants to favor a
moderate separation. The biggest impact of Vinet was in the evangelical wing of
the Reformed churches. At the Anduze Synod, from June 24 to July 4, 1902, this
branch of the Reformed churches gave unanimous support to the separation.
Vinet’s thought has played an essential role. Jean Baubérot describes him as the
“first francophone theologian of laicity [/aicité].”® Reflecting on the fact that the
church, the body of Christ, would no longer be supported by the state, Vinet
deeply influenced French Reformed Protestants and evangelical Protestants.
Among the latter, a small minority did not belong either to the Reformed
churches or to the Lutherans.’ They did not benefit from the Concordat, which
built a wall of separation between the “established” (concordatary religion) and
the “outsiders” (often described as “non-recognized” or “dissenters”).'® In the
same way as the “established” and the “outsiders™ studied by Norbert Elias and
John L. Scotson in the Winston Parva community, the concordatary Christians
and the non-concordatary, or unrecognized religious groups, rapidly became
distinct poles, affirming their distinctiveness on each side of a line of separation
born of the “concordatary game.”

It was among the non-concordatary and the non-recognized Protestants that
several new evangelical churches had appeared during the nineteenth century.
At the beginning of the century this tendency included a few Quakers,'' Mora-
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vians, and Anabaptists;'* after the Geneva Revival (1817-20), it was strength-
ened along with the whole of French Protestantism by reinstating personal con-
version and the inspiration of the Bible as central beliefs of what became evan-
gelical Christianity.”” The growth of international Protestant mission work also
encouraged the development of new churches such as Methodist and Baptist
churches in France during the first third of the nineteenth century.'* For these
Protestants, the Concordat provided no support. It provided inequality, and gave
arguments to the Catholic Church against new “unrecognized” Protestants.”” On
the contrary, a full separation between the state and the churches restored equal-
ity of status. This is why non-concordatary evangelicals were the most enthusi-
astic supporters of the law of separation. Religion was no longer state funded,
and the former distinction between “official religions™ and “dissident religions”
was no longer valid. For Reuben Saillens, the main leader of French Evangeli-
cals at that time, 1905 was “the best date in French History.”'

The Protestant Dream: A Neutral Republic Rather than a
Clerical City of God

Although French Protestants reacted to 1905 with some diversity, a com-
mon feature can be highlighted: almost all of them favored a neutral republic
rather than a clerical city of God. This was a major difference between them and
a large half of French Catholics who had a difficult time accepting the very idea
of a secular republic before 1914. Many Catholic leaders still had some nostal-
gia for an old-fashioned Catholic monarchy. The main reason why all French
Protestants were strong republicans was precisely the fear of a strong Catholic
comeback in French politics.'” While Catholics, encouraged by a defiant pope,
decided to refuse involvement in the first republican governments, Protestants
rushed to secure ministerial positions. There had been five Protestant ministers
out of nine in the first republican government following the departure of Mac
Mahon in 1879. Along with the Jews, they were resolute in fighting for the Re-
public against the ghost of an old-fashioned city of God where the crown and the
Catholic Church dictated from above what is right or what is wrong, what is
good religion and what is heresy.'® While the Holy See and the French govern-
ment broke diplomatic relations on July 30, 1904, the Protestant elite, on the
contrary, developed closer links with the political power of the time. No wonder
then if one of the major authors of the French law of separation was precisely a
Protestant, Louis Méjean, son and brother of Protestant ministers. Méjean be-
lieved that a wise separation would lead to a “spiritual reform,”'® and that Prot-
estants had nothing to fear in the process. Showing their republican spirit,
French Protestants also handed over all their confessional schools to the state
after the 1905 law, believing that the Republic’s education system could con-
tinue the educative and moral mission they had promoted.*

This common republican emphasis did not mean for the Protestants that the
state should ignore the social or moral role of the churches. The French historian
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Patrick Cabanel, who highlights the Protestant roots of a liberal separation that
is not supposed to annihilate religion’s social role, has particularly emphasized
this point. This is why they expressed deep concerns when Emile Combes sub-
mitted a first draft of the bill of separation that was perceived as anti-Christian.”"
The solution favored by the French Protestants might have been closer to a kind
of American civil religion than to a “laicity without God.” To them, the Re-
public’s neutrality was a good thing (even a blessing) as long as it did not be-
come hostility towards religion.

A Century Later: A Growing “No”
to a City without God

A century later, the love story between French Protestants and a secular republic
is still not over. The commemoration of the centennial anniversary of the 1905
law revealed a wide national consensus, including the Catholic Church and its
bishops. However, the global context has changed dramatically in the meantime.
In 2005, the threat of a clerical “city of God” has been dead for decades. The
war of the two Frances”—opposing a conservative, Catholic France and a pro-
gressive, republican France—is long forgotten. What French Protestants fear
now is no longer a city of God, but a city without God. Three factors explain this
new trend.

Christianity as a Foreign Culture

The first factor is the growing absence of Christianity in the French cultural
mainstream. After its inception during the French Revolution, the process of
dissociating politics and religion reached its climax in 1905, but since then, it
seems that a new process has taken place: the gradual eviction of Christianity
from French culture as a whole, highlighted by Daniéle Hervieu-Léger.”* Regu-
larly practicing Christians make up only around 10 percent of the population (a
little more than four times lower than in the United States), and the younger
generation is even less involved in religious practice.”> The dominant culture of
the individual has resulted in the cultural relativization of all religious norms and
the triumph of secular leisure over religious observance. In stressing the value of
personal appropriation of meaning, it dilutes the notion of any “revealed” truth.
Catholic France or Christian France is now defunct, replaced by the new “Pagan
France” described by a French bishop, Hippolyte Simon.*® Ordinary citizens
display a growing ignorance of Christian values or culture, leading even Régis
Debray, an icon of the French leftist intelligentsia, to plead for a course on relig-
ion in state schools.”” Between 1905 and 2005, Christianity has almost disap-
peared from the cultural mainstream. To Protestants as to other Christians, the
French city appears now as a “city without God.”
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Christianity under Attack

This perception is strengthened by another fact: Christianity has not only
become a foreign culture, it is also more and more visibly under attack.*® Con-
trary to the American situation, where Christianity, and particularly evangelical
Protestantism, seems sometimes to work like a quasi-de facto religious estab-
lishment, religion in general is often disqualified as antimodern. Terrorism from
Muslim states like Egypt is regularly linked uniquely to Islam (neglecting the
problems of corruption and poverty which also explain terrorism to a large ex-
tent). In the same way, Catholicism is often attacked in the public sphere as an
old-fashioned and dangerous antimodern superstition.”” While benefiting from a
good “modern” reputation in the media, Protestants are not entirely safe from
attack. The Iraq war in 2003 revealed a flourish of articles and publications de-
nouncing the “Bush sect.” A widely distributed weekly, Marianne, translated
George W. Bush’s policy in purely religious terms: “Bush’s sect attacks.”® An-
other left-wing weekly, Le Nouvel Observateur, devoted its main report to U.S.
evangelicals, “the sect [cult] that wants to conquer the world.”*' Slimane Zeghi-
dour portrays them as “crusaders of the Apocalypse.” In the weekly La Vie, Jean
Mercier described the White House as “taken hostage by a fundamentalist
sect.”™? Although one cannot deny that the “theo-conservatives” played a role
around President Bush, the French media had a clear tendency to overemphasize
the religious factor. While Christianity was also attacked by some secular repub-
licans in 1905, the majority of the population (including many moderate republi-
cans and large sections of the mainstream press) defended it, sometimes very
strongly. This is no longer the case and along with Catholics, French Protestants
have had to adapt to this new context.

Christianity Challenged and Deregulated

A century after 1905, a third new parameter is the deregulation of the reli-
gious marketplace. The 1905 religious landscape was quite simple. On one side,
there was republican ideology, supported by the two main religious minorities
(Jews and Protestants), on the other side, conservative ideology, supported by a
majority of Catholics. Today, while republican ideas have prevailed everywhere,
the religious landscape has both weakened and diversified. There are far more
than three religious players in contemporary France. Islam has now become the
second religion in France while Buddhism is growing steadily and benefits from
an extremely positive image in the media. Books devoted to esotericism, Eastern
spiritualities, and new religious movements flourish on the shelves of the main
Parisian bookshops. The “chain of memory” that is at the heart of inherited re-
ligion is challenged by new conversion discourses.” Since the 1980s, the main-
stream media has discovered that “sects” seem to be developing everywhere,
while all organized religions have been undergoing not only decline, but also
internal reshaping. Vertical authority and institutional discipline are more and
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more challenged (even in Catholicism), while personal charisma, conversion and
voluntary associations are promoted,’* creating many new movements. In Prot-
estant circles, this tendency nurtured the growth of the evangelical movement.
Still weak in 1945, with about fifty thousand believers, the evangelical constitu-
ency has vastly multiplied in size, so that there are today two hundred thousand
Pentecostals, forty thousand Baptists, not to mention charismatics,’> members of
Brethren Assemblies, independent evangelicals, Mennonites, Methodists, and
many others. In 2005, evangelical Protestants amounted to almost four hundred
thousand believers if we include all ethnic churches,’® and they have generated
an important internal recomposition of Protestantism.’” This process of fragmen-
tation, restructuring, and deregulation has created identity problems. On the one
hand, republican ideology is less vocal now, opening the way to other dis-
courses. On the other hand, more and more distinct communities express their
need to exist as specific identities. Marcel Gauchet has typified this trend as a
“Republic of identities” (République des identités),’® while political scientist
Philippe Portier emphasizes the republican will to articulate “differences with
democracy.™ In this new context, identities, including the Protestant identity,
have to compete if they want to exist in the public space.

French Protestants and Politics Today:
God in the City

In the political arena, French Protestants today have no intention of restoring a
so-called “city of God.” But they do not want either a “city without God.” What
they are fighting for in 2005 is different. As Christians, they are unwilling to be
reduced to the private sphere. They intend to witness “God in the city” in a plu-
ralistic context in which their distinct identity needs to be heard. This has been
very clearly stated by several Protestant leaders, including Jean-Arnold de
Clermont, president of the French Protestant Federation. In April 2004, he
wrote: “French Protestantism and laicity [/aicité] have long been like a ‘fish in
water,” but today, the fish lacks oxygen.” Explaining what he meant by that, he
denounced the “privatization of religion” in the name of laicity, insisting that the
public sphere needs religious voices.*’

Protestants More Vocal in Politics?

The first sign of this new Protestant boldness might be seen in a slightly
more direct involvement in politics. Protestants have always been engaged in
republican politics. In the 1980s and the 1990s, Protestants held several major
ministerial posts, including the post of prime minister (Michel Rocard, from
1988 to 1991, and Lionel Jospin, from 1997 to 2002). However, this political
involvement was not dictated by denominational interest. Jospin and Rocard did
not influence French politics as representatives of Protestant options, but as So-
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cialist leaders. One could argue that fifteen years before, a very famous political
statement from the Protestant Federation, the document FEglise et pouvoir
(1971), had a big impact. Heavily influenced by the Marxist mood of the mo-
ment, Eglise et pouvoir described capitalist society as “unacceptable.” However,
if this document had indeed some political impact, it was not presented as a po-
litical proposition, but in a prophetic mode. It was less a Protestant contribution
than a universal and transconfessional statement. Following this document,
which created an intense debate in Protestant ranks,”' the political involvement
of Protestants has remained cautious and careful. This kind of discreet involve-
ment in the political elite is still visible today. The traditional affinity of a major-
ity of Protestants with left-wing parties, which can be explained by the historic
link between left-wing parties and republican ideology, still works as well. A
survey conducted between 2003 and 2004 reveals that 42.5 percent of French
Protestants included in the panel said they preferred the Left, while only 30 per-
cent said they preferred right-wing parties.*

But along with these continuities, one cannot help but see that French Prot-
estants have recently engaged in new paths. First, the strong evangelical minor-
ity that emerged after 1945 seems to have disturbed the traditional discretion of
the Protestant voice in the public arena. The main example of this is the Comité
Protestant Evangélique pour la Dignité Humaine (CPDH [Evangelical Protestant
Committee for Human Dignity]),” a new network created in 1999. Linking
various evangelical networks, the intent of the CPDH is to promote a Bible-
based ethic and fundamental Judeo-Christian values, and to take a stand in the
media and vis-a-vis the administration on key social issues.** Although far less
influential than its U.S. evangelical counterparts, the CPDH works on a similar
basis: active lobbying in the public place. Another sign of change is the increas-
ing will of the French Protestant Federation and many Protestant representatives
to have regular access to the government, copying in this way the Catholics and
the Jews. The new “Reformation dinners,” bringing together the Protestant elite
and actors from the political arena is an example of this trend. The first one was
organized October 14, 2004, at the French Senate, and invited as a guest speaker
Régis Debray, former adviser to French President Frangois Mitterrand.”” During
his meeting with Jean-Pierre Raffarin, the French prime minister, one of the
main requests expressed by Jean-Arnold de Clermont, president of the French
Protestant Federation, was an annual meeting with the government.® It seems
that the Reformation dinner may have provided a springboard for this: several
major political figures, including Finance Minister Thierry Breton (the main
speaker) were present at the second Reformation dinner, held on October 13,
2005. Although French elites likes to present themselves as egalitarian and
against communautarisme (ethnic or religious factionalism), the reality of to-
day’s France is characterized by the growing role of religious communities per
se, each one competing for access to the republican state. Once again, the French
situation is still far from the American scene, but some converging trends are
obvious.
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A Vital New Front: The Media

Gaining access to state elites is only part of the new Protestant attitude to-
wards politics. Even if the media are not supposed to play a role in politics, they
obviously get involved in the game as a “fourth power.” Therefore, French Prot-
estants know that if they want fair treatment, even in local situations, they need
to be known by the media. In a context of severe decline of religious culture in
the younger generation, Protestants could easily be put on a par with cults, com-
promising the religious life of several communities, particularly in evangelical
circles and ethnic churches. They also face another risk: their “modern” image
of an individualistic Christianity open to reform and debate could tend to dis-
solve their specific religious identity. In this context of “Protestant precarious-
ness” in contemporary France,’ the Protestant Federation and the Reformed and
Lutheran churches have developed new media strategies in the last twenty years,
particularly through the Internet,”® but also through French television (through
religious services broadcast on Sunday mornings). But the most active Protes-
tants in this area have probably been French evangelical churches. As newcom-
ers, characterized by a strong emphasis on conversion and religious advertising,
they suffer from an image deficit. But they use many strategies to counter this
deficit. In addition to a huge investment in the internet,"’ they have developed
many media-friendly events (like their invitation to Billy Graham in 1986) em-
phasizing contact with political representatives where possible. For example,
Billy Graham had a personal interview with President Frangois Mitterrand in
1986, and generated comparisons with Pope John Paul 11, who visited France the
same year."’ Eighteen years later, Nicolas Sarkozy, interior minister in the Raf-
farin government, was invited to the general assembly of the French Evangelical
Federation.”'

The Fight for Institutional Weight

Last but not least, French Protestants tend today to invest in their most ne-
glected field: their own institutions. Traditionally, Protestants do not really like
institutions, and they certainly do not sanctify them. Opposed to the church
model defended by Catholic Rome, they favor voluntary societies in which cen-
tral institutions play a minimal role. This remains globally true in the contempo-
rary French Protestant scene. However, the refusal of a rigid institutional
“church” structure does not imply that religious socialization is narrowly situ-
ated in this or that association or autonomous community, as Nancy Ammer-
man, among others, has suggested.”> The number and effectiveness of supra-
local French Protestant networks is proof enough. Among them, two have been
gaining significant institutional weight.

The bigger and the most important one by far is the French Protestant Fed-
eration (FPF). Created in 1905 to defend Protestant interests in French society,
the FPF has gradually developed into a representative body of almost all French
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Protestant families including evangelicals. Pastor Jean-Arnold de Clermont,
current president of the FPF, is obviously convinced of this representative role
in the political arena. During the 2001 debate on the so-called anti-cult legisla-
tion passed by the French Parliament, he repeatedly gained the attention of the
main media through his criticisms and comments. In the name of the FPF, he
also expressed several concerns about the 1905 law and the need to adapt it to
the new context. When an African evangelical community in Paris seemed to be
discriminated against early in 2004, de Clermont and the FPF played a promi-
nent role in the public debate about religious freedom. In a confrontation with
Jean-Pierre Brard, a Communist mayor suspected of discrimination, the FPF
took him to court.”> The impact of the FPF’s actions such as these is heightened
to the extent that the federation’s weight is seen to be significant. In that respect,
the pursuit of the enlargement of the FPF can be seen, not only as a purely ecu-
menical affair between Protestants, but also as an effective way to gain more
influence in the public arena.™

Among French evangelical Protestants, the need for a more significant insti-
tutional weight can also be noticed, albeit to a lesser extent. The French section
of the Evangelical Alliance (AEF) plays a coordinating role. It was relaunched
in 1953 under the leadership of Pastor Jean-Paul Benoit. The creation of the
Fédération Evangélique de France (French Evangelical Federation [FEF]) on
March 22, 1969, also participated in the networking dynamic.™ Its starting posi-
tion was clearly fundamentalist, countercultural, and eager to build a rampart
against “bad” influences. However the federative logic (necessarily integrating a
certain amount of internal diversity) brought more flexibility to its official dis-
course. By evolving gradually toward more dialogue and more multilateral ori-
entation, the FEF has strengthened its ties with the French Evangelical Alliance.
Today these two main evangelical networks have defined a common “platform.”
This has led to the creation on January 7, 2002, of the Conseil National des
Evangéliques en France (National Council of French Evangelicals [a temporary
name)). It is too early to evaluate the public impact of this new structure, but
what is already clear is that in spite of their decentralized culture, French Protes-
tants have learned that in the more and more pluralistic and secular arena in
which they live, they need to regroup their forces if they want to be heard by
politicians and the media.

Conclusion

If the hard statistical data seems to suggest that “God is dead” in contemporary
Europe, the French case leads us to realize that after all, religions and politi-
cians alike still need to find a place for “God in the city.” The example of
French Protestant activism today, fuelled by a less rigid republican attitude to-
wards identities and by the growth of evangelical churches, seems to show that a
moderate interaction between a monotheistic God and the Republic is not purely
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an American thing. Along with Catholics and Jews (and to a certain extent Mus-
lims), French Protestants want to choose neither an aggressive Pat Robertson
way, nor a purely secular society reducing God to a private matter. Unabashed
by hard-line secularist opponents, they believe that a respectful Christian in-
volvement in the public place can strengthen the Republic instead of defeating
it, and bring social and political benefits for society as a whole.

Might their mﬂuence contribute to a movement going beyond the founding
myths of French /aicité,”” towards a kind of new French civil religion? Histori-
cally, American civil religion was created in order to deal with a very broad and
diverse religious landscape more or less infused by a democratic spirit.’® A ge-
neric God and shared beliefs had a vital function to unite the U.S. melting pot
and create an “imagined community.”’ On the contrary, the different way cho-
sen by French laicity (/aicité) can be explained by a situation of a relatively un-
diversified religious landscape, where the Catholic majority faced the republi-
cans. These conditions have changed dramatically today. In spite of the impact
of secularization, France’s religious landscape is far more diversified, including
a wide range of Protestant churches, denominations, and sects, while the war of
the two Frances is over. Even if many people in France might have a hard time
admitting it, these changes could create a social and religious situation closer to
what Americans experienced through their civil religion.
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