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Lecture Notes T-500

Paul Tillich

Charles W. Allen

With all his references to existentialism, ontology, and other terms from European philosophy, Paul Tillich often comes across as an obscure academic. On an extremely foggy day one British theologian is supposed to have remarked, “Tillich must be thinking with the windows open again.”

But Tillich was a passionate thinker, trying, in the tradition of Schleiermacher, to communicate to people who thought they had “outgrown” Christian faith. And while his sermons demanded careful attention from the listener, he did know a thing or two about preaching.

So I want us to begin by hearing an excerpt from what many regard as his most memorable sermon, based on Romans 5:20: “…but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more.”

Do we know what it means to be struck by grace? It does not mean that we suddenly believe that God exists, or that Jesus is the Savior, or that the Bible contains the truth … It would be better to refuse God and the Christ and the Bible than to accept Them without grace. For if we accept without grace, we do so in the state of separation, and can only succeed in deepening the separation. We cannot transform our lives, unless we allow them to be transformed by that stroke of grace. It happens; or it does not happen. And certainly it does not happen if we try to force it upon ourselves, just as it shall not happen so long as we think, in our self-complacency, that we have no need of it. Grace strikes us when we are in great pain and restlessness. It strikes us when we walk through the dark valley of a meaningless and empty life. It strikes us when we feel that our separation is deeper than usual, because we have violated another life, a life which we loved, or from which we were estranged. It strikes us when our disgust for our own being, our indifference, our weakness, our hostility, and our lack of direction and composure have become intolerable to us. It strikes us when, year after year, the longed-for perfection of life does not appear, when the old compulsions reign within us as they have for decades, when despair destroys all joy and courage. Sometimes at that moment a wave of light breaks into our darkness, and it is as though a voice were saying: “You are accepted. You are accepted, accepted by that which is greater than you, and the name of which you do not know. Do not ask for the name now; perhaps you will find it later. Do not try to do anything now; perhaps later you will do much. Do not seek for anything; do not perform anything; do not intend anything. Simply accept the fact that you are accepted.” If that happens to us, we experience grace. After such an experience we may not be better than before, and we may not believe more than before. But everything is transformed.

On the original manuscript of this sermon Tillich had hand-written: “For myself! 20 August 1946.”

Tillich and Existentialism

Tillich has often been called an existentialist theologian. “Existentialism” is a philosophical movement that became especially popular from the 1940s through the 1960s. It is not always easy to characterize.

Here’s one half-baked definition: Existentialism starts from the recognition that human existence is a puzzle to itself. Who or what we are is not simply given to us but depends at least in part on what we become. “Existence precedes essence.”

This is an exceedingly engaged form of philosophy, and Tillich’s portrayal of philosophy in today’s reading has a distinctively existentialist ring to it: “We philosophize because we are finite and we know we are finite. We are a mixture of being and nonbeing, and we are aware of it” (13).

Existential philosophy does make statements about reality, about what it is to be (hence the word “ontology”—Greek for the study of “being”) but it does so only as reality engages us most radically, most “existentially” (often a phrase that appears in that connection is “being-in-the-world”).

Like Barth, Tillich believed that any adequate “answer” to the human puzzle would be highly “dialectical,” or “tensive,” involving a mixture of affirmations and denials that cannot be resolved into a formally coherent system. They remain in tension with one another.

While we ultimately can’t make theoretical sense of ourselves, or of God-with-us, we can make practical, existential, sense—we can live the answers (and questions) better than we can talk about them in a classroom.

So it is no surprise that today’s reading is full of all kinds of dialectical, tensive statements, especially on the last page. Let’s look at some examples:

“The philosopher has not and has; the believer has and has not” (62).

“[God] is a person and the negation of himself as a person” (85).

“Faith comprises both itself and doubt of itself” (85).

“The Christ is Jesus and the negation of Jesus” (85).

“Biblical religion is the negation and the affirmation of ontology” (85).

And Tillich concludes that these are not just contradictory nonsense. We can make existential sense of them:

“To live serenely and courageously in these tensions and to discover finally their ultimate unity in the depths of our own souls and in the depth of the divine life is the task and dignity of human thought” (85).

Method of Correlation

The title, Biblical Religion and the Search for Ultimate Reality, is itself a brief statement of what Tillich calls the method of correlation, which starts from the message of one’s faith community and then tries to correlate the questions implied in [one’s current] situation with the answers implied in the message”
 

It may sound as if Tillich is saying that religion has all the answers, while the cultural situation has only questions, but that is not what he means.

He wants to respect the integrity of both religious communities and their cultural settings. And he proposes correlation as “a method in which message and situation are related to each other in such a way that neither of them is obliterated.”

Maybe another, less abstract way to put this is to say that in any culture there are at least two kinds of people. One kind, the “believer,” is most at home making affirmations. Another other kind, the “philosopher,” is most at home raising questions. 

But the two have more in common than they may realize when they turn to matters of “ultimate concern.” 

As it turns out, there are questions “hidden” in every “ultimate” answer, and there are answers “hidden” in every “ultimate” question: “The philosopher has not and has; the believer has and has not” (62).

So “believers” and “philosophers” need each other, because one sees things that the other does not. 

Tillich might have been better served if he had spoken of “conversation” instead of “correlation.” And it involves all kinds of people, not just two kinds, who combine questions and answers in all kinds of ways.

God, Ultimate Concern, & “Being Itself”

Tillich believed that all of us are more aware of God than we sometimes know, even when we think we’ve outgrown our inherited faith. So he kept trying to uncover ways in which supposedly secular people found themselves dealing with God. (Again: “The philosopher [i.e., the secular person] has not and has.”)

Here’s another example from a sermon:

The name of [the] infinite and inexhaustible depth and ground of our being is God. That depth is what the word God means. And if that word has not much meaning for you, translate it, and speak of the depths of your life, of the source of your being, of your ultimate concern, of what you take seriously without any reservation. Perhaps, in order to do so, you must forget everything traditional that you have learned about God, perhaps even that word itself. For if you know that God means depth, you know much about Him. You cannot then call yourself an atheist or unbeliever. For you cannot think or say: Life has no depth! Life itself is shallow. Being itself is surface only. If you could say this in complete seriousness, you would be an atheist; but otherwise you are not. He who knows about depth knows about God.

Here we have a whole cluster of terms Tillich likes to use when speaking of God: Depth, ground of being, ultimate concern, Being Itself.

When the word “ultimate concern” crops up, Tillich has often been accused of making God too subjective, too relative. 

And it can sound that way: God, Tillich says, “is the name for that which concerns [us] ultimately … whatever concerns [us] ultimately becomes a god for [us].”

Part of what Tillich wants to say here is that we are not talking about God if we try to stay detached. Ultimate concern is crucial to genuine god-talk.

But Tillich is not saying that having an ultimate concern is all we need. Whatever concerns us ultimately may be a god for us, but it may be a false god, an idol.

In fact, Tillich says, most of our problems stem from being ultimately concerned about something that is not truly the ultimate reality: our nation, our family, our church, the human species. 

If we are ultimately concerned about these they become gods for us. But they are not God. They are idols. And they will disappoint us, or lead us into atrocious behavior, if we don’t wake up and recognize them for what they are.

Instead, Tillich says, “only that which is the ground of our being and meaning should concern us ultimately” (51).

Now phrases like “ground of being,” and “depth” raise other suspicions. Traditionally when people have spoken of the transcendence of God, they like to speak of God as “up there.” So some people find it disconcerting when Tillich seems to speak of God as “down there.”

I hope you realize, however, that transcendence does not literally refer to spatial directions, whether up, down, sideways, or even beyond. These spatial terms are metaphors, or analogies, or symbols (Tillichs word) for the truly ultimate, the truly absolute. I suspect they are indispensable symbols, but they are still symbols.

God is, in a sense, both beyond us and within us (transcendent and immanent), but that doesn’t mean we can find God by looking in telescopes or cutting ourselves open.

In any case, for Tillich God is definitely transcendent, in fact, so transcendent that Tillich refuses to say that God is a being. God is being-itself.

As being-itself, “God transcends every being and also the totality of beings—the world. …Being itself infinitely transcends every finite being.”

“On the other hand, everything finite participates in being-itself and in its infinity.”
 So being-itself is not only infinitely transcendent but utterly immanent.

Tillich always insisted that God is. But he refused to say that God exists. In fact, he insisted, “it is as atheistic to affirm the existence of God as it is to deny it.”

Sound puzzling? Tillich uses the word “existence” in a specialized way. It applies only to finite beings. So God is definitely real, ultimately real. And God is. But God does not exist.

That’s how Tillich puts it. You don’t have to put it that way, and I suggest you don’t, unless you’re going for the shock value. It’s too misleading otherwise.

I hope it’s clear from the reading that, while being-itself transcends personhood, Tillich does not mean to say that God is impersonal.

While “[God] is a person and the negation of himself as a person” (85), Tillich also insists that “Being includes personal being; it does not deny it. The ground of being is the ground of personal being, not its negation” (83).

I’m not sure those statements are consistent, but when things get so dialectical it’s hard to tell what’s consistent and what’s not. One thing is clear: God is not less than personal.

Jesus as the Christ
Tillich believed that everything we say about God is symbolic, except when we say that God is being-itself—that’s literal, or as close to literal as we can get.

What Tillich means by a symbol, however, is far stronger than what you may think. 

For Tillich symbols 1) point beyond themselves to something else, 2) participate in the reality to which they point, 3) open up levels of reality which are otherwise closed to us, and 4) unlock dimensions and elements of our soul which correspond to the dimensions and elements of reality.

Because being-itself both transcends yet pervades finite beings, its reality can be mediated to us by finite realities. When finite realities do this, they function as symbols.

They actually make present what they represent, and that in a transformative way, because they participate in the reality to which they point. 

That’s actually a half-decent definition of a sacrament.

That is why Tillich says, “One should never say ‘only a symbol’, but one should say, ‘not less than a symbol’.”

In the right context, anything finite might function as a symbol for God, but some finite realities work better than others. So we have to distinguish between relatively adequate and relatively inadequate symbols.

Tillich holds that symbols are adequate to the extent that they mediate the presence of ultimate reality without themselves being mistaken for that reality.

Adequate symbols are genuinely revelatory and among those revelatory symbols are those which Tillich calls “final revelation.”

As final, such a revelation functions as the criterion by which all others are weighed.

With his usual paradoxical flair, Tillich explains that “a revelation is final if it has the power of negating itself without losing itself.”
 Notice at least two sides here: final revelation negates itself, but in doing so it does not lose itself.

With that definition in mind, Tillich defends the traditional Christian claim that Jesus Christ is the final revelation.

Jesus the Christ is the final revelation of God because only he possesses uninterrupted unity with the ground of his being (God), so that he can constantly surrender himself without losing himself.

Jesus is the Christ because he resists the temptation to claim ultimacy for his finite being in order to reveal the infinite Being-Itself which is present in him.

Again: “The Christ is Jesus and the negation of Jesus” (85).

Because the church experiences the New Being in Jesus’ overcoming of estrangement and sin, it can be assured that he really did accomplish this, just as the “biblical picture” testi​fies.  

This is an important claim that often gets overlooked by critics: Tillich is saying that by faith we do know something about Jesus. In fact we know Jesus himself as the bearer of the New Being.

But Tillich was careful to insist that faith can’t assure us of any other details about Jesus, not even whether the Gospels got his name right. 

Tillich didn’t seriously doubt that his name was Jesus, but he thought that faith did not depend on whether that historical detail was correct or not. Questions like that should be left to the tentative conjectures of historians.

Now for some reason, there are popular stories about Tillich that portray him as saying that only the picture of symbol of Jesus matters, that there didn’t have to be any real person behind the picture. So please jot this down and underline it several times: THAT IS NOT WHAT HE SAID.

And please don’t use that stupid sermon illustration about the minister who compared eating an apple to knowing Jesus and then implied that he knew Jesus and Tillich didn’t. 

All that illustration shows is that the minister who said that didn’t have a clue about Tillich’s point, and if you use it in a sermon it will show the same thing about you.

That’s why, for the first time in his life, Clark Williamson got up and walked out of a chapel service when that story was told about one of his dearest friends, and that’s why I left as soon as the sermon was over.

Let’s admit, Tillich was a person with with flaws not just in his intellectual life but in his personal life. But remember: so was Karl Barth; so was Martin Luther King; so is Jesse Jackson. 

That does not negate the value of the visions to which each of these people dedicated their lives. Taking cheap shots at any of them in the pulpit is simply irresponsible.

Final Revelation & Other Traditions

It was only in the last years of his life that Tillich began to consider that this same criterion for final revelation might apply to other traditions. He suggested, somewhat predictably, that any religion is true to the extent that it negates itself as a religion.
Tillich spent eight weeks in Japan in 1960 and engaged in dialogue with Buddhist scholars. After returning he wrote:

I cannot formulate what [the encounter] has meant … But I know that something has happened: no Western provincialism of which I am aware will be tolerated by me from now on in my thought and work … One cannot divide the religions of [humankind] into one true and many false religions. Rather, one must subject all religions, including Christianity, to the ultimate criterion of a love which unconditionally affirms, judges and receives the other person.
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