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In Memoriam: Robert P. Scharlemann 
 
[Editor’s* Note:* The* theological* world,* especially* the*
world*of*Tillich*scholarship,*lost*one*of*its*great*luminar<
ies*in*2013.*Bob*Scharlemann*was*an*extraordinary*gift*to*
all* of* us* in* Tillich* studies.* Two*of* his* students,*who* are*
themselves*distinguished*scholars*in*Tillich,*have*written*
brief*tributes*in*his*memory.*The*editor*is*grateful*for*the*
following*contributions.]*
 

obert P. Scharlemann, Emeritus Commonwealth 
Professor of Religious Studies at the University 

of Virginia, died July 10th  in Charlottesville, Vir-
ginia. One of the early founders of the North Ameri-
can Paul Tillich Society in 1974, Scharlemann 
served as Vice-President (1977), President (1978), 
and Secretary-Treasurer and Editor of the Newslet-
ters (1979-1982, 1988-1997). As the NAPTS infor-
mal liaison, he regularly attended the conferences of 
the Deutsche Paul Tillich Gesellschaft, the Tillich 
Symposia in Frankfurt sponsored by Prof. Dr. Gert 
Hummel, and the colloquia of the Association Paul 
Tillich d’Expression française. His two major books 
on Tillich are: Reflection and Doubt in the Thought 
of Paul Tillich (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1969) and Religion and Reflection: Essays in Paul 
Tillich’s Theology (Münster: LIT Verlag, 2005). 

Outside of his enduring scholarship on Tillich, 
Scharlemann explored theological reasoning and 
truth, especially in The Being of God: Theology and 
the Experience of Truth (New York: Seabury, 1981) 
and in The Reason of Following: Christology and 
the Ecstatic I (Chicago and London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1991). He published several other 
monographs and edited volumes in philosophical 
theology with the University Press of Virginia. He 
also served as Editor of the Journal of the American 
Academy of Religion in the early 1980s.  

After earning both a B.A. and a B.D. from Con-
cordia College, Scharlemann received a Fulbright 
Scholarship that enabled him to go to the University 
of Heidelberg. There he received his doctorate in 
philosophical theology, with his dissertation pub-
lished as Thomas Aquinas and John Gerhard (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1964). He served as 
Professor of Religion at the School of Religion at the 
University of Iowa (1963-1981) and then was ap-
pointed Commonwealth Professor of Religious Stud-
ies at the University of Virginia.  

As a professor, Dr. Scharlemann empowered his 
students to become their own thinkers and scholars. 
His seminars focused on furthering his students’ re-

search, rather than his own projects. His quiet man-
ner yet penetrating questions created an atmosphere 
of shared investigation and deepening students’ 
analyses.  

Outside of his academic work, Scharlemann 
preached regularly in various Lutheran churches and 
played the piano for his own enjoyment.  

He was a significant contributor to the scholar-
ship, finances, and social spirit of the NAPTS. We 
have missed him during these past few years of ill-
ness but we are grateful for his many gifts to Tillich 
scholars over many decades, both in North America 
and in Europe.   

Mary Ann Stenger 
University of Louisville 

 
Remembering Mr. Scharlemann 

 
 have always believed that God works in mysteri-
ous ways. That’s probably why I never thought 

about what a miracle it was that Robert Scharlemann 
came to the University of Virginia a mere two years 
after I arrived to do my graduate study. I had come 
to the University of Virginia to live in the mountains 
and to study Paul Tillich, and though the former was 
going well, the latter was not. To really study Til-
lich, one needed a Robert P. Scharlemann. Luckily 
for me, he arrived. I didn’t know him well, but I do 
remember certain specific things about him that, 
when taken as a whole, made him an unforgettable 
and exceptional professor. Below are a few of my 
favorite memories. 

As a teacher: He was traditional, and always 
dressed up. For class, he always wore a sweater vest 
under his blazer. His punctuality rivaled Kant’s.  

As a lecturer: He was, not surprisingly, brilliant. 
His lectures were a work of art. The courses he 
taught were like giant jigsaw puzzles that, when first 
dumped from the box, seemed impossible to put to-
gether. However, by the end of a semester, the pic-
ture—be it 19th century theology or Tillich’s System-
atic Theology—was complete, with the pieces fitting 
together in a seamless whole. 

As a mentor: He was honest. He never gave 
praise when it wasn’t due. He was a man of very few 
words, but what he said was inspirational. Before he 
took me on as an advisee, I asked him if he consid-
ered himself to be a ‘Tillichian’. His answer: “Yes, 
in the sense that Tillich tells us to think for our-
selves.” When it came time to write my dissertation, 
I asked him to help me choose a topic that hadn’t 
been done. He said, “The topic doesn’t matter. Just 

R 

I 
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do it better than anyone else.” And, finally, when he 
called to tell me he was ready for me to defend, he 
said simply, “This will do.” 

As a scholar: He was incomparable. He lived his 
intellectual life on a totally different plane, and 
though he knew it, he was not arrogant about it. In 
fact, he was one of the least arrogant people I have 
ever known. Once, trying to make conversation, I 
mentioned that a friend at Duke Divinity School had 
a class in which they were to read The Being of God. 
He looked at me and nodded and said, in his clipped 
voice, “Alright.” Later, my friend called to say that 
the assignment had been modified: now, instead of 
reading the book, the semester’s goal was to outline 
one chapter. When I told him that, he smiled and 
said, “That’s about right.”   

As a person: He was quite possibly the most 
authentic person I have ever met. He did things his 
way, and he was not influenced by the opinion of 
society. For example, he was not chatty. He rarely 
started conversations, but he seemed happy to con-
verse when engaged. He never talked about himself. 
This being said, his students didn’t know much 
about him. To us, he seemed a bit of an enigma. 
Imagine our surprise to learn that he drove a sports 
car! And that it sported the license plate DASEIN 1. 
(We always wanted to ask him if he knew who had 
taken DASEIN, but we didn’t.) Another surprise: his 
favorite place to hang out was the Dunkin Donuts on 
Emmett Street in Charlottesville. It was there that I 
saw him for the last time, about eight years ago. It 
was mid morning. He had retired from teaching at 
UVA, and was reading the newspaper. He was 

dressed, as always, in a blazer, sweater vest and tie. 
He seemed genuinely happy to see me. We talked 
like old friends, mainly about our shared love of the 
TV series, Frasier. I told him then how much I had 
enjoyed, and benefited from reading, The Reason of 
Following. As I was leaving, I got up the courage to 
thank him for everything. I also told him that I 
thought we had strikingly similar intellectual inter-
ests, but that he was just operating on a much higher 
plane. He tilted his head and thought for a moment, 
then smiled and said, “I think that’s right.” I wasn’t 
hurt; he didn’t say it to be mean. For him, it was just 
a statement of fact. And it was true. 

His legacy? Mr. Scharlemann wrote an essay 
about Paul Tillich with the very apt title, After Til-
lich, What? Members of this society have taken that 
title as our task. But I have often thought, since 
learning of his death, of how necessary it is for us to 
pose the question After Scharlemann, What else? 
Like Tillich, his thought was (light) years before its 
time, and it will take years to unlock it and make it 
more accessible. He has left us with a rich and vast 
legacy, and we owe it to him to preserve it.  

It would be comforting, but speculative, to think 
that Scharlemann is now at a conference table in 
heaven with Tillich, Barth, Niebuhr, and others. But 
he is, in fact, with them in stature, and will be re-
membered as one of the greatest philosophical theo-
logians of the 20th century.  

Annette Neblett Evans 
Lynchburg College 

 

 
New Publications 

 
Gounelle, André. Paul Tillich. Une foi réfléchie. 

Collection Figures Protestantes. Lyons: Editions 
Olivétan, 2013. 

 
Brant, Jonathan. Paul Tillich and the Possibility of 

Revelation through Film, Oxford University 
Press, 2012. This study explores the possibility 
that even films lacking religious subject matter 
might have a religious impact upon their view-
ers. It begins with a reading of Paul Tillich’s 
theology of revelation through culture and con-
tinues with a qualitative re 

 

 
search project assessing the experiences of filmgoers 

in Latin America. 
 
From Erdmann Sturm: 
Paul Tillich, Frankfurter Vorlesungen (1930-1933): 

Philosophie der Religion (1930). Die Entwick-
lung der Philosophie von der Spätantike zur  
Renaissance (1930/31). Geschichte der Ethik 
(1931). Die Philosophie der deutschen Klassik 
(1932). Fragen der systematischen Philosophie 
(1932/33). Herausgegeben und mit einer his-
torischen Einleitung versehen von Erdmann 
Sturm. Berlin/ Boston: Verlag de Gruyter/ 
Evangelisches Verlagswerk GmbH, 2013. 

 
 

 
 



Bulletin of the North American Paul Tillich Society, vol. 39, no. 4, Fall 2013 
 

6 

Tillich’s Systematic Theology as an 
Educational Resource for a  

Comparative Critical Dialogue on  
Peace-Making 

 
Peter Slater 

 
he founders of the Center for the Study of 
World Religions at Harvard University wanted 

to encourage those who educate future international 
leaders and their teachers to enlist religion in the 
cause of world peace. In the aftermath of World War 
II and the Korean War, many liberal arts colleges 
and university faculties of Arts and Science were 
establishing departments of Religious Studies to ad-
dress the ignorance of most North Americans re-
garding traditions other than their own. Many Phi-
losophy departments shelving broader inquiries to 
concentrate on the “logic of language” had left a gap 
in Humanities programs for those studying alterna-
tive ideas concerning meaning and values in life. 
The turn to “religion” as an academic concentration 
was part of an attempt to fill this gap.  
 In this draft chapter of a book I hope to finish 
writing in 2013, I review salient features of the the-
ology of Paul Tillich with a view to developing a 
confessionally-based approach to comparative think-
ing that is relevant to implementing their mandate in 
the twenty-first century. As distinct from supposedly 
neutral descriptions of all religious positions, con-
fessional comparative approaches are explicitly 
theological and dialogical, based on the full re-
sources of particular denominational dealings with 
others. “Post-modern” comparative theologians, 
such as Francis X. Clooney S.J., the current Director 
of the Harvard Center, are experts trained in the his-
tory of traditions “other” than their own, who ask 
what their dialogical encounters suggest on specific 
topics.1 To supplement such historical, textual profi-
ciency with the disciplined insights of critically sys-
tematic theological thinking on issues raised, I draw 
on Tillich for a fuller sense of what systematic theo-
logical thinking involves, with particular reference 
to peacemaking.  
 Tillich and Barth were two of the most impor-
tant Protestant theologians of the twentieth century. 
Unlike Barth, Tillich bridged the gap between the 
universalizing perspective of the Center’s founders 
and the particularizing demands of contemporary 
academic research in confessional theology and re-
ligious studies. As noted elsewhere, he was at Har-
vard when the Center was established but kept his 

distance. Both the first Director of the Harvard Cen-
ter—my father Robert Slater at Columbia, and I at 
Harvard—attended Tillich’s public lectures and 
graduate seminars on theology.2 His conception of 
theology was more attuned to the neo-orthodoxy 
being embraced at the time by mainstream Protestant 
theological colleges in Europe and North America 
than our Anglican blend of patristic dogmatics and 
philosophy of religion. Regarding comparative the-
ology, his starting-point was different from the 
would-be scientific one, a century earlier, of Max 
Müller, the organizing editor of the Sacred Books of 
the East,3 and from the natural theology approach of 
many Catholic theologians and philosophers of re-
ligion.4 
 Paul Tillich, Robert Slater, and Wilfred Cant-
well Smith, the second Director, were all men of 
large vision. They knew directly the ravages of 
modern warfare and economic depression. Any an-
swers to global questions for them had to ring true to 
their generation’s experiences.5 They lived through 
the rise and fall of fighting “the war to end all wars” 
and the founding and failure of the League of Na-
tions. Theirs was the first theological generation to 
be confronted with the challenges of the nuclear age. 
The “cold war” during their Harvard years marked 
the beginning of the end of the modern era, when 
absolute appeals to national sovereignty had to be 
modified by the transnational impact of nuclear de-
terrents, proving once again that technological ad-
vances in weaponry and communications trigger 
greater revolutionary seriousness about peace-
making than might otherwise occur.6  
 In politics, Tillich became an early advocate of 
religious socialism.7 Whereas his father’s generation 
equated socialism with atheism, he considered it a 
necessary but not sufficient attempt to meet basic 
human needs that, if neglected, leave people vulner-
able to the promises of demagogues.8 Among survi-
vors of World War I, those in Europe who consid-
ered themselves in the Aryan vanguard of evolution 
or the first wave of “the proletarian revolution” were 
idolizing dictatorial leaders. Some used social Dar-
winism to justify a state policy of racial and class 
“cleansing.”9 Theistic apologists co-opted religion to 
support tyrants who projected their hostility onto 
enemy others.10 Overwhelming majorities in both 
Germany and Russia locked step with bureaucrats 
who enlisted ill-educated youths to become martyrs 
for the Fatherland or the Party.11 Tillich’s was the 
first generation to question seriously the modern as-

T 



Bulletin of the North American Paul Tillich Society, vol. 39, no. 4, Fall 2013 
 

7 

sumption that Christianity entails historic, irreversi-
ble progress towards global civilization.  
  
1. Doing Systematic Theology in a Secular World  
 
 Tillich came to prominence when world events 
forced theologians to think ecumenically beyond the 
confines of traditional congregations and privileged 
classrooms. As an army chaplain during World War 
I, he came to know working-class conscripts and 
understand why they dismissed the church as an in-
stitution of and for the bourgeois establishment. 
Many of their leaders were Marxists. Recovering 
from what we now call “post-traumatic stress disor-
der,” he returned to the Bohemian ethos of Berlin to 
find his bride pregnant by his best friend. Later, as a 
Dean of Arts in Frankfurt, he faced down Nazi stu-
dents demanding the dismissal of his Jewish col-
leagues. The student mob’s ignorance and disdain 
for others made him forever alert to the importance 
of general education in the Humanities. To Nazis, 
the enemy aliens were biblical theists, both Jews and 
Christians, who denied the absolute value of their 
sacred homeland and its Führer.12 By contrast, Til-
lich, Bonhoeffer, and other Prussians were secure 
about their German origins and Christian heritage.13 
To them the dangerous “others” were heresy-hunting 
crypto-pagans.14 Tillich’s challenge to himself in 
despair was to articulate reasons to affirm meaning-
ful ways of life, when traditional religious responses 
rang hollow.  
 Tillich’s abiding academic importance is that he 
appropriated for mainstream Protestant theology a 
post-Hegelian emphasis on existential dynamics in 
the history of religion and culture. He incorporated 
insights from Marx, Freud, and Nietzsche into main-
stream theology. His definition of religion, as “that 
which concerns me ultimately or unconditionally” 
(das mihr unbedingt angeht), has as its reference-
point a collective intuition of the ultimate source of 
life that can never be contained in any dogmatic 
definition, political platform or scientific formula.15 
What makes religion religious by this definition is 
its focus on basic priorities. Religious thinking is 
priority thinking. Systematic theology is critical 
thinking about the priorities of worshipping theistic 
communities. What makes them theological is their 
confession that intuition of “the unconditional” is 
not a human construct of finite ideas multiplied to 
mathematical infinity, as Feuerbach assumed. It is a 
response to divine grace.16 The relevant dynamics 
are those of human agents resonating to a shared 

sense of qualitatively different spiritual movements, 
cosmic in scope yet individually registered.  
 In philosophy, Tillich regarded Schelling rather 
than Hegel as the precursor of existential demy-
thologizing. Instead of Hegel’s triumphant march of 
the Holy Spirit in “world” history, or Kierkegaard’s 
lonely leap of faith, Schelling posited “the demonic” 
in “the divine” as the basis of vital processes form-
ing our natural identity and driving us to realize 
freedom in history. Tracing the demonic in history is 
a legacy from the biblical prophetic tradition, re-
vived in secular form by the Marxists.  
 In the history of ontology, what is striking about 
Schelling and other German Classical Idealists, in-
sufficiently noticed by theologians, is how thor-
oughly they emphasized dynamics over form. When 
Tillich characterized religion as the substance and 
culture as the form of our ways of life, not vice 
versa, that reflected a significant reversal of tradi-
tional thinking. It undercut the classical assumption 
of dogmaticians that their job is to unpack eternal 
truths. Among Platonistic Church Fathers and their 
successors, the Bible was mined for timeless axi-
oms.17 Conservative Protestant exegetes still follow 
their Hellenistic tradition. Modern fundamentalists 
added Newtonian physics to their repertoire of 
God’s timeless truths. By contrast, Tillich’s concep-
tion of salvation-history privileged the prophetic 
Hebrew proclamation of timely truths.  
 Against fundamentalists of all stripes, Tillich 
drew on his Lutheran-Augustinian tradition of faith 
seeking understanding, not the “pure” reason of tran-
scendental deduction favored by post-Kantians.18 His 
Augustinian-Platonic starting-point was introspec-
tive awareness of the “depth dimension” of 
grounded being and a hierarchical sense of being and 
value, construed as a dialectical synthesizing of ma-
terial and spiritual factors, as we live under the um-
brella of divine grace.19 Priority goes to the spirit 
rather than the letter of Scriptural texts. 
 It follows from Tillich’s definition of religion 
that the primary issue for theology is not whether 
some supernatural agent called “god” exists, as if 
god-talk is what makes anyone religious. The issue 
is whether what is truly “unconditional” is what ac-
tually governs our ways of life and informs religious 
language. Is it really the unequivocal source of truth, 
beauty, and goodness that governs our endeavors in 
the last resort? To give contemporary answers to this 
question we need to study the history of religions as 
well as philosophy. Under the heading of “compara-
tive religion,” he discussed the “quasi-religions” of 
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National Socialism and modern capitalism, ac-
knowledging the secularizing cultural impact of sci-
entifically oriented worldviews. Among these, he 
preferred those attuned to the life sciences over those 
privileging mechanistic talk of sub-structures and 
super-structures (See ST II, 6-7, 66; SD 115, 133).  
 The choice of what is unconditional was not for 
Tillich a matter of personal taste or private prefer-
ence. It is an ontological conclusion concerning fini-
tude, to be argued for philosophically on the basis of 
living symbols that enable us to participate cogni-
tively in what frames this-worldly interactions. Ac-
cording to him, truly unconditional is the God be-
yond the “god” depicted in many theologies. Theo-
logical language must always be construed dialecti-
cally, that is, saying both Yes and No to how differ-
ent readers unpack what they mean.20 In question are 
existential, not factual, constraints on our current 
potential (To.P.). 168-170). As successive genera-
tions articulate these differently, “world” history is a 
major source of data for comparative thinking (PE, 
237–9). 
 Modern scholars acknowledge many academic 
disciplines—physics, biology, anthropology, psy-
chology, and so on. Their moves from one discipline 
to another reflect their assumptions about levels or 
dimensions of being and awareness, using “bottom-
up” or “top-down” thinking, from material to imma-
terial modes or vice versa.21 The existentialists’ reac-
tion against scientistic positivism led “dialectical 
theologians,” including Tillich, to look for more re-
alistic expectations for life in the modern, alienated 
world and to ask what criteria should govern the de-
cisions required of us, as individuals and citizens of 
nation-states, working for reconciliation among war-
ring classes and peoples. He highlighted decisive 
“leaps” to “higher” or “deeper” dimensions of being 
and becoming, rather than deductions based on laws 
supposedly governing the march of history (ST III 
327, SD 101-3) 
 In dialogue with leading social and natural sci-
entists in his university, Tillich adopted a conception 
of successive stages of becoming from inorganic, 
through organic, to personal and spiritual modes of 
interaction (ST III, 342-4; CB, 95).22 He showed his 
Platonic roots (and the Romantic legacy) by naming 
eros the moving force of history and, in history, 
making political concerns predominant over social, 
economic, cultural, and religious ones (SD 25, 88, 
150-2).23 The more personal the determining prece-
dents are, he argued, the more individual human de-
cisions about ultimate meaning inform the histories 

addressed by philosophers and theologians. The 
more spirited the precedents for actions originating 
with ourselves are, the less deterministic the laws of 
history can be (ST III; 313-326, LPJ, 41—
compulsion). Our conceptions of precedents (causes) 
and the bases for different identities surviving the 
accidents of history (substances) must be adjusted 
when appraising different kinds of subjects and ob-
jects in space-time. Spatial relations are primary in 
descriptions of inorganic matter. Temporal concerns 
are primary for accounts of human affairs. 
 Dialectical thinking belongs at the spiritual end 
of the scale, as the way to understand ontology, 
which maps abstractly the substantive, dynamic 
processes of human experience. “The” ontological 
question is “Why is there something rather than 
nothing?” The dialectically least misleading phi-
losophical, non-mythological answer is based on 
experiencing “the shock of non-being,” which led 
Tillich to refer to God as Being-itself, Life, Spirit, 
and, most emphatically, as  “not-not-being,” estab-
lished by “the undeniable fact that there is something 
and not nothing.”24  
 In The Courage to Be, the priority of existential 
dynamics over essential form is evident in the way 
Tillich reworked conceptions of the hierarchy of be-
ing.25 He differentiated among decisions regarding 
physical, moral, and ideological or spiritual levels or 
dimensions of becoming. Courage is required on all 
levels, because finite existence is always under 
threat, relative or absolute, due to sickness or death, 
degrees of guilt, and loss of meaning for some or all 
of our working assumptions.26 Which dimension of 
existence is culturally dominant, and when, depends 
on both individual circumstances and the times in 
which we live. The ideological/spiritual dimension is 
implicitly “highest” insofar as it includes our sense 
of the meaning of anything and everything.  
 To curb totalitarian arrogance, Tillich advocated 
“the Protestant Principle” learned from the Hebrew 
prophets, who taught that, in the final analysis, only 
God is king. It arms us against prelates and politi-
cians who consider their edicts infallible.27 Correct-
ing theological misapprehensions is prerequisite to 
formulating concrete political programs for times 
between the “whence” of our common origins and 
the “whither” of our common destiny. In The Social-
ist Decision, he explained that, unlike “essence,” 
which evokes a Platonic logic of eternal forms, the 
“word principle is used to refer to the summarizing 
characterization of a political group” (SD, 9). Prin-
ciples focus our thinking on critical features of spe-
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cific eras without going into copious detail. The 
classical contrast between eternal ideas and temporal 
appearances abstracts too generally from actual 
events.  
 Principles guide concrete, historical movements 
in distinctive eras. They aid our understanding of the 
essential character and direction of “new and unex-
pected realizations” of original situations. Examples 
are the Protestant Principle, for post-Reformation 
developments in modern Europe, and the Socialist 
Principle, as definitive of what Tillich hoped might 
become a majority political dynamic in the twentieth 
century (SD, 10). The Protestant era followed on 
Luther’s courageous challenge to Catholicism in the 
sixteenth century. Lutheran eschatological dualism 
regarding “the Kingdom of God and the demonic 
powers which stand against it” holds “the secular 
world…immediate to God” in a way neglected by 
mysticism and ecclesial supernaturalism.28  
 The Socialist Principle, on Tillich’s rendering, is 
a Christian version of the Marx-inspired movement 
to supersede bourgeois capitalism by inaugurating a 
“classless society” (SD 58-63). In the nineteenth 
century, class struggles had revived awareness of the 
demonic dynamic in history suppressed by Enlight-
enment belief in harmonizing progress (To.P., 35 re 
demonic); Tillich hoped that his generation’s “kai-
ros” was for religious socialism as Luther’s was for 
Protestantism (To.P., 40).29 His concern for temporal 
specificity perhaps explains why he named it the 
Protestant Principle and not the Prophetic Principle. 
 Tillich wrote The Socialist Decision in 1932 
with Heidegger and Nietzsche very much in mind. 
He set an example of how theologians and religious 
philosophers may appeal to all people to co-operate 
in developing a sense of global community, while 
maintaining different ideological positions. Like 
Barth, his own identity was rooted in an avowedly 
Protestant appeal to the Bible in a way not shared by 
other Christians, other religious leaders and non-
religious critical theorists. But, against Barth, Tillich 
maintained that ontology can provide intellectual 
common ground across cultures. His dialectics re-
quired him to incorporate insights from other disci-
plines.30   
 His sense of existential dialectics led Tillich to 
develop a new way of doing systematic theology. He 
noted that each cultural epoch generates questions 
for exponents of dominant ideologies. In response to 
them, Christian theologians question unexamined 
presuppositions of their embedded cultures. How 
questions are framed affects which answers will be 

heeded. Questions and answers should go both ways, 
even though theologians are often expected to de-
duce eternally correct answers from the dogmatic 
traditions of their denominations. In America, he 
attributed his dialectical way of being systematic to 
what a teaching assistant called “the method of cor-
relation.”31 This label for dialectical, bipolar theolo-
gizing thereafter became his theological trademark.32 
However named, the method encourages dialogue 
with non-theists. 
 In Christian theology, comprehensive systematic 
answers relate to: (1) how we know the religious 
dimension in life, (2) how Christians conceive of 
divine and human being, (3) how the biblical record 
of Jesus’ life makes concrete the universal scope of 
divine power, (4) how in real life we rely on this 
power of being and becoming, and (5) how our re-
alizations of this “Spirit” make history and what re-
alistic hopes we have, despite disappointments, for 
our future. These are the topics treated in this order 
in Tillich’s three-volume Systematic Theology. Sys-
tematicians check whether the theological answers to 
one set of questions are consistent with answers to 
the others. Apologetic theologians, in the good 
sense, examine ways in which each generation 
makes connections among its questions and answers 
with their contemporary cultures. While principles 
have some lasting validity, conclusions are never 
perfect or final for the next generation. His theology 
was at times apologetic, systematic, biblical, histori-
cal, and philosophical.33  
 In theory, we could start with any question and 
answer from any sub-division of systematic theol-
ogy, since each implies all the rest. In dialogue with 
mid-twentieth century North American linguistic 
analysts, Tillich found no interest among them in 
critical theory and Marxism. Because their chal-
lenges concerned meaning and knowing in the light 
of modern science, he began Volume One of his 
Systematics with the doctrines of revelation and God 
as Creator. This left detailed consideration of the 
doctrine of the Spirit, the interpretation of history, 
and eschatological hope, for the last volume. An un-
intended consequence was that his conception of 
God as “Being itself” in Volume One received much 
more critical scrutiny than his more foundational 
conception of God as Spirit, expounded in Volume 
Three.34  
 As noted in Chapter Four above, when articulat-
ing their theological priorities, narrative theologians 
critical of Tillich privilege biblical history over Hel-
lenistic ontologies.35 In the heyday of neo-orthodoxy, 
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some of my Harvard classmates questioned whether 
Tillich’s theology was “really” Christian, given his 
apparently divided loyalties between biblical foun-
dations and secular culture.36 They missed the import 
of his self-designation as “neo-dialectical” (PE, 
xxviii). In fact, he was always a mainline Protestant 
who located his seminal propositions inside “the cir-
cle of revelation” recorded in the Bible (ST I, 8-11, 
106-115). But, in Robert Slater’s sense (see Chapter 
Two), he was never a “subscriptionist” insisting on 
only his own denomination’s reading of Scripture. 
By comparison with Karl Barth’s Church Dogmat-
ics, Tillich’s Systematic Theology is so compact be-
cause he relied on dialectical ontology, when flag-
ging issues regarding Christianity and culture. Nar-
ratively, as with Barth, these would require much 
more extensive unpacking.  
 Twentieth century existential theologians agreed 
that any move into a circle of faith requires con-
scious commitment.37 Faith comes first. This was not 
for them an impediment to dialogue, since dialogue 
was their way of inquiring into others’ equally per-
sonal commitments grounded in differing traditions. 
In Buber’s version of post-Kantian philosophy, dia-
logue is predicated on “I-Thou” relationships. For 
Tillich, what was not a matter of choice were the 
ontological presuppositions articulated in expres-
sions of the foundational polarities of being in rela-
tionship. These informed his theory of symbolic us-
age, which always presupposed his conception of the 
reality of Spirit in history.38 
 The ecumenical movement after World War II 
nourished hopes for church union among Protestants 
and respect for Catholic and other religious tradi-
tions. Part of the dialectic was between articulating 
denominational positions congruent with the current 
historical situation and addressing them to all Chris-
tians, whose message was supposedly true of and for 
all humanity. (The Lund principle is to do together 
what best we do together and alone what best we do 
alone.) As noted in earlier chapters, the impulse for 
the ecumenical movement came mostly from the 
overseas mission experience of people like Robert 
Slater, Wilfred Smith, and their teachers.39 Modern 
encounters with “other” religions raised apologetic 
questions for theologians about claims to uniqueness 
and exclusivity, which required radical rethinking 
about the role of religion in society. Prior to his dia-
logues with Zen masters in his later years, Tillich’s 
conception of other religious traditions was mostly 
theoretical.40  

 Key to Tillich’s version of Augustinianism was 
his conception of giving priority to dynamics over 
form in his treatment of religion and culture, by re-
orienting all references to eternity. Giving priority to 
dynamics means that what is substantive is a tempo-
ral movement embodying our priorities. Any refer-
ence to what transcends finite conditions is not to 
timelessly constructive “Ideas,” as for Christian Pla-
tonists, but to an ontologically higher order of tem-
porality which includes our times.41 Such “higher” 
temporal ordering encompasses the possibility of our 
self-destruction, but also the possibility of restora-
tive new creations. Powers of being are powers of 
becoming. Among times, moments of fulfillment 
give us glimpses of aspired ends (To.P., 40-6).      
 Whether one calls “transcendent being” divine 
or not is a secondary, historical question. What mat-
ters is the confession that we cannot save ourselves, 
whether we construe “salvation” in supernaturalist or 
naturalistic terms. The existential problem needing 
solution is systemic. Theological explanations of this 
by reference to original sin, stemming from 
Augustine, still tend to carry his dated and flawed 
genetic presuppositions, deflecting attention from 
the sinful social structures which preoccupied Til-
lich’s generation.42 What is theologically important 
is the Augustinian insistence on the qualitative dif-
ference between divine and human being, when ask-
ing what makes a new future possible for people in 
need of forgiveness.  
 A post-Kantian account of the spatio-temporal 
nexus frames all such critical analyses by reference 
to what, in Tillich’s idiom, is “trans-spatial”, “trans-
temporal”, “trans-causal” and “trans-substantive.” 
We cannot say directly what “the” transcendent is. 
Bad theology construes eternity as unending dura-
tion in space-time and divine being as just one great-
est kind of substance among many (ST III, 399-400, 
415). What is symbolized in talk of eternal life is a 
qualitative, not a quantitative, change in conceptions 
of the world to come. As pointed out by Robert Sla-
ter and many others, what is experienced by those 
responding to what they deem the “transcendent” 
Ground of Being is often said to be “ineffable.” Ask-
ing for unqualified objective descriptions of any 
such “ultimate” referent neglects the significance of 
this point.  
 Regarding the demonic in history, the age-old 
question is whether the origin of evil lies in material 
or spiritual conditions or a combination of these. 
Augustine’s insight was that our potential for evil is 
the greater the more god-like and spirited we are. 
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What brings lasting value to life is our power to be 
and become ourselves with others in community. 
Flourishing in life requires more than food and shel-
ter. Contrary to the dualism postulated by 
Manicheans, he construed the doctrine of creation 
out of nothing to mean that the nothingness of evil is 
due to a primal falling away from our inescapably 
spiritual, life-giving God/Truth-relationship, which 
is the only viable basis for order in any historical 
community, even among “barbarians.” We are re-
sponsible agents, not complex machines. Our spiri-
tual capacities make us of greater worth than others 
but fallible and, therefore, of greater danger to oth-
ers. Not what limits us but what allows us to imagine 
that we can ever be unlimited puts us on a slippery 
slope to demonic self-destruction. Evil is a parasitic 
perversion of creaturely powers of being. It is only 
reversible by divine grace, whereby the demonic is 
made to serve divine purposes.43  
 Tillich’s starting-point was his German Lutheran 
ethos. His ontological unpacking of it was radical 
because of the priority given to dynamics over form 
in conceptions of grace and the political power of 
the demonic for better and for worse in history.44 He 
applied Luther’s doctrine of justification by grace to 
his own trauma after World War I. Building on 
Pauline insights regarding the role of the 
Law/Torah,45 Luther maintained that temptation as 
such is not necessarily evil but part of divinely “de-
monic” creativity. Whether any given move proves 
to be finally creative or destructive depends on our 
participating in a more encompassing affirmation of 
grace for all concerned, grounded in our common 
origins and ultimate ends.  
 In this life, Lutheran ethics emphasizes our vo-
cation to be secular saints here and now, not having 
minds set on life elsewhere. Accepting ourselves as 
God accepts us, as we are and might now become, 
estranged but becoming reconciled, is foundational 
for living authentically at peace with ourselves and 
our world.46 Our “intra-historical” aim is to realize 
the reign of the Christ even now in a way that breaks 
the destructive power of all demonic drives. Our 
“supra-historical” aim is to anticipate realizing the 
universality of God’s rule in such a way as to tran-
scend all historical negations of it (To.P., 36-7). Al-
though less helpful for generating pragmatic propos-
als for peace-making, the Protestant Principle has 
fresh interest for comparative theologians, I believe, 
because Muslim prophetic traditions, as contrasted 
with the priestly traditions of other “world relig-
ions,” have become such an important factor in 

global politics in the twenty-first century. I shall re-
turn to this possibility below.  
 In human history, according to Tillich, we do 
not earn freedom from the consequences of past fail-
ures. Rather, in spite of lost opportunities, in mo-
ments of creative crisis (“kairos”), we are given 
timely new possibilities that enable us to participate 
in life-enhancing relationships essential to our future 
health (e.g., To.P., 37). Reference to divine being, in 
his usage, follows from confessing that, in this 
world, the laws of becoming are not mechanistically 
determined but graciously inspired impulses to ful-
filling ways of life. Where there are higher forms of 
life, remedial action turns on enlisting willing coop-
eration from those who are alienated from their own 
“essential” selves, their neighbours, their environ-
ment and the very essence of all being. A theological 
axiom is that, in relation to moral agents, God’s 
“will” is not coercive but empowering (LPJ, 46-8, 
67, 114)—”love does not enforce salvation.”)   
 Tillich’s contribution was and is due, not to his 
mostly “inclusivist” response to other traditions,47 
but to his combination of apologetic and systematic 
theology in a way that acknowledges global issues 
without sacrificing denominational identity. On the 
apologetic front, his expertise was in classical hu-
manism, depth psychology, existential philosophy, 
and expressionist art. His own baseline was always 
German Classical Idealism, especially Schelling, in 
philosophy, and German Lutheranism, in theology, 
on the latter acknowledging debts to Ernst Troeltsch 
on mysticism and Martin Kähler on the Christ of 
faith. While ostensibly balancing his articulation of 
“the Protestant Principle” with “the Catholic sub-
stance” of Christian praxis, his account of the latter 
was admittedly underdeveloped. The sacrament most 
important to him was the sacrament of preaching the 
Word.48 (In his early days, he equated sacramental-
ism with paganism (To.P., 40). I shall argue below 
that his position needs to be augmented by the sense 
of sacramental universe that Robert Slater imbibed 
from Archbishop William Temple.  
 Giving meaning to our existence is the high call-
ing of philosophers of religion. Dogging critical dis-
cussion have been essentialistic theories of meaning 
and truth that allow for only one right version of 
events. Despite his dynamic ontology, Tillich, like 
Wilfred Smith, still defined basic terms according to 
the essentialist/classicist conventions of their hu-
manistic education, making “root” meanings norma-
tive for all subsequent usage. However, Tillich’s 
stress on symbolic rather than literal meaning en-
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abled him to allow for the fluidity of ideas expressed 
in living language. He insisted that all God-talk is 
metaphorical. “Father,” for instance, can be a potent 
symbol in religious discourse because, at its best, 
fathering “participates” in the reality of nurturing 
relationships fostered by divine creativity. But fa-
thering can inhibit mature independence. Any fixed 
idea of fatherhood must be broken to allow us to 
adjust to new conditions and develop new customs. 
The dynamics of faith are deepened by doubting and 
breaking hardened formulations of what creation and 
parenting are about.49 We should develop a more 
historically critical theory of being and becoming 
than the absolute monism or dualism of Hellenistic 
classicists and a more constructivist philosophy of 
language than that of Idealists, ancient and modern.  
 The theological challenge after Freud and 
Nietzsche is how to construe New Testament por-
traits of God, despite God’s wrath, as enabling, not 
disabling. The primary biblical model is of divinely 
royal parenting. Where Augustine stressed the eter-
nity of divine decrees, Tillich concentrated on the 
mind-opening effect of future possibilities. The vital 
depths plumbed by Kierkegaard’s account of dread 
are of what might not be. Better to sin and perhaps 
be saved than not to become ourselves, however sin-
fully. Against the negative impact on our imagina-
tions of dealing with strangers in an uncertain world, 
only a stronger power of being, divine-
encompassing-demonic, not supra-human so much 
as unconfined by the limitations of egocentrism, can 
call us to act on the peace which passes all under-
standing with sufficient power, love and justice to 
transform negatives into positive opportunities for 
ourselves and others.  
  
2. The Courage to Make Peace  
 
 In Tillich’s judgment, the religious mistake of 
much quasi-religion is the same as that of false relig-
ion, putting penultimate concerns in the place of 
what truly confronts us with unconditional demands. 
Such idolatry vitiates much organized religion, not 
just secular culture.50 The result in his time was to 
give de facto absolute priority to consumer capital-
ism in America and to the Fatherland in Nazi Ger-
many. While abstract arguments about what is truly 
so turn on the disputants’ ontological presupposi-
tions, what makes the definition of religion necessar-
ily theological is his monotheistic attention to idola-
try. By his analysis, our necessarily symbolic and 
existentially self-involving embodiments of the dy-

namics of life are religious, or “quasi-religious,” be-
cause they are articulations of the depth dimensions 
of reality. As such, they are apt material for theo-
logical criticism from those “inside” the circle of 
revelation. 
 When he insisted against Marx and Hitler on 
giving socialism a religious foundation, Tillich un-
derstood himself to be laying a theological frame-
work for political thinking, not proposing a specific 
party platform (PE, 41-2). His interest was in global 
strategy, not tactical maneuvers. Expectation of ful-
filling our created and creative possibilities, at least 
partially, informs the character of national and inter-
national politics. What counts are not specific ideas 
for how the future may unfold but the principles that 
govern our adjustment to changing times and places. 
Theologically, his religious usage was informed by 
his Lutheran appropriation of the Augustinian tradi-
tion, combining Schelling’s insistence on the de-
monic with Luther’s insight into the creative role of 
temptation, when realizing our vocation to be Chris-
tians in this world. 
 Tillich’s political thinking followed from his 
interpretation of history.51  His early academic orien-
tation was to post-Hegelian, dialectical readings of 
global history. But World War I shocked many of 
his generation into taking dialectical materialism 
seriously.52 The Nazis’ appeal to the supposedly ge-
netic superiority of “the master race” sent them 
searching for conceptions more plausibly grounded 
in scientific theories of evolution. As noted above, 
except among dogmatic Marxists, confidence in cul-
tural progress was shattered. Tillich’s espousal of 
religious socialism was his contribution to the debate 
in Germany over Nazi, Bolshevik, and other political 
philosophies. The Socialist Principle, as he ex-
pounded it, gave a Marxist reading to Kant’s injunc-
tion to treat people as ends in themselves, never only 
as means.53 On the economic front, it advocated 
“material” justice. Against dictatorships, it promoted 
recognition of universal human rights (To.P., 54). 
 The bookends of critical historical thinking for 
Tillich are answers to the questions “Whence?” and 
“Whither?” concerning our identity-forming cul-
tures. Bourgeois intellectuals had appealed to our 
common origins to justify rejection of aristocratic 
feudalism. Socialists built on and corrected this ap-
peal, while looking ahead towards ending class war-
fare. They proposed a common future in a welfare 
state. After World War I and the Great Depression, 
many intellectuals, including Tillich, Robert Slater, 
and Wilfred Cantwell Smith (see Chapters Two and 



Bulletin of the North American Paul Tillich Society, vol. 39, no. 4, Fall 2013 
 

13 

Three), took “the socialist decision.” In his presenta-
tions of this, Tillich consistently reverted to a Chris-
tian humanist stress on the foundational ideas for a 
theology of politics that he considered essential in 
our “post-Protestant” era (To.P., 53) xxx 
 As a religious socialist, Tillich advocated a 
combination of mutually corrective and provocative 
symbols drawn from the young Marx’s egalitarian 
humanism and from prophetic biblical eschatology. 
To the Protestant work ethic, Enlightenment ration-
alism had added laissez-faire economics, from which 
all of us supposedly benefit, and political liberalism, 
with its embedded belief in natural harmony, sup-
posedly flowing automatically during liberal ré-
gimes. In actual practice, workers and indigenous 
peoples overseas were treated as commodities. What 
ensued was class warfare and colonial unrest. Tillich 
looked to a combination of the Protestant Principle 
and “the Socialist Principle” to give sufficient relig-
ious grounding to secular visions of “the classless 
society.”  Religious expectations, in his broad sense, 
harness demonic energies in the service of realizing 
global community, which is the antithesis of modern 
nationalistic hegemonies (ToP 52) In the twentieth 
century, he argued, the Socialist Principle negates 
“the Bourgeois Principle” of consumer capitalism.
 The relevant political history is the history of 
groups with a sense of vocation as peoples, not just a 
sum of individual biographies. A nation’s moral and 
religious character is discerned from its guiding 
principles. Tillich applied his Lutheran conception 
of calling to the history of national ambitions, of the 
Greeks to civilize barbarians, of the Romans to es-
tablish the rule of law, of the Americans inviting 
immigrants to start afresh in the new world, and so 
on. The Germans failed when they lost their Chris-
tian sense of vocation inherited from the Holy Ro-
man Empire (ST III, 330-1, ToP 170) Our global 
political aim should be to participate in an interna-
tional or multi-national community, about which, 
however, we learn mostly negative lessons from his-
tory.  
 Tillich’s own formative history was that of his 
native Germany. To be defeated twice in one life-
time, he often remarked, was especially hard for 
those educated to believe in their own cultural supe-
riority. Broadcasting for the Voice of America at 
Easter, 1944, he told listeners that, by denying that 
they had been defeated after World War I, the Ger-
mans had squandered the opportunity to learn from 
their experience. Renewal could never happen under 
the Nazis. They were counting on technical superior-

ity to win and failed to appreciate the spiritual resil-
ience of their defeated opponents. Calculating only 
in I-It terms was fatal. Christian hope is based on the 
promise of God’s ever-new creation, not the genius 
of heroes. Yet the possibility of resurrection, not just 
for individuals, but also for the Germans as a nation, 
was still open to them.54  
 Peacemaking is a collective challenge. During 
times of global unrest, in Tillich’s idiom, it requires 
both the courage to be ourselves as individuals and 
the courage to participate in communities in this 
world without losing ourselves. Neither is possible 
without the ever renewed divine impetus to be rec-
onciled with ourselves, our neighbours and our 
world, that is, theologically speaking, consciously or 
not, impossible without justification by grace 
through faith. In global history, the confluence of 
positive and negative factors makes certain times 
especially auspicious for new initiatives. In theo-
logical terms, the question is: if our time coincides 
with God’s time in a unique way (a “kairos”), what 
is the political calling of inspired groups among us 
to transform present demonic drives into creative 
new realizations of God’s rule for all? (re kairos 
e.g.Top 39-40) The most recent instance for Tillichi-
ans of such a “kairos” is the ending of apartheid in 
South Africa.55 
 Achieving peace internationally requires crea-
tive political decision-making. Historically, nations 
do not make decisions. Individuals do. In politics, 
power blocs unite behind charismatic leaders. (ST III 
329-333) Public education is directed to inducting 
the younger generation into the ideologies of influ-
ential groups (e.g. SD 24) What are communicated 
are not abstract concepts and scientific data, but 
secular and religious symbols of future expectations 
engaging the whole person (SD 147-8) One role of 
theology is to critique assumptions behind our 
choices of symbols. A challenge for modern theolo-
gians is to translate their religious message into 
secular idioms accessible to significant others.56 
 To the post-World War II generation in Europe 
and North America, as illustrated by Sartre, the exis-
tential meaningfulness or meaninglessness of their 
ideologies was of paramount importance, though 
questions of physical survival and morality are also 
always present (CtoB 143-4 on Sartre) For Tillich 
the major disciplinary insights into the courage to be 
came from depth psychology and existentialist phi-
losophy. Against dialectical materialism and 
Hegelian idealism, he advocated “belief-ful real-
ism,” taking due note of material conditions and the 
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systemic effect of human failures (SD xxxvi)57 Un-
real is any interpretation of history which neglects 
the demonic. The Protestant Principle is aimed more 
at the fear of failure than at realizing on earth as 
much of the coming Kingdom as possible.58 
 Following the massive destruction of people and 
property during World War II, many realized that a 
new world order would have to be established (ToP 
re genuine hope 179-181) There was guilt on all 
sides.  All must rely on spiritual, not just material 
resources, Tillich insisted, if they were to learn from 
their past. By dehumanizing others, the Nazis had 
dehumanized themselves (ToP 51, 117). They must 
be totally defeated before the German people could 
recover their place in European politics. What gave 
him hope was that, while the Allies had announced 
that leaders responsible for wartime atrocities would 
be brought to justice and tried as criminals, the Al-
lies finally decided not to seek revenge by imposing 
punitive sanctions on the defeated nations, as they 
had after World War I. (He did not know that Ger-
many would be divided into East and West.)59 
 To hold individuals responsible before an inter-
national tribunal, Tillich pointed out, was an historic 
rejection of evasive appeals to national sovereignty. 
Carrying out orders of superior officers would no 
longer be accepted as a valid excuse for committing 
crimes against humanity. The judgment would be on 
each to the extent that he or she was considered re-
sponsible. What was important was the international 
precedent. Just establishing the authority of a world 
court was a major step towards making peace. 60 
Calls to establish a world government were unrealis-
tic.61 The idea of national sovereignty was and is too 
entrenched among the political majority (SD 86-7) 
The subsequent conflict between capitalist and 
communist federations was kept to a “cold” war only 
because leaders on both sides were persuaded that a 
nuclear holocaust would prove suicidal.  
 Making peace requires faith and hope. By high-
lighting courage rather than faith, Tillich under-
scored the point that each historic move is not just a 
matter of intellectual analysis. It is a risky existential 
decision for which we are all morally responsible, at 
least in part. He applied Luther’s sense of being 
saints in spite of being sinners to our realization of 
existential courage. We must find the courage to 
make peace in spite of despair over finding any ade-
quate and universally acceptable philosophy or relig-
ion. The dynamics of faith drives individuals beyond 
credulity in response to doubts about our selves, our 
traditions (including our religions), and our world. 

Becoming ourselves as parts of larger wholes is very 
much a function of the courage to be in this world.  
 ‘World’ means Lebenswelt, in Heidegger’s 
sense, not just a collection of physical objects (e.g. 
PE 239) Global history is of union, reunion, aliena-
tion and reconciliation, as we are moved to become 
ourselves in relationships in all dimensions of our 
being (LPJ 22-5) Historical achievements are always 
more fragmentary and incomplete than Hegel sup-
posed. Most worrisome to existential philosophers 
and theologians were the dehumanizing side-effects 
of the technological underpinnings and mass market-
ing practices of modern economies, to the point 
where moral concerns are deemed irrelevant by po-
litical decision-makers.62 News media tell us who 
today’s mass murderers are, for instance, but not 
who manufactures their weapons or allows them to 
acquire them. Individuals are pilloried while sys-
temic evils go unchallenged. The temptation is to 
lose ourselves in anonymous crowds.   
 From biblical times, the Christian symbol for the 
end of history has been the Kingdom of God. Tillich 
was adamant that the coming Kingdom is a symbol 
for ultimate fulfillment, not a literally anticipated 
historical objective (ST III, 357-361, 364, 375, 390-
3) The negative qualifications are so dominant that 
one wonders, at times, whether his expectations 
were akin to those of Waiting for Godot.63 But the 
symbol of the coming Kingdom is not a “mere” 
symbol. It participates in, while not exhausting, the 
cosmic reality of our global future. Its spatial and 
temporal connotations express the political dimen-
sions of our collective hope. The reference is neces-
sarily eschatological, to what frames global history, 
not to something fully realizable. 
 For Christians, the “center of history” is Jesus as 
the Christ overcoming the historic “split” between 
our essence and existence mythologically traced 
back to Adam.64 We live now in two orders of being, 
where all flesh is grass, yet, by the power of God’s 
promise, we may run and not be weary (Isaiah 40, 
SH 12-23) Because admission to God’s Kingdom is 
by invitation, not coercion, and many more decline 
their invitations than accept, global peace is only 
ever more or less realized in different times and 
places. Twentieth century events warrant a tragic 
reading of modern history. 
 Tillich’s advocacy for religious socialism ended 
in disappointment and, in America, he mostly left 
political theology to his colleague Reinhold Nie-
buhr.65 He endorsed various Christian positions on 
nuclear deterrence, but not nuclear pacifism, main-
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taining that pacifism could only be a policy chosen 
for and by individuals, not one that Christian 
churches could or should urge on non-Christians 
(ToP 16, 19-20, 73-4,136). His main contribution 
was to the articulation of principles, based on com-
parative critical assessments of secular expectations 
for our future, drawing on both the findings of mod-
ern science and the classical wisdom of the Humani-
ties, including the history of religions. 
 
3. Creative and Restorative Justice  
 
  People worldwide share a vision of global har-
mony, Tillich believed, because the same 
Word/Logos imbues common human wisdom. But it 
is a mistake to assume that similar versions of the 
Golden Rule, found in most cultures, constitute a 
basis for world peace. The rule glosses over ambi-
guities in historical existence. Good intentions are 
not enough. Some sense of spiritually higher de-
mands is a necessary part of our experience. Our 
ideas of what is good are often flawed, reflecting 
alienation from self and world (LPJ 79) Effective 
critiques of these are conveyed by the central sym-
bols of our traditions.66 In modern Occidental cul-
ture, acknowledging every individual as a person, 
for instance, is a valid formal principle articulated in 
Kantian ethics. But it only gains content from human 
experience cultivated by quite different conceptions 
of law, tradition, conscience and public authority in 
the course of our history (LPJ 80). 
 Most important for Tillich is what is on the 
spiritual end of the hierarchy of being, where ought 
becomes is and our essential humanity defines the 
promise of existence. What we learn from the sci-
ences and social sciences is viewed from the per-
spective of divine wisdom. As William Temple re-
marked, we cannot change the past, but we can 
change our valuation of it. Our experience of what is 
truly eternal may be fleeting, but that experience 
transforms our existential context.67 Where there is 
greater risk of destruction there are also greater pos-
sibilities of creative development. When at an im-
passe, Tillich concluded, a community must break 
through its fixation on traditional expectations and 
conventional wisdom to imagine a fresh future for 
both friends and enemies.  
 Cultural breakthroughs occur in response to 
revelation. The final and definitive revelation in his-
tory for Tillich the theologian is of Jesus as the 
Christ. It entails rejection of Jewish and every other 
form of nationalism and cultural imperialism (SD 

20-1) Jesus inaugurates new creation for all but, un-
der present and foreseeable future conditions, only 
fragmentarily. God has infinite freedom. Inanimate 
matter has no freedom. But because human “es-
sence” is of finite freedom, destined to err, we only 
fully realize God’s peace “supra-historically.” (e.g., 
ST I 165-8, 238, 255; II 6-10, 130, 135-8; III 317-
321) Satanic power within history has in principle 
been defeated. The new creation is of “the New Be-
ing” realized in “the Christ Event” which overcomes 
existential estrangement from self and others, not in 
abstract theory but in real, morally ambiguous his-
tory.68 But present experience is still ambiguous. 
 Preaching on Galatians 6:15—“For neither cir-
cumcision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, 
but a new creation”—Tillich equated all religions, 
including Christianity, with “circumcision” and 
atheistic secularity with uncircumcision. The Christ 
is God’s judgment on all religion. The Cross of 
Christ reveals that God’s power is not coercive, but 
also that the condemnation of Jesus by religious and 
civil authorities is itself condemned in a way that 
forever destroys demonic nationalism and creates the 
possibility of ultimate forgiveness. (LPJ 113-5)  
 For Tillich, we recall, symbols participate in the 
reality symbolized. They cannot be invented. They 
grow out of histories and inform cultures. They fit 
the facts of life in such ways that, through them, we 
grow into new worlds of meaning, of which they are 
focal parts. They galvanize us into action to affirm 
new relationships. Such is the Cross.69 Its power as a 
central symbol for Christianity through the centuries 
is its epitomizing of priorities, reminding martyrs in 
every age that God’s peace on earth is worth dying 
for. The crucial move is Jesus sacrificing his finite 
human expectations for God’s New Israel in Pales-
tine and trusting that the Spirit will lead to renewal 
in a way that makes the divine transforming the de-
monic a real possibility for all (e.g. ST II 111, 123) 
The divine-human promise of fore-giveness in his 
name is the Christly response to universal estrange-
ment. It prompts individual as well as collective 
penitence. 
 In the last chapter we noted George Lindbeck’s 
critique of Wilfred Smith’s and Paul Tillich’s “expe-
riential-expressivist” hermeneutics of the biblical 
message as undercutting “belief-ful-realism.” How-
ever, in Tillich’s case, this misses what he valued 
about expressionist art.70 This is relevant because for 
him most revelatory in the New Testament is the 
“portrait” of Jesus passed on by the apostles. He de-
clared that Picasso’s Guernica was one of the most 
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Protestant paintings in the twentieth century because 
it drove home the horrors of war, in a culture in-
creasingly complacent about belligerent nationalism 
and bombing civilian targets (OAA 95-6). Unlike 
documentary positivism, it exposes the “split” be-
tween what we are meant to be, in creation, and what 
we are, in history.  Picasso’s art does not help us to 
imagine a new way to peace. But it opens us to re-
spond to the “depth dimension” of divinely inspired 
love, willing the good of both our own people and 
our enemies. What is revealed on the Cross does not 
change the data studied in physics and physiology. 
After resurrection, the world looks the same. But the 
forgiveness pronounced enables reconciliation of the 
otherwise unreconciled. Expression in this dimen-
sion means self-transcendence (LPJ 54). In Buberian 
terms, ideal I-You encounters become real enough to 
justify hope that this new meaning in our lives is 
indestructible. It validates the courage to be.  
 Jesus, Mahatma Gandhi, and Martin Luther 
King Jr., all waged political campaigns against the 
vested interests of their day in such a way that they 
inspired others to implement their ideas and embody 
their values. They did not seek death, but refused to 
stop preaching when threatened with death. Their 
Spirit/spirits live on, resurrected in the movements 
they began in God’s name. What their pragmatic 
followers instituted were less than perfect programs 
and institutions. The move from coming Kingdom to 
Catholic Church or from Hindu Swaraj to the mod-
ern state of India dismays idealists. But each inaugu-
ral vision remains an inspirational benchmark for 
later statesmen and reformers.71 
 More important than documentary realism or 
specific answers, Tillich insisted, are the questions 
raised by great art (OAA 191). Dialectically, exis-
tential negatives direct critical attention to the en-
compassing positives on the horizon of hope. The 
theologian’s job includes correlating such questions 
with the answers implied. Living on cultural 
boundaries prompts us to look for creative options 
consistent with the quest for personal love and the 
demand for universal justice characteristic of God’s 
coming Kingdom. In political theology, religious 
meaning turns on the articulation of these founda-
tional principles.  
 Tillich argued that world peace can only be real-
ized, however briefly, through acts and proposals to 
establish creative justice, a term he used anticipating 
Archbishop Tutu’s notion of “restorative justice.” 
The term evokes reactions other than payback. Au-
gustinian realism reckons with the cosmic perva-

siveness of sin and instinct for revenge. Its political 
response does not give priority to promulgating legal 
codes but to nurturing civic virtues.72 Its challenge is 
to transform sinners with grace.73 Tillich rejected 
Augustine’s interpretation of the Fall and doctrine of 
double predestination. But he retained a large meas-
ure of Augustinian-Lutheran realism regarding sinful 
social structures and the primary role of civil 
authorities in fostering social order. As Reinhold 
Niebuhr reminded their generation, Augustinian re-
alism underlies the conception of checks and bal-
ances incorporated by modern democracies.74  
 What is required at all times is a creatively 
“theonomous” interplay of love, power, and justice 
appropriate to the present. The word ‘creative’ rather 
than ‘restorative’ points to reliance on the resurrect-
ing divine Spirit which breathes new life into us, to 
the point where we become “new beings.” Creativ-
ity, as contrasted with reconstructive mechanics and 
social engineering, involves more than technological 
reasoning. In Tillich’s accounts of “theonomous” 
culture, the qualitatively differentiating reference to 
“theos” frames conceptions of “autos” and “het-
eros,” resolving any divisive dichotomy between 
autonomy and heteronomy among finite agents (ST 
I, 83-6, 147-150).  
 Few have accepted Tillich’s neologism, but his 
neo-Augustinian conception of how to relate finite 
human interactions to infinite cultural conditioning 
bears critical scrutiny. It construes divinely inspired 
and humanly enacted law and order (“nomos”) to be 
dynamically liberating, not dogmatically inhibiting. 
It affirms both valid concerns for self-sufficiency 
and submission to properly constituted “higher” 
authorities. It gives priority to the rule of interna-
tional law over the sovereignty of nation-states and 
holds individuals responsible for situating their con-
ceptions of self and society not just locally, but in 
the context of promised global community, where 
power is used justly for the welfare of all. “Power” 
means the power of being and becoming, the raw 
dynamics of creativity in all dimensions of life, in-
cluding our sense of its possibilities. “Love” marks 
the motive for giving priority to what concerns each 
and all of us unconditionally. It prompts us to say 
Yes and No to Aristotelian ideas of retributive and 
distributive justice in a way that recognizes the 
rights of others, while strengthening our autonomy 
in a way that makes new creation thinkable. 
 “Justice” in post-Kantian philosophy referred to 
ideally universal norms governing responsible moral 
behaviour.75 Most critics in Tillich’s time assumed 
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that religious regimes are authoritarian and coercive. 
They branded religious commandments as heter-
onomous.76 They missed his insistence that the di-
vine love commandment by definition cannot be 
forced. Love for Tillich always connotes reunion of 
the previously estranged. Against nationalistic myths 
of origins, which foster reactionary calls to “return 
to our roots,” the unconditional demand to love our 
neighbours as ourselves prompts us to work for a 
future unlike our past. It prompts us to seek new 
ways to cope with the Yes and No of our present 
prospects (SD 5)  
 Instead of apocalyptic ideologies, such as those 
embraced by old-time Marxists, belief-ful realism 
fosters expectations which take account of our limi-
tations, while seeking realistic ways to transcend 
them (SD xxxvii) In North America, Tillich realized 
that socialism was not a live political option for the 
majority of Americans and that political strategies 
keyed to nineteenth century conceptions of class 
warfare were obsolete. But he still believed that 
principles grounded in a dynamic ontology should 
define the character of what he hoped would be a 
socialist world order as a secular expression of the 
Coming Kingdom. 
 Tillich’s mature conception of the dynamics of 
the Protestant Principle is given in Love, Power and 
Justice. There ‘justice’ refers to the structuring ele-
ment of a political culture and ‘love’ to the drive of a 
nation’s self-consciousness as an historical people. 
Love includes cognitive as well as emotive aspects, 
the grace of agape as well as erotic desire for ful-
fillment. “The highest form of love and that form of 
it which distinguishes Eastern and Western cultures 
is the love which preserves the individual who is 
both the subject and object of love.” The individual 
centered self is transformed by such love. By its em-
phasis on loving person-to-person relationships, ac-
cording to him, Christianity manifests its superiority 
to any other religious tradition (LPJ 27)  
 However, love without justice is sentimentality. 
Justice with love includes a demand for fairness in 
the distribution of material goods and retribution 
from wrongdoers. It treats people as capable of nour-
ishing love and justice as personal virtues. Creative 
justice becomes possible, when we acknowledge the 
judgment of history on human failures, and look be-
yond our current situations for constructive alterna-
tives, which will ennoble all concerned. (ST II, 80, 
86, 166-8)  
 On historic occasions, the structuring element of 
justice, on Tillich’s analysis, combines with the dy-

namic inspiration of love to raise our aspirations as 
people called to live in one world. Justice directs the 
legal formation of political administrations. Love 
provides the dynamic energy to break through to 
new levels of personal fulfillment, individual and 
collective. Love and justice are the definitive princi-
ples, in his sense of ‘principles’, of the coming 
Kingdom of God. They are inseparable in the divine 
power of being, which eternally overcomes the de-
structive side-effects of the demonic in history (LPJ 
57-62) Creative justice follows from tacit or explicit 
reliance on an ever-present unconditional demand to 
make new beginnings in spite of seemingly total 
human failure. It begins with mutual listening, giv-
ing by acknowledging others’ justified demands on 
us to equalize our powers of being-in-relationship, 
and forgiving, on the grounds that divine grace is not 
bound by human calculations of what is fair for us as 
God’s creatures (LPJ 66 re Job, 84-6 re giving and 
forgiving as declaring proleptically future right rela-
tionships.)  
 The challenge for comparative theologians and 
historians of religion today is not to uncover the hid-
den unity of all religions and philosophical schools, 
to provide a basis for communal harmony, as propo-
nents of a “world parliament of religions” hoped in 
the nineteenth century.77 The challenge is to educate 
leaders for a world viewed pluralistically, in which 
people from different traditions work with others, 
celebrating differences, including cultural differ-
ences, and learning not to use these as reasons to 
destroy others as “heretics.”78 A virtue ethic begins 
with each individual and depends on education for 
long-term results. Tillich was convinced that no one 
can make good decisions unless he or she is edu-
cated to have the right priorities, as theologically 
defined. (See e.g. ST III, 329-339 re the structure of 
historical dialectics, progress and regression)  
 To mitigate the political destructiveness of na-
tional rivalries—whether religiously grounded, 
quasi-religious, or secular—Tillich advocated pro-
grams of international education which would make 
widespread his own experience of living “on the 
boundary.” He had left Germany involuntarily and 
become an American citizen. In retrospect, he rec-
ognized that, as a result, his outlook had become 
more realistically global than that of many of his 
German compatriots. American isolationists also 
needed to enlarge their vision. The image of being 
“on the boundary” became his root metaphor for 
modern living and the title of his autobiographical 
memoir (OB). When I reviewed it in the 1960s, I 



Bulletin of the North American Paul Tillich Society, vol. 39, no. 4, Fall 2013 
 

18 

dismissed his metaphor on the grounds that his ac-
tual history was that of a mainstream, established 
middle-class Protestant appointee at Harvard, whose 
portrait had been on the cover of Time magazine, 
hardly a marginal existence. (My review was in 
Friends Journal, 1966). However, I now recognize 
that the boundary metaphor caught his sense of exis-
tential dialectics, the Yes and No of his life experi-
ence on all levels and dimensions of human being in 
the twentieth century, youth and adult, town and 
country, church and society, and his call to correlate 
secular and religious questions and answers for each 
new generation.  
 If Tillich is right, questions and answers regard-
ing meaning and value in history are always Yes and 
No propositions, not categorical and univocal state-
ments, true without qualification. The language used 
to frame our decisions is necessarily ambiguous and 
correct political thinking is indeed dialectical. Theo-
logical analyses should help us critique the priorities 
of religious responses embodied in different ways of 
life, drawing on data from the history of religions. 
Religious wars are arguably due to non-theological 
factors, not the unconditional call to be true and 
good which inspires the best in religion. That there 
is common grounding for our ultimate concern is, 
for him, evident from the mystical strand in all tradi-
tions.79 Religious awareness is of “the depth dimen-
sion” of being at all levels. The history of religions 
shows patterns of major differences within ongoing 
traditions, including conflicting views on how to 
regard others, some proselytizing, some not.80 
 
Interim Concluding Queries 
  

Tillich’s emphasis on personal commitment and 
moral maturity is congruent with psychologist Ste-
ven Pinker’s avowedly Kantian conclusion, in The 
Better Angels of our Nature, that changing habits of 
mind to sharpen the sensibilities of moral agents, not 
perfecting ideological systems, are what have 
prompted modern people to be generally less vio-
lence-prone than their ancestors. However, Pinker’s 
data suggest that enhanced appreciation for the rule 
of law is what differentiates us from tribal gang cul-
tures, which teach us to take the law into our own 
hands.81 If so, as comparative theologians, should we 
not ask whether a Christian love ethic is politically 
inferior, not superior, to the priority given by Jews to 
Torah and Muslims to Shariah? If the Protestant 
Principle is a Euro-American variant of the pro-
phetic principle, should we not expect the Prophet 

Muhammad’s more global vision of its political en-
actment to prove more consonant with current expe-
rience? In politics, Muhammad’s example portrays 
prophets on Hebraic lines, more as theocratic judges 
than proleptic preachers.  
 Drawing and respecting boundaries has become 
a popular image for observing rules governing indi-
vidual and international relations. However, particu-
larly with regard to “the clash of civilizations,” exis-
tentialist and multi-cultural “liberals” have been ac-
cused of relativism in a way that undercuts the rule 
of law.82 The priority of grace, as Calvin realized, 
requires corporate as well as individual embodiment. 
Some read pluralists’ emphases on comparable 
commitments across traditions as shallower than 
exclusivists’ insistence on the distinctiveness of their 
home traditions. In his late dialogues Tillich’s empa-
thetic acknowledgments of others’ symbols was 
mostly inclusivist.83 
 As a common intellectual grounding for dia-
logue, Tillich’s reliance on ontology seems no more 
promising than Barth’s reliance on kerygmatic dog-
matics. As Fred Streng pointed out, Buddhist and 
Taoist ontologies do not support his assumption that 
being is necessarily prior to non-being.84 Against the 
Augustinian tradition, William Connolly has argued 
that “agonistic” pluralism is more likely to inhibit us 
from demonizing others. Also, hermeneutically, it is 
not self-evident that every Yes points to only one 
viable No, or vice versa. A dialogical, as contrasted 
with Tillich’s dialectical, reading of traditions may 
better enable us to appreciate the proverbial wisdom 
and carnival humor of popular religious usage.85  
 In practice, the effect of describing our ultimate 
concern as ineffable and its articulation as unfinaliz-
able is to put as much emphasis on penultimate con-
cerns informing ways of life leading to an ideal end, 
in histories of religion, as on descriptions of what 
that end is.86 How any historical group describes the 
referent of its “ultimate concern” and whether it cor-
responds with our conceptions of reality may be less 
important than the priorities implied by their concep-
tions of proximate or penultimate concerns, relative 
to ultimate concerns, when making vital decisions in 
day-to-day living with strangers.87 What weakened 
the impact of Tillich’s conceptions was his insis-
tence on academic qualifiers on all occasions, even 
when the need was for inspirational slogans. Such 
anti-idolizing caution inhibits calls to action.88 Be-
cause so many religious and political traditions have 
ascribed to their leaders’ pronouncements infi-
nite/divine infallibility, not human fallibility, such 
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caution seems, nevertheless, the better part of his-
torical wisdom. 
 Politically, for Tillich the No, as articulated by 
the Protestant Principle, was always more evident 
and generally accepted than the Yes. Denunciation 
of the Nazi regime, consumer capitalism and com-
munist totalitarianism was readily relevant from 
many perspectives. The Yes of the “kairos,” specifi-
cally the providential time for religious socialism in 
Germany immediately following World War I, was 
less widely appreciated, both among church leaders 
and by secular politicians.89 In Britain, the Labour 
Party had the support of Archbishop William Tem-
ple and formed the government, defeating Churchill 
after World War II. But in the U.S.A. ‘socialism’ 
remains a smear word avoided by liberal Democrats 
vulnerable to right-wing campaign rhetoric. Perhaps 
the results of the most recent US presidential elec-
tion will help us to recover a more global perspec-
tive on the issues raised. 
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_______________________________________ 
 
Paul Tillich and Paul Ricœur on the 

Meaning of “Philosophical Theol-
ogy” Introduction 

 
Michael Sonn 

 
his paper examines the historical and construc-
tive issues underlying Paul Tillich and Paul 

Ricœur’s muted response to each other’s works and 
critically explores the space for possible productive 
conversation between them.1 The conspicuous si-
lence between the two great thinkers is vexing be-
cause, as it is well known, Ricœur succeeded Til-
lich’s chair as John Nuveen professor in philosophi-
cal theology at Chicago.2 And beyond their common 
institutional affiliation and position, they also shared 
common interlocutors and intellectual trajectories. 
Both drank deeply from the well of modern German 
thought, indebted especially to the philosophies of 
Kant, Jaspers, and Heidegger, as well as the theolo-
gies of Kierkegaard, Barth, and Bultmann. Further-
more, they also seemed to understand the nature and 
meaning of philosophical theology in strikingly 
similar ways: philosophy’s role in elucidating hu-
man existence, theology’s task in interpreting the 
meaning of existence, the necessity to interpret the 
symbols of the Christian message in the contempo-
rary situation, the creative re-interpretation of that 
tradition—all these themes are shared by Tillich and 
Ricœur. Yet, despite their common institutional as-
sociations and intellectual affinities, they remained 
largely silently on each other’s works. This paper  

 
explores their muted response to each other’s 
thought, and to that end, it has three sections: first, 
there is a historical section that examines the few 
instances where Ricœur addresses Tillich’s works 
(Tillich, to my knowledge, never mentions Ricœur); 
second, there is a constructive section where I sug-
gest that the reason they never publicly engaged 
each other is due to a fundamental disagreement 
over the very meaning of the nature and task of phi-
losophical theology; and third, there is a critical sec-
tion that re-assesses their positions and puts them 
into productive conversation with each other.   
 
I. Historical Section 

 
When Tillich assumed the chair of Professor of 

Philosophical Theology at Union Theological Semi-
nary in 1940, he stated in his inaugural address, 
“Philosophical theology is the unusual name of the 
chair I represent. It is a name that suits me better 
than any other, since the boundary line between phi-
losophy and theology is the center of my thought 
and work.”3 Having earned doctorates in philosophy 
at Breslau and theology at Halle, and having already 
taught philosophy at Frankfurt and theology at Ber-
lin and Leipzig, it was perhaps altogether appropri-
ate that his new position in America was at the 
boundary of the two disciplines, devoted to philoso-
phical theology.4 For Ricœur, too, his academic po-
sitions throughout his career are suggestive of his 
own views on the relationship between philosophy 
and theology. He first taught philosophy at Stras-

T 
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bourg, which was the only university at the time in 
France to have a Faculty in Protestant theology, and, 
when he moved to the Sorbonne, he simultaneously 
taught at l’Institut protestant de théologie. And when 
he succeeded Paul Tillich’s chair as John Nuveen 
Professor at Chicago in philosophical theology, he 
found the title strange as it contradicted his own 
view of the separation between philosophy and the-
ology. “My own teaching was,” he states, “bizarrely 
entitled ‘Philosophical Theology’; that was the name 
of Tillich’s chair. What I say elsewhere about the 
way in which I conceive of the relations between 
philosophy and theology indeed contradicts the title 
of the chair. But no one attached any constraints to 
this title, which I found upon arriving at Chicago.”5  

From these brief remarks, it is clear that Tillich 
and Ricœur had seemingly profound differences re-
garding the nature and task of “philosophical theol-
ogy,” but whatever disagreements they may have 
had, they were rarely made public. To my knowl-
edge, Tillich never once cited Ricœur’s works, al-
though he was certainly aware of his younger French 
contemporary because he had hosted him when he 
visited Chicago,6 and he sent him a signed copy of 
his third volume of Systematic Theology.7 There is 
no doubt that Ricœur had read Tillich, given his 
many personal copies of his writings, and he even 
directed a dissertation on his thought, which was 
later published and for which he wrote a laudatory 
preface.8 Furthermore, he had agreed to write a post-
face in 1969 to the French translation of Tillich’s 
Systematic Theology, but due to the untimely pass-
ing of the editor, it did not come to pass.9  Despite 
his familiarity with Tillich’s works, however, 
Ricœur’s personal copies of his writings do not pos-
sess the copious and heavily annotated notes that 
other works within his canon enjoyed, such as 
Augustine’s Confessions, Barth’s Dogmatics, or 
Ebeling’s Word and Faith. And Ricœur never wrote 
an extensive commentary or article on Tillich’s 
thought, citing him only twice; once very briefly in 
an extended essay entitled “Toward a Hermeneutic 
of the Idea of Revelation” (1977),10 and another time 
in a footnote to one of his lectures on biblical her-
meneutics for his Gifford Lectures delivered in 
1986.11 In both instances, Ricœur delineated between 
a position that espouses theology as a response to a 
question raised by philosophy and a view with 
which he aligns himself that understands theology as 
a response to a call. From these tantalizing, but brief 
and undeveloped, notes, the next section aims to 
construct and elaborate on their fundamental differ-

ences regarding the relationship between philosophy 
and theology and their contested views over the very 
meaning of “philosophical theology.” 

      
II. Constructive Section: Paul Tillich 
 

There is already much written on Tillich’s un-
derstanding of the relationship between philosophy 
and theology, and I will not be attempting here either 
a particularly novel interpretation of that relation or 
setting forth a comprehensive understanding of it. 
Rather, given the constraints of this paper, I aim to 
funnel certain themes in a schematic way that will 
put into relief the differences he had with Ricœur. 
When I use the term “philosophical theology” here, I 
refer to Tillich’s later mature works. This is for two 
reasons. Firstly, even as Tillich scholars have rightly 
traced the origins and development of his under-
standing of philosophy and theology back to his dis-
sertations on Schelling,12 it is his later works, par-
ticularly as it was formulated in his Systematic The-
ology, that have become most influential for theol-
ogy. This also means that I do not attempt to specu-
late on how Tillich might have reworked his theo-
logical method in light of his later encounters with 
the history of religions through his seminars with 
Mircea Eliade.13 Secondly, and more germane to the 
purpose of this paper, when Ricœur speaks of Til-
lich’s philosophical theology as a response to a 
question, it is a clear signal that he is referring to his 
later formulation of the method of correlation rather 
than his early articulations in The System of the Sci-
ences, for instance.14 Still, insofar as Tillich was ar-
ticulating his systematic theology for a quarter of a 
century prior to its actual publication—a point he 
makes in the preface to volume 1 of Systematic The-
ology—15 I will draw on relevant articles in those 
earlier years that support his later claims.   

To understand what philosophical theology 
means, it is helpful to discuss first what it is not. 
Firstly, philosophical theology implies a theology 
with a philosophical character, which, in turn, im-
plies a theology without philosophical character. 
From this, he distinguishes between two types of 
theology: philosophical theology and kerygmatic 
theology. Although both forms are based on the ker-
gyma, the former explains the kerygma in close rela-
tion with philosophy, while the latter makes no ex-
plicit reference to it. Karl Barth, who Tillich fre-
quently names to be representative of kerygmatic 
theology, at least acknowledged that he could not 
avoid philosophical concepts, language, and meth-
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ods completely, and so it is to Barth’s ‘radical pu-
pils’ who are ostensibly the targets of Tillich’s criti-
cism here.16   

Philosophical theology also implies a philoso-
phy with a theological character, which, in turn, im-
plies a philosophy without a theological character. 
Philosophy without theology, on Tillich’s view, 
leads to either a logical positivism that does not deal 
with any problems that concern us or a mere episte-
mology or history of philosophy enumerating one 
opinion after another without existential basis. Thus, 
Tillich’s account of philosophical theology rejects 
the extremes of what he calls theological supra-
naturalism, which denounces the import of philoso-
phy, as well as philosophies that believe it to be im-
proper to mix with theology.   

So, what does Tillich positively mean by ‘phi-
losophical theology’? One way to address this ques-
tion is to ask what does Tillich mean by the term 
‘philosophy’ and what is theological about philoso-
phy, and to ask, conversely, what he means by the 
term ‘theology’ and what is philosophical about the-
ology. Regarding the former, Tillich grants that there 
is no generally accepted definition of philosophy;17 it 
can be construed, for instance, as metaphysics, as 
epistemology, as ethics, or as a regional science. He 
works around this thorny issue by suggesting a defi-
nition of philosophy that offers the widest possible 
meaning, for whatever the object of philosophy, it is 
always something that is. Thus, philosophy, in his 
words, is “that cognitive approach to reality in 
which reality as such is the object.”18  In short, Til-
lich associates philosophy with ‘metaphysics’, by 
which he means the rational inquiry into the struc-
tures of being as they appear in the human encounter 
with reality.  He is quick to disassociate this under-
standing of metaphysics from common mispercep-
tions of it that suppose a reality beyond the physical 
realm. Indeed, because of this, Tillich prefers to as-
sociate philosophy with ontology or what he else-
where calls the ‘original meaning of metaphysics’.19  
To understand philosophy in these terms, however, 
makes the division between philosophy and theology 
impossible because as Tillich states, “whatever the 
relation of God, world, and man may be, it lies in the 
frame of being.”20  Furthermore, insofar as meta-
physics is directed towards the structures of being, 
the philosopher tries to maintain a detached objectiv-
ity that does not ask the question of its own existen-
tial roots. But insofar as every human being and thus 
every philosophy has existential interests and pas-
sions, it implies that philosophy, whether it is ac-

knowledged or denied, whether it is implicit or ex-
plicit, has ultimate concern in its background.21       

If the meaning of philosophy is ontology or 
metaphysics in the original sense, and it is theologi-
cal insofar as the question it raises implies being-
itself with the existential attitude of passion from 
ultimate concern, now we can turn to the meaning of 
theology and how theology is philosophical. If God 
is the object of theology, Tillich insists that we can-
not talk about God as given directly—otherwise God 
would simply appear as an object beside other ob-
jects—but rather only in an indirect sense through 
religious symbols. In and through its symbols, the 
religious encounter with reality opens up the dimen-
sion of reality in which ultimacy appears. Theology 
then is “the conceptual interpretation, explanation, 
and criticism of the symbols in which a special en-
counter between God and man has found expres-
sion.”22 The objective and subjective side of faith are 
interrelated; on the object-side, faith occurs always 
already within given religious symbols against the 
horizon of history and tradition, and on the subject-
side, religious symbols must be interpreted in a way 
that adequately answers and expresses the ‘existen-
tial situation.’ Thus, as philosophy implies and is 
driven towards theology, so too, theology implies 
philosophy. For in order to interpret religious sym-
bols, “theology must use concepts which are either 
taken directly from a metaphysical system or which 
have already entered the general language without 
normally reminding of their philosophical origin.”23  
Theology presupposes a structure of expression that 
draws on the conceptual tools of its period such that 
it cannot escape the problem of the ‘situation’.24   

Tillich’s understanding of philosophical theol-
ogy, then, rejects a strict conflictual view that falls 
into either a theological supranaturalism or a phi-
losophical positivism. Insofar as theology cannot 
respond without a philosophical analysis of the hu-
man situation, theology is dependent on and requires 
philosophy. On the other hand, philosophy is de-
pendent on theology because its task in pursuing the 
structure of being discovers a question that philoso-
phy cannot answer. This mutual interdependence 
between philosophy and theology, then, accounts for 
why Tillich found the unusual name of his chair in 
‘philosophical theology’ best suited for his thought 
and work.         

 
Paul Ricœur 

With an understanding of Tillich’s philosophical 
theology in hand, we can now contrast it to Ricœur’s 
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understanding. Ricœur expressed a discomfort with 
the term ‘philosophical theology’ and rarely men-
tions it in his works. Indeed, it is often noted by 
Ricœur scholars that he separated his philosophical 
writings from theological claims throughout his ca-
reer. Perhaps nowhere is this dual program more 
explicitly enunciated than in Oneself as Another 
(1990), which, in his words, pursues an ‘autonomous 
philosophical discourse’.25 It is well-known that the 
original Gifford Lectures delivered in 1985-86 in-
cluded two studies on biblical hermeneutics26 so as 
to remain faithful to the founder’s will for the lec-
tures to be on ‘natural theology’. They, however, 
were removed from Oneself as Another to remain 
faithful to the separation of philosophy and theology 
that Ricœur had maintained throughout his life. He 
writes in Oneself as Another, 

The ten studies that make up this work assume 
the bracketing, conscious and resolute, of the con-
victions that bind me to biblical faith…I think I have 
presented to my readers arguments alone, which do 
not assume any commitment from the reader to re-
ject, accept, or suspend anything with regard to bib-
lical faith. It will be observed that this asceticism of 
the argument, which marks, I believe, all my phi-
losophical work, leads to a type of philosophy from 
which the actual mention of God is absent and in 
which the question of God, as a philosophical ques-
tion, itself remains in a suspension that could be 
called agnostic.27   

On the one hand, his philosophical writings are 
guarded from a crypto-theology such that philoso-
phy retains its own autonomous validity claims, but, 
equally important, biblical faith is guarded from a 
crypto-philosophy. Ricœur puts this separation be-
tween philosophy and theology most succinctly 
when he was asked by an interviewer, “Would you 
accept being introduced as a ‘Protestant philoso-
pher’?” to which Ricœur responds, “Certainly not. 
But ‘philosopher and Protestant’, yes!”28   

Such a strict separation between philosophy and 
theology may suggest within a Tillichian analysis 
that Ricœur’s thought leads to either a philosophy of 
logical positivism that does not deal with any prob-
lems that concern us or an epistemology or history 
of philosophy enumerating one opinion after another 
without existential basis. But readers of Ricœur will 
quickly point out that even as he enjoyed a broad 
engagement with the history of philosophy, that he 
was always concerned with using the resources of 
that tradition in the service of concrete thinking 
about human existence. Alternatively, one may con-

strue Ricœur’s thought as a form of theological su-
pra-naturalism, which denounces the import of phi-
losophy. It can be argued - as indeed many have - 
that the impulse to separate philosophy and theology 
is grounded in Ricœur’s Reformed tradition and the 
critical retrieval of Barthian theology in particular. 
Thus when Ricœur distinguishes his own position 
that understands theology as a response to a divine 
call from a Tillichian approach to theology as a re-
sponse to a human question raised by philosophy, he 
seems to slide closer to the kerygmatic theology of 
Barth and away from Tillich.29   

Indeed, Ricœur stands with Barth in rejecting 
liberal theology, which argued for the appropriate-
ness of Christianity to the modern age by seeking a 
rapprochement with wider culture by employing 
modern methods in historical studies, philosophy, 
and biblical criticism. If liberal theology built up and 
built in presuppositions of historical understanding 
and research that could serve as a basis for theology 
as a universal science, Ricœur, in agreement with 
Barth, argued for the priority of ‘listening to the 
Word of God’.30 Ricœur writes, “If the believer 
speaks of God, it is because he speaks first of the 
Word of God.”31 And again, “I am in accord with the 
way in which Karl Barth poses the theological prob-
lem. The origin of faith lies in the solicitation of man 
by the object of faith.”32 In other words, the central 
task of theology is not an answer to the anthropo-
logical or epistemological question, ‘How is human 
knowledge of revelation possible in general?’ or 
even to the existential question of being-itself, but 
rather it is listening to the Word of God spoken to 
this or that person. For both Barth and Ricœur, 
moreover, the Word of God is mediated by the 
‘world of the biblical text’ - the written Word of 
God. As Mark Wallace, the first scholar to observe 
Ricœur’s close affinity to Barth, stated, “For both 
thinkers, the world of the text is primarily not the 
Bible’s Sitz im Leben uncovered by historical criti-
cism, but its Sitz im Wort that confronts the listener 
as the reliable Word of God.”33 Their common con-
cern was that extra-biblical material—Platonism, 
Aristotelianism, historicism, existentialism, phe-
nomenology, general hermeneutics—would be in-
serted into the biblical world and become the basic 
framework for interpretation. Rather, both Ricœur 
and Barth sought to let the text speak for itself with-
out external impositions and presuppositions.   

When Ricœur distinguishes his own position 
that understands theology as a response to a divine 
call from a Tillichian approach for theology as a re-
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sponse to a human question raised by philosophy, or 
to put this differently, the conception of theology as 
a listening as opposed to an answering, it is perhaps 
due to their seemingly stark disagreement over the 
very nature and meaning of philosophical theology 
that they rarely engaged each other’s works in pub-
lic. But I suggest that by critically engaging their 
works, there are important points of contact between 
these two thinkers that bring their respective under-
standings of philosophical theology much closer to-
gether.    

 
III. Critical Section 

 
To understand their approaches simply as a re-

sponse to a human question (Tillich) or as a response 
to a divine call (Ricœur) reduces their thought to one 
or another aspect of what is a more complex and 
larger picture. Tillich’s method, for instance, clearly 
does not impose a human limitation on God’s tran-
scendence. If humans are necessarily philosophical 
and thus necessarily ask the meaning of existence 
that implies being-itself, Tillich nonetheless rejects 
natural religion and its circumscription and reduction 
of religion to human nature.34 Here, he agrees with 
the Barthian critique that there is no human experi-
ence or knowledge of God without the revelation of 
God. True religion is not assimilable into or bound 
within human spirit, history, and culture, but is 
rather grounded in the Unconditioned itself. And so 
Tillich’s philosophical theology is not simply a re-
sponse to a human question, but also it is a response 
to a divine call. By emphasizing the aspect of Til-
lich’s thought that insists on the priority of divine 
freedom and transcendence and human limitation, it 
brings it closer to Ricœur’s position.     

Similarly, Ricœur’s philosophical theology—if 
that is the right term—is not simply a response to a 
divine call, but touches and contacts human exis-
tence. Even as he is indebted to Barth, Ricœur can 
be seen to belong to the second-generation of French 
thinkers who sought to enlarge the role of philoso-
phy with respect to Christian faith. Ricœur notes, for 
instance, in an extended review of Roger Mehl’s La 
condition du philosophe chrétien (1947), that it was 
“the first great book in French where the new Re-
formed theology confronts the vocation of philoso-
phy and that the main interest of this book resides in 
that it attempts to move beyond the phase of crisis 
and rupture that was of the first generation of 
Barthians and towards a positive attitude regarding 
philosophy and culture precisely from a radically 

Christocentric theology.”35 According to this second 
generation of Barthians, which Ricœur himself 
seems to endorse, their vision of the task of theology 
is much more sympathetic to the aims and insights 
of philosophy. 

On the other hand, from Ricœur’s early student 
days, he demonstrated an expanded understanding of 
philosophy beyond logical positivism and history of 
philosophy so as to involve concrete human exis-
tence in relation to God. In his intellectual autobiog-
raphy, he notes that he wrote his master’s thesis, en-
titled Problem of God in Lachelier and Lagneau, 
because: “I found it intellectually satisfying that 
thinkers so taken with rationality and so concerned 
with the autonomy of philosophical thinking had 
granted a place for the idea of God.”36 His first major 
scholarly works, which dealt with the existentialism 
of Gabriel Marcel and Karl Jaspers, engaged think-
ers that dealt with the ‘mystery’ and ‘paradox’ of 
human existence and the place for philosophy and 
myth. He was clearly animated by questions regard-
ing the relationship between philosophy and Chris-
tian faith, evident in his extended review of Mehl’s 
work. And even as Ricœur frequently claimed the 
separation between philosophy and theology for 
much of his career, late in his life, he sought to bring 
them closer together. At a conference held in his 
honor at Chicago, for instance, he states: “Several 
speakers here have underlined my insistence on not 
mixing discourses. But now I feel freer to be atten-
tive to the correlations and even to the unwrapping 
of the different fields of theology and philosophy.”37  
And again, in another context, he claims, “I main-
tained the autonomy of philosophical reflection, at-
taching myself to what remains in the anthropologi-
cal domain: What is human action? What is a per-
son?...On the other hand, I rooted myself in a tradi-
tion which refers itself to the Jewish and Christian 
Scriptures that are deployed in narratives, confes-
sions of faith, ritual practices, etc. I always found 
myself at the intersection points of these / two do-
mains” [emphasis added].38 If a retrospective ap-
proach to Ricœur’s works allows for the constructive 
interaction between philosophy and theology, a pro-
spective approach through the lens of a Mehlian 
Barthianism permits it on historical and textual 
grounds. What emerges, then, is an expanded view 
of philosophy rooted in existence and driven to the-
ology and a theology that not only draws from but 
also significantly intersects with philosophy. For 
throughout the arc of his career, from existentialism 
and phenomenology through hermeneutics to ethics 
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and politics, there is a parallel and overlapping move 
made in his theology with respect to both methods 
and concepts.      

 
Conclusion 

 
This paper suggested that the reason for Tillich 

and Ricœur’s noticeable silence on each other’s 
work was due to a fundamental difference over the 
very meaning of philosophical theology. Through a 
critical comparison of Tillich and Ricœur’s thought, 
however, I have tried to bring them closer together: 
an expanded understanding of philosophy that takes 
seriously human existence and its implicit relation to 
being-itself or God, a critique of natural religion that 
attempts to circumscribes it within the realm of the 
human, and an understanding of theology as both a 
listening and an answer that draws from and contacts 
with philosophy. Thus, this paper not only offers an 
historical account of two discrete, but related under-
standings of ‘philosophical theology’ at Chicago in 
the 1960s through the 1990s, but also two distinct, 
but related approaches to its constructive task more 
generally.   
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Tillich and Intellectual Disability: 
Adequacy of Accounts of Faith 

 
Courtney Wilder 

 
I. Introduction of the Problem  

 
What is faith? Who can be faithful? What is at 

stake in the relationship between those questions? 
Accounts of Christian faith vary widely within the 
tradition. As Paul Tillich argues in the first pages of 
Dynamics of Faith, the very term faith “…confuses, 
misleads, creates alternately skepticism and fanati-
cism, intellectual resistance and emotional surrender, 
rejection of genuine religion and subjection to sub-
stitutes.”1 Despite this state of general confusion, 
Christian faith accounts do have some structural as 
well as doctrinal commonalities. An important and 
problematic shared expectation, but one Tillich does 
not explicitly reflect upon, is the presumption that 
the faithful Christian is a person of ordinary cogni-
tive capability who can function as a moral and re-
ligious agent and who can assent to the truth of 
teaching about Jesus. Tillich cares about a somewhat 
different set of misconstruals; of primary concern to 
Tillich in Dynamics of Faith are three distortions 
specific of faith: the intellectualistic distortion, 
which confuses faith with knowledge, the voluntaris-
tic distortion, which claims that faith can be an act of 
will, and the emotionalistic distortion of faith, which 
frames faith as “mere feeling.”2 The first and third of 
these concerns are most relevant to this discussion.  

Although Tillich does not speak directly to is-
sues of intellectual disability, his analysis of faith is 
useful in assessing and addressing emerging eccle-
sial and spiritual problems of Christians with intel-
lectual disabilities. So the first problem is: to what 
extent are people with intellectual disabilities ne-
glected by the Christian tradition, and how can Til-
lich’s analysis of faith help us assess this? The sec-
ond problem is whether and to what extent Tillich’s 
work offers the basis for a constructive account of 
faith of people with intellectual disabilities. The in-
terrogation here is bidirectional: I am using Tillich to 
investigate the broader tradition on this question, 
and then turning to Tillich’s own account of faith to 
determine its adequacy for a specific population of 
Christians.  

My interest in this question of faith and intellec-
tual disability is both practical and theoretical. Re-
cently I taught a course in disability theology. I 
asked a woman named Sherri who is a member of 

my community to come and speak to my class. Our 
kids know each other from the babysitter’s house; I 
first held Sherri’s younger daughter when she was a 
few months old. Sherri is an alumna of the institu-
tion where I teach, her father-in-law is one of my 
colleagues, she has participated in adult education 
sessions I have taught at her church, and I thought 
that she might offer useful insight to my students. 
Her young daughter, Macy, has Down Syndrome, 
and Sherri is deeply involved in support organiza-
tions for families like hers. In addition to coming to 
speak for one class session, she sat in on the class 
for an entire semester, which was a great gift.  

One day she mentioned that she’s working with 
her church’s Sunday School teachers to modify the 
curriculum so that her small daughter, who is now 
three, can be included with her peers and can be 
supported as she develops Christian faith. I began to 
wonder: what will Macy’s experience of faith be 
like? What is she capable of? Can the Christian tra-
dition in general, and Tillich in particular, suffi-
ciently account for her experiences in the usual de-
scriptions of Christian faith? If Tillich can’t account 
for Macy’s faith experience, his understanding of 
faith is too narrow. If he can, or if his understanding 
of faith can be expanded to include her experience, 
then Tillich provides theological resources for an 
important and understudied problem of pastoral care, 
and for better understanding by Christians of what 
faith is.  

My argument is not simply that Macy should be 
welcomed wholeheartedly into Christian life, al-
though of course I think she should. Nor am I seek-
ing to make a sentimental argument about the purity 
of her notions of Jesus, or the need of her family for 
a supportive church warranting some kind of special 
exemption for her despite her disability, or the obli-
gation of decent people to recognize her humanity 
and status as a child of God, although one could 
make arguments about all of those things. In fact, 
one sees such positions laid out frequently, espe-
cially in the name of pastoral care for people with 
disabilities and their families. Such accounts of 
Christian life tend to blunder in exactly the ways that 
Tillich objects to in his incisive description of what 
faith is not, which makes Tillich useful in figuring 
out the scope of the problem. And I am also inter-
ested in the challenge that Macy’s prospective faith 
experience poses to the adequacy Tillich’s theology.  

Framing my question around this particular child 
offers the opportunity for a very focused investiga-
tion. Individuals with Down Syndrome vary greatly 
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in their cognitive ability.3  It is common for a person 
with Down Syndrome to attend school, to learn to 
read, to have deep and loving relationships with 
family and friends, to attend church, to engage in 
paid work, and to be a productive and contributing 
member of her community. Innovative programs 
offering higher education for people with Down 
Syndrome have shown great promise.4 However, 
people with Down Syndrome are not necessarily 
recognized as faithful Christians by their religious 
communities, nor is their participation necessarily 
welcomed. There is also very little systematic reflec-
tion on what their faith experiences entail. This re-
flects a gap in Christian accounts of faith that Tillich 
can help us identify more clearly, and—perhaps—
also help us solve.  

 
II. Implications of the Problem 

 
Models of faith that assume typical intellectual 

capabilities on the part of the faithful Christian cre-
ate at least two categories of problem for Christian 
theology. One, what is the faith status of persons 
who are either too young to properly assent and par-
ticipate in faith or too old or infirm to continue in 
what may have been a lifelong affirmation of Chris-
tianity? This problem is treated in a variety of ways, 
typically with the goal of reasonable pastoral care 
rather than strict adherence to a conception of faith. 
An often-unstated premise of such treatments is that 
the infant or very young person will eventually ma-
ture into a state of cognitive and moral agency, and 
that a very old person has emerged from a state of 
cognitive and moral agency which still covers his or 
her relationship with God once typical cognition has 
faded. If the very young person dies before the age 
of reason, however that is calculated, modern pas-
toral care typically simply stipulates to the family 
that the child is with God without getting overly 
concerned about the child’s own particular capacity 
for faith. We might well ask a series of questions 
about those solutions, but I wish to bracket that dis-
cussion as not the focus of this paper.   

The second category of problem, which is the 
focus of this paper, is less well-treated and remains 
under-examined within Christian practice. What are 
the faith experiences of people with intellectual dis-
abilities, whose cognitive capabilities may never 
reach the idealized state of rational moral agents? 
Can they experience faith? If so, do accounts of faith 
developed with a normative assumption of typical 
intellectual status be adequate to describe the faith of 

persons with intellectual disabilities? By focusing on 
people with Down Syndrome, I’m deliberately not 
taking up in this paper a the most difficult version of 
this question: What can we say about the possible 
faith experiences of human beings who are nonver-
bal, who have very little demonstrable cognitive ac-
tivity, whose families and caretakers can treat them 
with great love but who have very few ways of re-
sponding? While that is a related and compelling 
issue it is also a problem for another day.  

The field of disability theology is entering a sec-
ond generation and offers a wide range of resources, 
both practical and theoretical, although the particular 
question I’m posing has not been well-addressed. 
Theologian John Swinton notes, “…[R]eflection on 
disability (particularly disabilities that relate to intel-
lect and reason: the prized assets of liberal society) 
is seen as a way of cracking open false assumptions 
and revealing the true nature of God and human be-
ings.”5 He echoes the concerns Tillich expresses re-
garding the focus of faith (on that which is genuinely 
absolute) and the mode of faith as ultimate concern 
rather than knowledge or feeling or will. Thus 
Swinton points to the importance of something that 
is exactly Tillich’s sort of task—the recognition and 
rejection of inadequate accounts of the relationship 
between God and human beings. Related issues of 
pastoral care, an important focus of disability theol-
ogy, help underscore the importance of examining 
Christian accounts of faith critically and carefully.  

 
III. What can Tillich offer?  

 
Dynamics of Faith offers an analysis of what 

kinds of theological claims Christians make about 
faith and how coherent and theologically sound they 
are. Tillich’s robust critique of various constructs of 
faith, mentioned above, can easily be expanded to 
address the problem at hand. One thing that faith is 
not, says Tillich, is “…an act of knowledge that has 
a low degree of evidence.”6 This is not a claim that 
faith does not depend on cognition, but a claim that 
faith is not adherence to truth claims that seem, on 
face value, to be false. Tillich is not addressing the 
veracity of various truth claims within the Christian 
tradition here, although he does in other places. He 
is also not arguing that faith is unrelated to the con-
tent of Christian teaching. What he does say here is 
that being a faithful Christian does not depend on a 
distorted notion of assent to truth claims. 

This position of Tillich’s reflects the influence 
of both Schleiermacher and existentialism on his 
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work, and it helps distinguish the experience of faith 
from issues of doctrinal adherence. Tillich’s position 
also offers an opening for us to ask the question of 
whether the claim that faith is not about knowledge 
gives us a basis to question the degree to which faith 
is about cognition. What is at stake here for the ordi-
nary Christian? Faith constructs that require standard 
cognitive abilities on the part of the faithful to com-
prehend specific doctrines or affirm of Jesus’ iden-
tity are common and have some unexpected conse-
quences, like exclusion of people with intellectual 
disabilities from full participation in Christian life. 
(We can think of this as the Macy problem.) This 
includes, for example, regular exclusion from atten-
dance at religious services, and from receiving stan-
dard theological instruction—hence the concern of 
Macy’s mother that her Sunday School teachers 
have a plan to include her.7 One study of intellectu-
ally disabled people and their religious lives de-
scribed the experience of one man who was not 
permitted to attend the funeral of his own father, 
although he expressed desire to attend and to pray 
for his father.8 Young people with Down Syndrome 
seeking baptism in traditions emphasizing “be-
liever’s baptism” have been discouraged from par-
ticipating in the ritual.9 

Intellectual disabled people are sometimes pre-
vented from participating in Eucharist out of concern 
that they don’t understand what is happening. In 
fact, this remains official Roman Catholic policy: 
“As presented in the U.S. bishops’ Guidelines for 
the Celebration of the Sacraments with Persons with 
Disabilities, the requirement that a communicant 
possess sufficient ‘use of reason’ to distinguish regu-
lar bread from consecrated elements still prevents 
some with Down’s from Communion.”10 These 
kinds of ecclesial decisions presume an intellectual 
and cognitive baseline for faith, and that baseline is 
set fairly high. The decision about whether a particu-
lar person with Down Syndrome is eligible to re-
ceive the sacrament also seems to be left up to indi-
vidual parish priests, leaving open the possibility for 
uneven treatment of people with Down Syndrome 
from congregation to congregation. A British re-
search participant named Jill reported, “‘Well, I did 
make my first confession…But when my mam was 
alive the priest come round to the house because I’m 
Downs syndrome and that; and he actually upset my 
mam by saying that I’m Downs Syndrome and I 
don’t know what…he was saying to my mam that I 
don’t know about religion… I’d love to make my 
communion with everyone standing around me the 

whole family, except my mam who isn’t with me 
anymore.’”11 So a model of faith that associates it 
too strongly with knowledge excludes those whose 
cognitive abilities are deemed insufficient. Jill’s 
community, with full doctrinal support, excluded her 
from the sacraments on the basis of her intellect.  

What can Tillich offer us here? Can he speak to 
the experience of Jill, who expressed desire to par-
ticipate in the sacrament of communion but was 
deemed cognitively incapable? Tillich has both a 
critique and a positive description of faith in re-
sponse to the problem he sees of distortions of the 
notion of faith. He writes, “[F]aith is more than trust 
in even the most sacred authority. It is participation 
in the subject of one’s ultimate concern with one’s 
whole being.”12 In Tillich’s view faith is experien-
tial, rather than grounded in knowledge; he argues 
that equating faith with knowledge is actually a ter-
rible mistake. This is important because if faith is 
not identical with knowledge of doctrine, then a door 
opens for faith experiences of those with intellectual 
disabilities. Put bluntly, if Tillich is correct in his 
rejection of faith framed as assent to truth claims, 
then one’s IQ is neither a guarantee of faith nor a 
barrier to it.  

However, Tillich has not yet solved all our prob-
lems or pointed us clearly to an understanding of 
faith for intellectually disabled people. Nor can we 
use Tillich to adopt a notion of faith as feeling some-
thing about the divine; this is the third distortion of 
faith that he identifies. Clearly for Tillich, faith does 
involve some cognition. For instance, he writes, 
“Faith is the most centered act of the human mind.”13 
He moves to a discussion of Freud and the ego, su-
perego, and id, and then continues,  

This leads to the question of how faith as a per-
sonal, centered act is related to the rational structure 
of man’s personality which is manifest in his mean-
ingful language, in his ability to know the true and 
do the good, in his sense of beauty and justice. All 
this, and not only his possibility to analyze, to calcu-
late and to argue, makes him a rational being.14 

This suggests that for Tillich, essential compo-
nents to faith are language, some ability to distin-
guish between right and wrong, freedom to act, and 
some appreciation for beauty and an ability to com-
prehend justice. Moreover, Tillich argues that faith 
“lives in many forms” and that “Every religious and 
cultural group and, to a certain degree, every indi-
vidual is the bearer of special experience and content 
of faith.”15 This is somewhat ambiguous; what Til-
lich means by “to a certain degree” is unclear. How-
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ever, he neither reduces faith to an intellectual expe-
rience nor holds that it is non-cognitive, arguing, 
“…we must deny that man’s essential nature is iden-
tical with the rational character of his mind.”16 Til-
lich also emphasizes the necessity of understanding 
something about God. He writes, “There is no faith 
without a content toward which it is directed. There 
is always something meant in the act of faith.”17 So, 
while Tillich does not specifically take up issues of 
intellectual disability, he does offer specific aspects 
of human experience that are components of faith. 
Does this characterization offer us enough to begin 
work on a Tillichian account of faith of people with 
intellectual disabilities?  

 
III. Current Situation   

 
We might ask first: what other resources in the 

Christian tradition, and specifically within disability 
theology, do we have to help with this analysis? 
Many attempts to address the question of faith of 
people with intellectual disabilities emerge from 
pastoral care concerns, and they typically include 
somewhat sentimental claims about the evident faith 
of people with intellectual disabilities. I find these 
approaches largely dissatisfying. For example, one 
professor of theology argues that he “… can find no 
biblical text telling us forthrightly that mentally dis-
abled people who cannot confess Jesus Christ as 
Savior are ‘under God’s salvation.’ As I read the 
New Testament, I can find only one path to salva-
tion—the path of an informed faith in Jesus 
Christ.”18 However, he is unwilling to posit the dam-
nation of the intellectually disabled, noting instead 
that “[People with intellectual disabilities] rarely 
allow doubt to overtake their faith the way we ra-
tional believers sometimes do.”19 This, plus the 
author’s conviction that God is a God of love, per-
mits him to argue for the salvation of persons with 
intellectual disability.  

This is kindness of a sort, and certainly an im-
provement on a position that requires full assent to 
Jesus as savior for salvation, but it is not a very good 
argument. The dubious loophole offered to people 
with intellectual disabilities is their inability to 
doubt, a description of faith that would be from a 
Tillichian perspective hardly be an improvement 
over the notion of faith that is being addressed. Til-
lich writes, “If faith is understood as belief that 
something is true, doubt is incompatible with the act 
of faith. If faith is understood as being ultimately 
concerned, doubt is a necessary element in it. It is a 

consequence of the risk of faith.”20 Thus the writer is 
unwilling to problematize the overall framing of 
faith, but wishes to include people with disabilities 
on the grounds that God surely loves them. Thus 
sentimentality and kindness, no matter how well-
meaning, do not solve the theological problem under 
discussion in a rigorous way.  

What can people with intellectual disabilities 
do? We will recall that Tillich offered a collection of 
criteria for what faith requires. He does not focus 
exclusively on rationality, instead including re-
quirements of some language, an ability to discern 
right and wrong, some freedom of action, and an 
ability to recognize beauty and justice. A British 
study of people with intellectual disabilities (includ-
ing but not limited to people with Down Syndrome, 
described as people who “were current users of adult 
services for people with intellectual disabilities”21) 
found a number of interesting patterns that speak to 
Tillich’s criteria. First, the study subjects were typi-
cally able to articulate their religious identity, ex-
plain central doctrines of their faith traditions like 
the incarnation and resurrection, and express a point 
of view about what their religious participation was 
and what they thought of it.22 The study’s authors 
also reported findings of ethical concern for other 
people on behalf of their subjects: “A Christian man 
and a Muslim woman in the study outlined that they 
felt a religious obligation to help people. Both indi-
viduals felt that they wanted a role within their 
community where they could help others who they 
saw as being less fortunate than themselves.”23 Sig-
nificantly, some participants of the study had con-
verted as adults to traditions different from those 
practiced by their families of origin.24 The study also 
found that “Some interviewees particularly liked 
aspects of the atmosphere of the place of worship 
and the religious ceremonies, including the ritual 
sense of the sacred often present in services, and 
bible reading.” A participant named Ian reported that 
he enjoyed, “‘High church and the incense, swinging 
incense, you know…and the church choir.’”25 

These narratives suggest that there is at great 
possibility of faith—as Tillich characterizes it - on 
the part of people with Down Syndrome and other 
similar intellectual disabilities. Tillich’s concern that 
faith not be reduced to intellect or certain sorts of 
relationships to truth claims, nor to pure emotional 
experience, but instead reflect a range of human ex-
periences, offers the framework for a more robust 
description of Christian faith experiences of intellec-
tual disabled people. However, Tillich is not before 
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his time on the issue of intellectual disability, and 
does not appear to have considered the possibility of 
a person with below-average intellectual capacity 
having experiences of faith. So while Tillich does 
not solve the Macy problem for us, he does provide 
a rich, multi-dimensional description of faith that 
could with further theological development be used 
as a basis for regarding this particular child as a 
member of her religious community and a faithful 
Christian.   
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“Belief Without Borders: Theo-
logical Perspectives on the Rise 

in ‘Nones’” 
 

LINDA MERCADANTE 
 
Is it possible that the organization that hosts us 

today could be someday called the American Acad-
emy of Spirituality instead of the American Academy 
of Religion? I ask this because of the large and grow-
ing numbers of Americans who do not want to be 
identified with any religion. As you are know, there 
is a very well documented rise in people not in-
volved in any organized religion. According to re-
cent surveys, more than one in five Americans are 
“nones,” i.e., unaffiliated with any religious tradi-
tion. For those under 30, the number rises to more 
than one in three, and could possibly be much 
higher. Take a look at a survey, done in October 
2011 by the well-respected Pew Forum, entitled 
“‘Nones’ on the Rise,” and you will realize that this 
train won’t be stopped. Paul Tillich, with his 
ground-breaking work in theology and culture, 
would have had a field-day analyzing this trend.1  

Each year during the 1990s, 1.3 million adults 
joined the ranks of the “nones.”2 Now there are more 
“nones” in America than mainline Protestants.3 Note 
that this is the same decade that saw a rise in conser-
vative Christianity, including its political involve- 

 
 

ment, and you might want to ponder if there is any 
connection. During this same period there was also 
some modest increase in the number of those identi-
fied with non-Christian religion, but that was small 
compared to the rise in “nones.” In fact, the amount 
of self-identified “nones” more than doubled be-
tween 1990 and 2001, going from 14.3 million to 
29.4 million.4 Between the beginning of this century 
and today, that number has now risen to 46 million.5 
As I indicated earlier, the largest percentage of 
“nones” is among young adults, ranging from one 
third to perhaps even three quarters of all adults un-
der 30. According to surveys, there is no sign that 
this surge is simply a transitional youthful phase. 
Instead, it seems to be a permanent pattern.6 Al-
though this trend is not yet universally apparent 
across the country, it seems like a train that can not 
be stopped.7  

Given the decline of permanent religious affilia-
tion among growing numbers of Americans, we 
seem to be moving to a “religion of no religion.”8 As 
Paul Heelas remarks, “It is not an exaggeration to 
say that [we] are living through the most radical pe-
riod of spiritual religious change of belief since 
Christianity took root [in the Western world].”9  One 
thing to keep in mind, however, is that these “nones” 
are not all simply secular. Thus the secularization 
theory is not necessary proved by this surge. Even 
less are these people largely atheist. According to 
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Pew surveys mentioned earlier, some 68% say they 
believe in God or a Universal Spirit. Many express a 
deep connection with nature and the earth. Some of 
them even pray regularly. Many, although not all, of 
these identify themselves as “spiritual but not relig-
ious” [SBNR]. These are the people I have been 
most concerned with over the last five years, when I 
have been meeting, interviewing them and analyzing 
their beliefs. Of course, not all “nones” are “SBNR.” 
In fact, only 37% of the “nones” describe themselves 
this way. Even less, are they all what religious peo-
ple hope for, i.e. “seekers.” For only 10% of the un-
affiliated are actually looking for a new spiritual 
home. These are Pew’s numbers.10 

So why the rise in the unaffiliated? Pew catego-
rizes the many existing theories into three main 
ones: (1) Political backlash: i.e., religion is seen as 
too entangled with conservative politics, coming 
across as judgmental, homophobic, hypocritical, etc. 
and this alienates people, especially more liberal 
ones. (2) Demographic:  With recent generations 
delaying marriage, not marrying, and/or delaying 
bearing children or not bearing them, this has a pro-
found effect on religion simply because married 
people, especially those with children, are more 
likely to have a religious affiliation. Also, against 
stereotype, Americans not becoming more religious 
as they age. (3) Broad social disengagement: Ac-
cording to Robert Putnam in Bowling Alone, as well 
as other social commentators, there is an increasing 
decline in membership, organizational loyalty and 
“social capital,” in general.11  So the rise in “nones” 
may be just one manifestation of this.  

And yet, in spite of all this, we have seen a rise 
in non-religious spirituality. It’s hot and it’s for sale. 
The evidence of this is all around us. Putting a spiri-
tual ribbon on everything has become very popular. 
You can’t avoid it whether you partake in a yoga 
class at your local community center  or attend a 
full-fledged residential retreat at a non-religious 
place such as the Omega Institute or Esalen. Given 
our market economy, spirituality outside organized 
religious channels has become big business.  

But should we be encouraged or discouraged by 
all this? What are we really seeing? Tillich might 
have as many questions as we do in the face of this 
new trend. For instance: Is this an idolatrous situa-
tion? A replacement for transcendence and revela-
tion? Are we simply seeing the doubts and anxieties 
of secularized peoples being expressed and even, 
thanks to our economic system, increasingly com-
modified and offered back to them for sale? Or are 

we witnessing the infinite making itself known 
through the finite? Are we seeing the freedom of 
God making the divine self known in ways that may 
positively scandalize religious people? Is this a “new 
theonomy” breaking into a religiously exhausted 
culture, or a culture exhausted by religion? Was the 
early Tillich right after all? And if it is this second 
option, can this possibly be read through the lens of 
popular culture, especially as it is captured, branded, 
marketed and sold by the media and the culture in-
dustry? The answer to these large questions has yet 
to emerge. In the meantime, we would do well to 
pay attention.  

I have been doing in-depth research on “nones,” 
in particular the SBNRs, for over five years. My 
book with Oxford University Press, entitled Belief 
Without Borders: Inside the Minds of the Spiritual 
But Not Religious,” will be available in March 2014. 
I took an approach different from others. Rather than 
studying the cultural products, church efforts to at-
tract, or even the emerging institutions that attract 
them, I decide to study the people themselves. Based 
on one hundred extensive interviews, several focus 
groups, many site visits and hundreds of informal 
conversations, this is a work of qualitative analysis. 
Although, unlike the quantitative analysis of sur-
veys, this work makes no claim to be representative, 
my research accords with the many surveys taken on 
the unaffiliated in the last decade or so. But my work 
goes into one important area that surveys either do 
not or cannot do. I focus on a very under-studied 
area, i.e., the beliefs of SBNRs.   

Why would a theologian use qualitative analy-
sis? For one thing, very little qualitative work has 
been done on the SBNRs, or even on the “nones.” 
Perhaps this is a reaction against a perceived over-
focus on beliefs in a formerly hegemonic Protestant-
tinged American civil religious climate. Second, 
qualitative research can help us ferret out a fuller 
picture of beliefs than surveys. Qualitative research 
helps us get below theories that may have caused us 
to minimize, homogenize, or miss core aspects in the 
spiritual lives of SBNRs. The sheer fact that not 
much qualitative work has been done on belief, es-
pecially that of spiritual seekers, makes this needed. 
Although I won’t go into my methodology in detail 
here, I do want to mention that I recorded all my 
interviews—which lasted sometimes two hours 
long—transcribed them, loaded them into a dedi-
cated program for this type of research, and then did 
a sort of “content analysis,” searching for theological 
themes. And I found them.  



Bulletin of the North American Paul Tillich Society, vol. 39, no. 4, Fall 2013 
 

36 

Why did I focus on belief? It seems counter-
intuitive at first glance because many SBNRs take a 
decidedly anti-dogmatic stance against religious be-
lief in general. They contend not only that belief is 
non-essential, but it is potentially harmful or at least 
a hindrance to spirituality. In fact, many contend that 
any insistence on truth claims, religious belief, or 
conceptual clarity is really the hegemonic thought-
control of organized religion. Even more people to-
day make a conceptual dismemberment of religion 
and spirituality, even though both words imply 
common elements—transcendence, ritual, belief and 
practice.  

But what we need to realize is that the sharp 
separation of religion from spirituality is more strat-
egy than philosophy, a way to get out from under the 
external constraints of authorities, traditions, or in-
stitutional bonds, and personalize one’s spiritual 
quest. In fact, the many people I spoke with did care 
deeply about their beliefs. Their refusal, for instance, 
to commit to any group unless they could fully sub-
scribe to all its principles, is just one of the many 
factors which demonstrate this. When I delved be-
low the seemingly programmatic assertions of my 
interviewees, I found something quite unlike either a 
general rejection of belief. Nor did I find a routine 
catalog of basically standard Christian beliefs simply 
divorced from institutional affiliation, i.e., believing 
without belonging. I also did not find total anarchy, 
total “Sheilaism,” simply “salad bar” spirituality. 
Instead, I found a third alternative, an emerging con-
sensual narrative.  

My conversation partners are spread across the 
continent (as well as from other Western nations) 
and are a diverse group age-wise, socio-
economically, racially and regarding sexual orienta-
tion. In order to determine who would fit my profile, 
I had to depart from standard measures of religiosity 
(membership, personal claims) and from the usual 
measures of belief (mostly Protestant standards, such 
as belief in the inerrancy or literal interpretation of 
Scripture). The main criteria was that my potential 
conversation partners self-identified primarily as 
“spiritual but not religious” regardless of their prac-
tices. What I found was that—rather than being dis-
tinguished by their spiritual practices—these were 
folks who had instead made an emotional commit-
ment not to believe certain things, no matter where 
they might sit on a Sunday morning. I found they 
fell into several types, which I have labeled: dissent-
ers, explorers, casuals, seekers and immigrants. I 

cannot spin all this out here, but the book will go 
into great detail on these types.  

Thus, although we may speak about “lived relig-
ion,” we should also speak about “lived theology.” 
For I was hearing a growing rejection of organized 
religion for reasons I would call theological, as well 
as an emerging set of alternative beliefs. When ap-
proaching the question of religious belief in Amer-
ica, the change today is not in having beliefs or not 
having them. Instead, the change has come in several 
key areas: (1) where the “locus of authority” lies; (2) 
whether or not one has the ability, or is willing to 
make the effort, to discern the beliefs underlying 
various the spiritual practices one uses; (3) whether 
or not one has been given the conceptual tools to 
discriminate among belief claims; (4) whether or not 
one finds hybridity and syncretism an improvement 
on orthodoxy, or is simply unaware of conflicting 
claims. Although my respondents were clearly mak-
ing an emotional commitment not to believe certain 
things, even choosing expressivism over rationality, 
they were still concerned with actual beliefs.   

Before going on, let me also be clear what I’m 
not saying: I’m not saying that the cognitive element 
is the only important element in religion or spiritual-
ity. I’m not saying that people, if they claim a relig-
ious tradition, must agree with it in order to be 
counted, to be good, to be real practitioners. I am not 
saying that people cannot conduct their religious and 
spiritual lives until they get their ideas settled. I am 
not saying that heterogeneity in belief—or hybrid 
identity—is a new thing, at least in practice if not in 
overt avowal.12 Nor am I saying that each person has 
a fully worked out systematic theology, nor that 
people are always integrated wholes, with belief and 
behavior totally in sync. For even among believers, 
we know we cannot simply assume a deep and con-
sistent “religious congruence” between a person’s 
professed beliefs and their attitudes or behavior.13 
Indeed, it has always been obvious to religious lead-
ers that there are many “fuzzy” faithful sitting in 
their pews, people who are neither completely clear, 
completely in agreement, nor completely faithful to 
the tenets of their religion.14 What is different, how-
ever, is that my interviewees seem to be promoting 
or affirming this, rather than hiding or denying it. 

What can be gained from this research? First, 
my initial assumptions—which were the assump-
tions of many in religious circles—were wrong. 
Thus, I found that, among my interviewees: (1) few 
have been hurt by religion; (2) few are looking to 
“settle down,” i.e., to find a new spiritual home, and 
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(3) their beliefs are not simply “salad bar” theology. 
Of course, much depends upon the type of inter-
viewee we examine. For those I call the “casuals,” 
there is an eclectic, “as-needed” approach to belief. 
For those I found who were genuinely “seekers,” 
they sometimes resist and sometimes try to reconcile 
previous religious beliefs. Many often saw the ex-
amination of belief—or the rejection of it—as an 
important transitional stage in their spiritual growth. 
For those I call “spiritual explorers,” they often are 
looking for interesting ideas and practices, with a 
kind of “doctrine of universal truth” as their touch-
stone. I found true hybridity only in some interview-
ees but did find syncretism championed and em-
braced, albeit not always at a deep conceptual level. 
Indeed, syncretism was not a dirty word to them but 
more a matter of pride 

As for the shift in locus of authority, there is a 
clear trend toward “self-spirituality” or the sacraliza-
tion of self. That was true among virtually all my 
interviewees. They see themselves as responsible for 
own liberation, their own spiritual growth, and their 
own truth. They see the self as the seat and arbiter of 
all that. They also commonly believe that their lives 
were broken—for a variety of reasons—but could 
very well be fixed. Thus their constant search for 
techniques and teachers. Also common is the psy-
chologizing of spirituality. Indeed, psychology has 
replaced religion or theology for many. As I said 
earlier, there is an emotional commitment not to be-
lieve and a clear “detraditioning” going on. The 
convergence of psychology and shift in locus of 
authority means that, for many of my interviewees, 
the ego—which represents external, yet internalized 
and inauthentic, tradition—is not always to be 
trusted. Instead, the Self must be liberated from the 
tyranny of both external authority and also the sur-
face ego, which has been molded by those authori-
ties. As a result, there are a host of psychotherapeu-
tic, artistic, and spiritual practices called into service 
to make this happen. In my book, I show how some 
of these trends are clearly echoes of a Western lib-
eral religious heritage.  

Another important common factor is a kind of 
“Theology of Universal Truth” among the inter-
viewees. They denigrate or minimize religion and 
couple this with a “perennialism” or “cosmopolitan-
ism” which sees all religions as essentially the same, 
and also equally misguided in their ancillary fea-
tures. Instead, they feel they have access—even bet-
ter than the actual practitioners—to the hidden wis-
dom in all traditions. Thus, the institutional equiva-

lent of “ego operations” creates the distinctions. 
They feel that religious mystics have been the few 
always in touch with this special knowledge. Clearly 
there is a gnostic element in SBNR theology. That 
is, only they, the enlightened, see this hidden wis-
dom in all religions and also have the power of sepa-
rating the wheat from the chaff.  

As for ethics, there are some values held in 
common but the arch principle is tolerance. My con-
versation partners do not want to make too many 
moral claims on themselves or on others. They want 
to reduce all action to personal choice. And they of-
ten have trouble asserting that there is “good” and 
“evil.” However, there is also a selective focus on 
certain contemporary “virtues” such as compassion 
and tolerance, while other traditional virtues such as 
charity, hope, and diligence are minimized.  

As for specifically theological issues, my inter-
viewees have some themes in common. They reject 
male imagery for the divine or the transcendent di-
mension. They reject simplistic divine intervention-
ism. Indeed, they question transcendence in itself 
and also often reject any personal, self-conscious or 
communicative God figure. In addition, they reject 
certain beliefs they identify with organized religion, 
such as exclusivism and teleology. These are seen as 
childish and/or hegemonic, destructive, or repressive 
of true self. Although their cosmology is monistic, I 
did not find the pantheism I expected. Nature was a 
soothing force to them, and helped clear away the 
ego operations caused by tradition, but it was not 
worshipped per se by very many. Exceptions can be 
made for some interviewees in the Pacific Northwest 
Mountain states, where with nature’s grandeur, you 
might expect it.  

Even though they rejected divine intervention, 
many nevertheless exhibited a belief in a type of 
providence or grace. Here they showed a somewhat 
interventionist theology where guidance, intuition, 
and spiritual flow exists. While this seems in conflict 
with their impersonal, non-self-conscious non-
transcendent Oneness, they professed it anyway. 
However, the guidance they sought was often not 
directed at them personally. Instead, it was more like 
a power strip, so you could plug in or not. Yet their 
own ability to tap in assumed there is a force want-
ing to shower benevolence on them, even if it isn’t a 
conscious or personal being. In addition, they saw 
the universal “oneness” as non-demanding by defini-
tion. They often focused on emerging consciousness. 
Even the “oneness,” although often seen as non-
conscious, could evolve in this direction.  
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As for human nature, my interviewees felt that 
the truly spiritual person is one who is “awake” or 
“conscious.” They indicated that an awakened per-
son could recognize and even give consciousness to 
this transcendent force through their own self-
consciousness. So rather than asking how humans 
could have self-consciousness—if they came about 
this by random action or energy—instead they see 
the force or source as striving to attain self-
consciousness through the believers personal 
growth. This is what made me postulate that for 
many, the “believer” is almost functioning as God’s 
“therapist” bringing the One to consciousness. 
Many, however, saw themselves instead as “God-in-
training.” This process involved getting into align-
ment with their true nature. Some themes we might 
expect among this cohort were not often found. Very 
few had a gnostic emanation theory of “creation.” 
There was little dualism, certainly not of good ver-
sus evil version. When it did exist, it was often 
male/female in nature, certainly in the more con-
sciously pagan interviewees. These did not represent 
a high percentage of my conversation partners, how-
ever. What about Jesus? If he was thought of at all, it 
was more as a guru, Bodhisattva, spiritual guide, or 
enlightened master. I realize that to many religious 
scholars, many of these themes seem to indicate a 
“turn to the East.” However, I found very few “im-
migrants” to other religions. Instead, I saw a distinc-
tively American product, a borrowing, adapting, and 
selectively using aspects from Eastern, folk, and 
other religions. 

 As suggestive as my research proved to be, 
there are still many unanswered questions, particu-
larly theological ones. Here are just some of them:  
Regarding the sacred dimension in their beliefs, are 
we simply seeing a new recognition of mystery of 
God, God’s hidden side? Or are we moving into 
non-theism? As for their overarching cosmology, is 
this really monism, or instead a nascent understand-
ing of being “in Christ” or moving into “heart of 
God”? Is this immanence a form of paganism or just 
a deeper sense of the immanence of God in all crea-
tion? 

Regarding human nature: Is this truly a sacrali-
zation of the self, or in fact a deeper sense of the 
imago dei? Is this the end of human nature as dis-
tinct, or is it instead a greater appreciation of every-
thing as God’s creation? Is the self-spirituality a ver-
sion of sanctification, perhaps a new appreciation of 
“theosis,” or simply modern individualistic self-
focus? Or is it a way to protect against the anonym-

ity and bureaucratization of our post-modern world? 
As for theology in general, are we seeing a new epis-
temology, even the decline of rationality, or is this 
trend simply a protest, a revamping, or a corrective 
to an overly cognitive Christianity? Are we seeing 
the end of belief as a factor in faith, or instead a 
deeper appreciation for the experien-
tial/emotive/expressivist dimensions? Is this the tri-
umph of liberal Protestantism, taking its unmediated 
access to God to its logical conclusion? Or are we 
simply broadening our understandings, bringing 
some Eastern theology into a Western perspective? 
And will the foreign soil make a difference in 
whether or how the seed grows? 

And what about community? Are we seeing a 
new and expanded version of “Sheilaism,” a private 
individualized “religion?” Or is this, rather, the end 
of collectivity based on hierarchy, imposition, or 
inequality and the beginning of cooperation based on 
choice/intention/good will? From a sociological per-
spective, are seeing a giant step toward Euro-style 
secularization or, instead, a protest of it (and moder-
nity)? Is this an individualistic niche-marketing of 
spirituality, a designer version of consumerism, the 
interior decorating of the capitalistic “soul”? Or is it 
just a necessary adaptation to our economic system? 
Even more, does this critique cut deeper, implicitly 
providing a countervailing force to consumerist 
capitalism?   

And what about the common good? What’s go-
ing to be the effect of this rise in “nones” on Ameri-
can democracy, on institutions, on idea of the com-
mon good which seems to assume some basic 
agreement or presuppositions or common values? 
Will we find religious freedom enhanced or, rather, 
constrained, because of this trend? For if religion is 
so individualized, diverse and fragmented, what does 
freedom of religion mean in the end? And how can it 
be accommodated? (Think of the military, prisons, 
schools). What will be the fate of institutions which 
were built on religious frames? Going forward, will 
we be left with only two versions of religion, the 
“hard” version [exclusivist, superior] and the “soft” 
version, the SBNR? Will liberal religion be edged 
out or starved out [whether that is Islam, Christian-
ity, or Judaism]? Or does this SBNR trend imply, 
instead, the triumph of liberal values? Will we have 
secularism for the many, but the hard version of re-
ligion for some?  

These are just some of the questions I am left 
with after this project. But some things are begin-
ning to come clear. For, rather than “salad bar” spiri-
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tuality, I believe we are seeing a nascent and possi-
bly cohesive emerging narrative which could, possi-
bly, become a “meta-narrative” or even a “sacred 
canopy” for a new era.  
                                                        

1 For worldwide comparisons, see “The Global Relig-
ious Landscape,” Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, 
Dec. 18, 2012, and Oct. 2012 report “Nones on the Rise,” 
www.pewforum.org  For a summary, see Kimberly 
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www.washingtonpost.com 
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Kosmin and Ariela Keysar, 2008. 
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But for much of the 20th and 21st centuries, this reality has 
been well documented by both scientific and popular sur-
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Public Life, Faith in Flux: Changes in Religious Affilia-
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theran University in Sequin, TX assured me that most of 
the students in her “Religion in the U.S.” class had never 
heard the term “spiritual but not religious.” All under 21, 
they were nearly uniformly from conservative Christian 
backgrounds. They were confused by the phrase at first, 
thinking that spirituality must be a pejorative term if it 
was de-linked from religion. But after some explanation, 
they rapidly appropriated the popular connotation that 
“spiritual” meant one had a vital, living faith, and that to 
just be “religious” without it, meant one was a hypocrite.  
Thanks to Dr. Scheider for sharing this vignette.  

8 One who has used this term is Jeffrey Kripal in his 
book Esalen: America and the Religion of No Religion, 
[University of Chicago Press, 2008). 

9 Paul Heelas, Spiritualities of Life: New Age Roman-
ticism and Consumptive Capitalism, [Blackwell, 2008], 
pp.74-5. 

10 Pew, “‘Nones’ on the Rise.” 
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nam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of Ameri-
can Community, [Touchstone by Simon & Schuster, 
2001]. 
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13 In his 2009 presidential address to the Society for 
the Scientific Study of Religion, Mark Chaves challenged 
this problematic assumption.  See “Rain Dances in the 
Dry Season: Overcoming the Religious Congruence Fal-
lacy,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion (2010) 
49(1): 1-14. 
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been longer on the trajectory towards the decline in relig-
ious affiliation. See David Voas, “The Rise and Fall of 
Fuzzy Fidelity in Europe,” European Sociological Re-
view, Vol. 25, No 2, 2009, 155-168. 
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It is difficult to begin to write about the darkness 

of life—pain, suffering, death, grief. These experi-
ences often seem so immensely and profoundly per-
sonal that speaking about them runs the risk of be-
coming sterile or inauthentic. Music, as writers 
across disciplines insist, can express what ‘mere’ 
words cannot. Melody, rhythm, poetry, and the ex-
perience of all that (both in the creation and con-
sumption of the product) can serve as cathartic and 
through that help teach us who we are, and how we 
struggle. Using Tillich as foundational, I put forth a 
theological aesthetic that is grounded in the tradition 
of human life, thought, and experience, as inter-
preted through a Christian lens. In a 1956 article, 
Tillich wrote, ‘“the Church listens to prophetic 
voices outside itself, in judgment both on culture and 
on the Church in so far as it is a part of culture. Most 
such voices come from persons who are not active 
members of the manifest Church.’”1 Music, as a 
unique cultural form—the combined biography, mu-
sic and lyrics, and the audience reception—offers 
overwhelming support for locating genuine theo-
logical reflection and prophetic witness outside the 
walls of the institutional church.   

Tillich’s correlational method offers an entry 
point for pieces of and voices from the larger culture 
to help shape our theological answers. In fact, he 
argues, the culture must shape our theology. Though 
he does not extend it explicitly to popular culture or 
popular music more specifically, it seems both an 
easy and obvious application of his method. For Til-
lich, art and culture have a transformative power in 
our world. If art and culture contain means by which 
we understand ourselves, and if we are confronted 
with the indisputable reality of human life and di-
vine truth, then we cannot help but be changed by 
it.2 

Tillich describes that ‘“the two indirect ways of 
expressing ultimate reality are philosophy. . . and 
art.’”3 Human culture contains the potential for reve-
latory power, promise and potential. In Theology 
and Culture, he argues that in recognizing the mean-
ing found within culture that we in turn learn some-
thing about ourselves, both individually and as 

communal beings, and in turn we are able to learn 
something about God.4   

Cultural forms, specifically music, can fill the 
role and shape the form of theological reflection. 
Because theology is contextual—it is personal, spe-
cific, lived, and because it is descriptive in so far as 
its substance and style are narrative, we can identify 
the function of theology in the cultural forms around 
us.  

Theological reflection emerges from particular 
contexts, experiences and praxes, or else it is void of 
application, of meaning, of substance. Not only 
through abstract, theoretical reflection, but also 
through the day-to-day activities of the living com-
munity—through its context—theology finds con-
crete application, both in its ‘problems’ and in its 
answers. Theology is—and must be—personal and 
specific because, according to Tillich, ‘“the object of 
theology is that which concerns us ultimately. Only 
those propositions are theological which deal with 
their object in so far as it can become a matter of 
ultimate concern for us.’”5  

Tillich further defines theology as ‘“a help in 
answering questions.’”6  His method of correlation is 
consistent with the experience of being human: 
‘“Being human means asking the questions of one’s 
own being and living under the impact of the an-
swers given to this question. And, conversely, being 
human means receiving answers to the question of 
one’s own being and asking questions under the im-
pact of the answers.’” Therefore, the correlation of 
theological method ‘“makes an analysis of the hu-
man situation out of which the existential questions 
arise, and it demonstrates that the symbols used in 
the Christian message are the answers to these ques-
tions.’”7 Theology, therefore, deals with specific 
questions of human experience. 

An couple of examples to illustrate this first 
principle would be the song, ‘“Dear God’” by Mon-
sters of Folk, and ‘“Idea #21 (Not Too Late)’” by 
Over the Rhine. The song ‘“Dear God,’” essentially 
is an expression of the ages-old problem of theodicy: 

Dear god, I’m trying hard to reach you  
Dear god, I see your face in all I do  
Sometimes it’s so hard to believe in  
Good god I know you have your reasons  
 
Dear god I see you move the mountains  
Dear god I see you moving trees  
Sometimes it’s nothing to believe in  
Sometimes it’s everything I see  
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Well I’ve been thinking about,  
And I’ve been breaking it down without an an-

swer  
I know I’m thinking aloud but if your loves  
Still around why do we suffer?  
Why do we suffer? 8 
 
The question of theodicy is voiced from a per-

sonal perspective, out of particular human experi-
ence. Likewise, the song ‘“Idea #21’” by Over the 
Rhine, is, in many ways, a recapitulation of lament 
language of scripture (Psalm 13, 22, 35; Habbakuk 
1), again summarized out of particular human expe-
rience: 

Till we lay these weapons at your feet, 
Lord 

How long, how long 
Till we call all hatred obsolete, Lord 
How long, how long … 
Our eyes all shine in different colors we 

cry, Lord 
How long 
Our dreams our tears are all the same by 

and by, Lord 
How long, how long9 

 
Tillich champions cultural forms as valid and vi-

tal means of expressing these ultimate concerns. As 
Tillich articulates, aesthetic forms have the un-
matched capacity to connect to and express the 
depths of human experience—persons’ deepest 
hopes, fears, despair, faith and love (and the lack of 
any or all of these). The expressive capability of ar-
tistic forms ought to be instructive for those ‘doing’ 
theology, in bringing to light the objects of ‘“ulti-
mate concern,’” to which theology must find an an-
swer if it is to speak a Christian message. He argues 
that theologians, as members of society, participate 
in cultural systems (politics, poetry, philosophy), 
and so must look to them in theological reflection: 
‘“[The theologian] uses culture and religion inten-
tionally as his [sic] means of expression, . . . he for-
mulates the existential questions implied in them, to 
which his theology intends to be the answer.’”10 In 
sum, theology is specific, grounded in particular 
contexts, dealing with individual and collective hu-
man experiences. 

Further, the theological task is not directed to-
ward a vague, unknowable, unnamable deity. Insofar 
as it emerges from a specific tradition and as soon as 
it describes a specific understanding of the divine, 
theology is specific. Tillich notes that God, then is 

not God if God is not the creative ground of every-
thing that has being. God then is both nearer to and 
more transcendent that we have the capacity to 
know. In this way God, and all our reflection about 
God is thoroughly personal, emerges out of our lived 
(individual and in community) experience, and is 
specific—about a particular deity who relates to 
creation in a particular way. 

In anticipating the critique that cultural rele-
vancy is equated to relativism, these theologies carry 
an implicit and thorough ‘“no,’” instead insisting 
that theology begins with cultural relevancy. The 
solution (if there is one, it is surely not exhaustive), 
seems to be fuller attention to the sum of human ex-
perience—from birth to death, from elation to de-
spair, from seen to unseen. Tillich points to this in 
his further explanation of the correlative method. 
This does not relativize theology; on the contrary: to 
locate or describe new answers to old questions does 
not disrupt the unity between the earlier and later 
parts of the system.11 He writes that the ‘“theologian 
does not rest on the theological answer which he [or 
she] announces. He can give it in a convincing way 
only if he participates with his whole being in…the 
human predicament. … In formulating the answer, 
he must struggle with it.’”12 

An example here comes, again, from Over the 
Rhine, and their song, ‘“All My Favorite People,’” 
in which they acknowledge the fullness of human-
ity—brokenness and sacred life: 

All my favorite people are broken 
Believe me 
My heart should know 
 

Some prayers are better left unspoken 
I just wanna hold you 
And let the rest go 
 
All my friends are part saint and part sinner 
We lean on each other 
Try to rise above 
 
We’re not afraid to admit we’re all still begin-
ners 
We’re all late bloomers 
When it comes to love 
 
All my favorite people are broken 
Believe me 
My heart should know 
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Orphaned believers, skeptical dreamers 
Step forward 
You can stay right here 
 
You don’t have to go 
Is each wound you’ve received 
Just a burdensome gift? 
It gets so hard to lift 
Yourself up off the ground13 
If theology emerges from particular contexts, 

and speaks to lived experience, then theological re-
flection must include narrative in both its form and 
quality. Attention to human stories resounds with the 
lived nature of theology; the telling, hearing, and 
sharing of stories are theological acts. James 
McClendon developed the narrative quality of theol-
ogy, insisting that theology, because it is a journey, 
begins with biography. Biography as theology 
‘works’ because, through the telling of (and reflect-
ing upon) stories of real lives, it allows us to catch a 
glimpse of the truth of human suffering, struggle, 
hope, and love. He argues that ‘“there is no more 
important inquiry than the one which sets out to an-
swer those whence and why and whither questions. . 
. . In a word, some problems are hard problems, and 
turning away from them if they aren’t my problems 
is neither easy nor a solution.’”14 At least one way 
that music, specifically, fills this niche is in its 
power to remind us of the theological act of telling 
and listening to human stories. The role of narrative 
to teach us about ourselves, others, our world, and 
our God ought to be reclaimed, and songwriting rep-
resents a wide-reaching, accessible means to remind 
us of that.   

An example from U2’s catalog would be an ap-
propriate interlude here. In the song ‘“Peace on 
Earth’” from the album, All That You Can’t Leave 
Behind, is in many ways a prayer—a prayer for 
peace, styled after telling stories of those who seek 
peace: 

Jesus can you take the time 
To throw a drowning man a line 
Peace on Earth 
Tell the ones who hear no sound 
Whose sons are living in the ground 
Peace on Earth 
No whos or whys 
No one cries like a mother cries 
For peace on Earth 
She never got to say goodbye 
To see the color in his eyes 
Now he’s in the dirt 

Peace on Earth  
 
They’re reading names out over the radio 
All the folks the rest of us won’t get to know 
Sean and Julia, Gareth, Ann and Breda 
Their lives are bigger than any big idea15  
 
Tillich describes both culture and art (which are, 

of course, overlapping categories) as having several 
functions, including various prophetic functions. Art 
is prophetic in its ability to protest the way things 
are. In its ability to describe authentically how things 
are, according to Tillich, art ‘“opens the eyes to a 
truth which is lost in the daily-life encounter with 
reality. We see as something unfamiliar what we 
believed we knew by meeting it day to day.’”16  

Art is also prophetic in its ability to express the 
element of hope: ‘“What prophetic hope expects is 
affirmed as given in forms of perfection which the 
artist can produce in the world of images.’”17 Tillich 
argues that expressions of art that are inauthentic to 
human experience are dangerous, because they con-
ceal reality, protest, and hope. Insofar as art is able 
to be authentic to both reality and potentiality, it op-
erates prophetically. 

Two examples from contemporary music will be 
helpful here as well. First, Paul Simon’s ‘“Wartime 
Prayers’” from his 2006 album, Surprise, addresses 
the difficulty of finding hope in situations of war-
fare: 

Prayers offered in times of peace 
Are silent conversations 
Appeals for love, or love’s release 
In private invocations 
But all that is changed now 
Gone like a memory from the day before the 
fires 
People hungry for the voice of God 
Hear lunatics and liars … 
 
Times are hard, it’s a hard time 
But everybody knows 
All about hard times, the thing is 
What are you gonna do? 
Well, you cry and try to muscle through 
And try to rearrange your stuff 
But when the wounds are deep enough 
And it’s all that we can bear 
We wrap ourselves in prayer18 
 
A second example comes from a solo recording 

from Amy Ray (one half of the Indigo Girls): the 
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song ‘“Let it Ring,’” from her 2005 album, Prom. 
The song is an expression of both protest at how 
things are, and hope and vision of how things ought 
to—or could—be. 

When you march stand up straight. 
When you fill the world with hate 
Step in time with your kind and 
Let it ring 
 
When you speak against me 
Would you bring your family 
Say it loud pass it down and 
Let it ring 
 
Let it ring to Jesus ‘cause he sure’d be proud of 
you 
You made fear an institution and it got the best 
of you 
Let it ring in the name of the one that set you 
free 
Let it ring 
 
As I wander through this valley 
In the shadow of my doubting 
I will not be discounted 
So let it ring 
 
You can cite the need for wars 
Call us infidels or whores 
Either way we’ll be your neighbor 
So let it ring 
 
Let it ring 
in the name of the man that set you free 
Let it ring 
 
And the strife will make me stronger 
As my maker leads me onward 
I’ll be marching in that number 
So let it ring 
 
I’m gonna let it ring to Jesus 
Cause I know he loves me too 
And I get down on my knees and I pray the same 
as you 
Let it ring, let it ring 
‘Cause one day we’ll all be free 
Let it ring19  
Therefore, a prophet is someone doing the work 

of theology (that is reflecting on the truth of human 
experience as it relates to the truth of God in hope 
for renewal and restoration) in the midst of and con-

fronting the world as it is, but does not remain satis-
fied that the world stay as it is. Hence, prophetic 
witness is any message—given or received—that 
speaks honestly out of human experience, relating 
authentic human struggle, pain, hope, and love, and 
that denounces injustice and despair. 

In a sense, the barrier that has been drawn—
mostly as a result of the Enlightenment—between 
what is sacred and what is secular, is false. The 
church is to minister to the whole person, and the 
same person who goes to a concert, or a movie, or 
paints on a canvas on Saturday does not morph into 
a different person when she enters a church service 
on Sunday.  We must break down these competing 
spheres in order to understand and confront real 
people struggling in a world constantly pushing to-
wards despair and violence.  

What is perhaps unnerving about this chal-
lenge—and it is a challenge—is that it insists on 
permeable walls of the Church, and on a Church that 
does not identify itself by resisting the outside 
world.  The challenge also implies that the Church 
itself might be changed by the world. This is not 
necessarily a challenge to the Church’s core identity, 
but in how it understands its role and function within 
a particular time and place. Jon Michael Spencer 
explains that we ought to pay attention to ‘“the crea-
tors and consumers of popular music in order to dis-
cern how this vast segment of culture perceives the 
great mysteries that myths address and how these 
ultimate concerns figure into the worldview that in 
turn formulates the character of the secular 
world.’”20  

The pastoral implications here are many.  Cer-
tainly, there are potential ways that popular culture 
can be implemented within the life of worship, edu-
cation and discipleship of the institutional church. 
Allowing persons of faith to bring their culture into 
church, so to speak, encourages them to bring their 
faith into their culture. Further, part of the task of the 
minister is to shepherd persons in the life of faith, 
guiding them with questions, wisdom, and grace. 
The implications of art and popular culture being 
theologically significant mean that part of the pas-
toral task is guiding people in understanding and 
interpreting these forms of culture. Popular culture 
inevitably creates and shapes meaning in people’s 
lives. We must assume this meaning has theological 
and prophetic implications. Churches, theologians, 
pastors, must rifle through the masses of culture to 
help others ‘read’ these elements.   
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Likewise, I hold that paying attention to forms 
of popular culture can reawaken the Church to the 
prophetic spirit already and always at work in the 
world. When these forms of culture serve to chal-
lenge the status quo and systems of injustice and 
oppression, they remind us of our own call to speak 
out for the voiceless and care for the outcast and 
downtrodden. Any institution risks falling into com-
placency; the institutional church is no exception.  
Music, sometimes especially popular music, can call 
us back to our identity in the already-but-not-yet 
work towards the Kingdom of God. As artists work 
in the same kind of imaginative spirit as the proph-
ets, so too they remind us of our own call to imagi-
nation—imagining the way things could and ought 
be in the Kingdom of God. These things ought to 
provoke us toward a theology and an ecclesiology 
that puts creativity and imagination at a place of pri-
ority. 

Another pastoral implication is in the necessity 
of recognizing the power of telling a story as a theo-
logical act. When we open ourselves to hearing oth-
ers’ stories, we learn more about ourselves and each 
other, developing greater compassion and capacity 
for solidarity with others’ experiences. Andrew 
Greeley echoes this in his discussion of the sacra-
ment of grace: the real experience of grace in human 
experience, which assumes ‘“that experiences, im-
ages, and stories of God are to be found in popular 
culture and indeed that these experiences, images, 
and stories provide a wealth of material of immedi-
ate practical use in Catechetics and homiletics.’”21 
Religious language and conversation is essentially 
about telling a story, and resonating with others’ sto-
ries, therefore ‘“religion becomes a communal event 
when a person is able to link his [or her] own grace 
experience with the overarching experience of this 
religious tradition.’”22  Thus, as we are able to, and 
do perceive grace in so-called secular forms, particu-
larly the imagination and popular culture, and the 
church ought to take these experiences and ‘“rear-
ticulate, refine, re-collect, and re-present [them] and 
thus to deepen and enrich and challenge them by 
integrating them into the [Christian] Community.’”23  

In conclusion, it is important to understand the 
theories and perspective on popular culture in order 
to make a case for what elements of culture are help-
ful, genuine, and open representations of human life, 
struggle, and hope, particularly in relation to under-
standing and awareness of the divine. The questions 
up to this point have largely originated in and re-
mained outside of ‘“the Church,’” meaning, outside 

of any official religious institution or ‘“orthodoxy,’” 
but rather, recognizing that all persons are created by 
God, and religious institutions are, for all intents and 
purposes, created by persons, that genuine theologi-
cal reflection can and does occur outside of any in-
stitutionally-sanctioned outlet, or any sort of sani-
tized subculture. 

I’ll be marching in that number 
So let it ring 
I’m gonna let it ring to Jesus 
Cause I know he loves me too 
And I get down on my knees and I pray the same 
as you 
Let it ring, let it ring 
‘Cause one day we’ll all be free 
Let it ring.24  
Therefore, a prophet is someone doing the work 

of theology (that is reflecting on the truth of human 
experience as it relates to the truth of God in hope 
for renewal and restoration) in the midst of and con-
fronting the world as it is, but does not remain satis-
fied that the world stay as it is. Hence, prophetic 
witness is any message—given or received—that 
speaks honestly out of human experience, relating 
authentic human struggle, pain, hope, and love, and 
that denounces injustice and despair. 

In a sense, the barrier that has been drawn—
mostly as a result of the Enlightenment—between 
what is sacred and what is secular, is false. The 
church is to minister to the whole person, and the 
same person who goes to a concert, or a movie, or 
paints on a canvas on Saturday does not morph into 
a different person when she enters a church service 
on Sunday. We must break down these competing 
spheres in order to understand and confront real 
people struggling in a world constantly pushing to-
wards despair and violence.  

What is perhaps unnerving about this chal-
lenge—and it is a challenge—is that it insists on 
permeable walls of the Church, and on a Church that 
does not identify itself by resisting the outside 
world. The challenge also implies that the Church 
itself might be changed by the world. This is not 
necessarily a challenge to the Church’s core identity, 
but in how it understands its role and function within 
a particular time and place. Jon Michael Spencer 
explains that we ought to pay attention to ‘“the crea-
tors and consumers of popular music in order to dis-
cern how this vast segment of culture perceives the 
great mysteries that myths address and how these 
ultimate concerns figure into the worldview that in 
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turn formulates the character of the secular 
world.’”25  

The pastoral implications here are many. Cer-
tainly, there are potential ways that popular culture 
can be implemented within the life of worship, edu-
cation and discipleship of the institutional church. 
Allowing persons of faith to bring their culture into 
church, so to speak, encourages them to bring their 
faith into their culture. Further, part of the task of the 
minister is to shepherd persons in the life of faith, 
guiding them with questions, wisdom, and grace. 
The implications of art and popular culture being 
theologically significant mean that part of the pas-
toral task is guiding people in understanding and 
interpreting these forms of culture. Popular culture 
inevitably creates and shapes meaning in people’s 
lives. We must assume this meaning has theological 
and prophetic implications. Churches, theologians, 
pastors, must rifle through the masses of culture to 
help others ‘read’ these elements.   

 Likewise, I hold that paying attention to 
forms of popular culture can reawaken the Church to 
the prophetic spirit already and always at work in the 
world. When these forms of culture serve to chal-
lenge the status quo and systems of injustice and 
oppression, they remind us of our own call to speak 
out for the voiceless and care for the outcast and 
downtrodden. Any institution risks falling into com-
placency; the institutional church is no exception. 
Music, sometimes especially popular music, can call 
us back to our identity in the already-but-not-yet 
work towards the Kingdom of God. As artists work 
in the same kind of imaginative spirit as the proph-
ets, so too they remind us of our own call to imagi-
nation—imagining the way things could and ought 
be in the Kingdom of God. These things ought to 
provoke us toward a theology and an ecclesiology 
that puts creativity and imagination at a place of pri-
ority. 

Another pastoral implication is in the necessity 
of recognizing the power of telling a story as a theo-
logical act. When we open ourselves to hearing oth-
ers’ stories, we learn more about ourselves and each 
other, developing greater compassion and capacity 
for solidarity with others’ experiences. Andrew 
Greeley echoes this in his discussion of the sacra-
ment of grace: the real experience of grace in human 
experience, which assumes ‘“that experiences, im-
ages, and stories of God are to be found in popular 
culture and indeed that these experiences, images, 
and stories provide a wealth of material of immedi-
ate practical use in catechetics and homiletics.’”26 

Religious language and conversation is essentially 
about telling a story, and resonating with others’ sto-
ries, therefore ‘“religion becomes a communal event 
when a person is able to link his [or her] own grace 
experience with the overarching experience of this 
religious tradition.’”27 Thus, as we are able to, and 
do perceive grace in so-called secular forms, particu-
larly the imagination and popular culture, and the 
church ought to take these experiences and ‘“rear-
ticulate, refine, re-collect, and re-present [them] and 
thus to deepen and enrich and challenge them by 
integrating them into the [Christian] Community.’”28  

In conclusion, it is important to understand the 
theories and perspective on popular culture in order 
to make a case for what elements of culture are help-
ful, genuine, and open representations of human life, 
struggle, and hope, particularly in relation to under-
standing and awareness of the divine. The questions 
up to this point have largely originated in and re-
mained outside of ‘“the Church,’” meaning, outside 
of any official religious institution or ‘“orthodoxy,’” 
but rather, recognizing that all persons are created by 
God, and religious institutions are, for all intents and 
purposes, created by persons, that genuine theologi-
cal reflection can and does occur outside of any in-
stitutionally-sanctioned outlet, or any sort of sani-
tized subculture. 
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