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Announcements 

 
—Coming in the Fall Bulletin:  

 
The entire issue will be dedicated to the 

memories, reflections, and remarks of Paul Til-
lich’s grandson, Theodore Farris. Mr. Farris, a 
retiring member of our Board, is an attorney 
working in New York City. He has many memo-
ries of his grandfather and grandmother both in 
New York, when Tillich was a professor at Union 
Theological Seminary, and their summers at their 
home in the Hamptons on eastern Long Island. It 
is a distinct honor for the Bulletin to publish these  
reflections, and I am personally most grateful to 
Ted for his offering to do so. 

 

 
—If you are still receiving the bulletin by U.S.  

mail and would like to switch to an E-copy, please 
let the secretary-treasurer know as soon as possi-
ble. The NAPTS would save a great deal of mon-
ey by sending the bulletin to its members elec-
tronically. Thank you very much. 

—If you have delivered a paper at the 2018 
meeting of the North American Paul Tillich Soci-
ety or at the Tillich sessions at the AAR/SBL, 
“Tillich: Issues in Religion, Theology, and Cul-
ture,” please forward your presentation to the 
Secretary Treasurer of the North American Paul 
Tillich Society for publication in the autumn bul-
letin of the Society.  
Send it to the address below under Dues 

Thank you. 
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Words from the Editor:  
It’s Dues Time 

 
Frederick J. Parrella 

 
The lazy, hazy days of summer, with the dog 

days of August, are over. It is time to recall the 
enjoyment of the last of the Summer weekends in 
the Hamptons, in one of the many lakes of Min-
nesota, or in that beach house somewhere be-
tween Malibu and Monterey on the Pacific. It is 
time to get the digital photos of happy times or-
ganized. 

Wherever members of the North American 
Paul Tillich Society are at the end of summer, they 
share something in common: it is time to pay 
dues for the calendar year of 2019. Please remit  
������������������� 
 

your check as soon as possible—made out to The 
North American Paul Tillich Society, not to me—
and send  
 

Prof. Frederick J Parrella 
Secretary Treasurer/ NAPTS 
Religious Studies Department 
Santa Clara University 
500 E. El Camino Real 
Santa Clara, CA 95053 
The amount is $60 for full-time member-

ship, $30 for full-time graduate students. Those 
members of the society who are retired may pay according to 
their means. 

If you have questions, please contact me by 
email, text, or phone. 

Many thanks as always. 
��������������������� 

New Publications 
 

Nathaniel Berman, “‘In A Place Parallel to God’: 
The Draft, the Demonic, and the Conscien-
tious Objector,” Journal of Law and Religion 
(2017), 1-29. 
 

Climate, Carbon,  
and “Ground of All Being” 

 
Paul H. Carr 

 
Science and Religion Paper Titles: Parliament 

of World Religions, Nov 1-7, 2018,  
Toronto, Canada 

Paul Carr is happy to announce this conference to 
the NAPTS members. It will have 8000 Parliament 
Participants. The following information was provided 
for the Bulletin: 

—IRAS Session Chairs: Paul H. Carr, Mladen 
Turk 

—Organizers: Maynard Moore (IRAS), Ron Cole-
Turner (ISSR 

—Possibility of Inclusion: Science and Religion.  
V.V. Raman 
—A real God in our scientific universe: Letting it  
 
teach us about God. Nancy Ellen Abrams. 
—Food scarcity, safety, imbalance, and population 

challenges. Solomon Katz 
—Ordinary faith, ordinary science. Nobel Laure-

ate William Phillips 
—Re-envisioning hope, religious naturalism. Carol 

Wayne White 
—Science and ethics of CRSPR gene editing for 

future generations. Janet Rossant & James Peterson 
—The Rabbi’s Brain: neurotheology and compas-

sion. Andrew Newberg and Rabbi David Halprin 
—The origin of evil & the brain network. William 

Shoemaker 
—The new search for life in our galaxy. Michael 

Summers. 
—Science, religion and global justice. Fraser Watts 

(ISSR) 
—Understanding science through participation. 

Grace Wolf-Chase 
—Plenary Session: People of Faith for Our Earth 

 
Addiction and Recovering God 

 
Daniel Boscaljon 

 
When people think of addiction or recovery, 

they often think of Alcoholics Anonymous (or 
cognate groups, like Al-Anon, Overeaters Anon-
ymous, or Narcotics Anonymous) and about its 
component elements. These involve the twelve 
steps to recovery, the serenity prayer, and the ritu-
alized introduction: “Hello, I’m _____, and I am a 
__________.” The group celebrates milestones of 
sobriety and forms a spiritual community within a 
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secularized context. As Jerome A. Miller and 
Nicholas Plants write in the introduction to their 
collection Sobering Wisdom, “The genius of Twelve 
Step spirituality lay in its ability to provide those 
living in this secularized culture a way to address 
their longing for meaning without having to ad-
here to a particular religious faith or defined the-
ology.” 

 
Introduction 

 
Addicts are an increasingly prominent part of 

a vulnerable American population: although ad-
diction is chronically underreported, opiate addic-
tion is now responsible for around 115 deaths a 
day, and more than 20 million Americans are 
thought to struggle with alcohol addiction. Addic-
tion, which emerges in part from the confluence 
of a social inability to acknowledge suffering with 
a capitalist market set to profit on consumption, is 
an increased fact of life in America. My initial 
thought was that theologies of addiction can serve 
a role similar to what has been done for other op-
pressed and overlooked communities through the 
intervention of Black theology, Queer theology, 
and Disability theology and to provide a rigorous 
framework for action such as has been prompted 
by ecotheological studies. 

This paper has two main sections. The first 
section deploys Tillich’s traditional notion of how 
symbols provide both existential courage and a 
context for communal life through the mediation 
of the God above the God of Theism. I believe 
that this model adequately accounts for the suc-
cess of 12-Step recovery programs like AA. The 
second, and more interesting, part of the paper 
contrasts this Addict God with what I want to call 
a Recovering God.  

 
The Symbolic Dimension of Addiction 

 
Groups of addicts, in recovery or otherwise, 

and religious communities share certain structural 
similarities. The object of addiction points beyond 
itself to the experience of a high and like a reli-
gious symbol, mediate the experience. This fol-
lows the first part of Tillich’s description of a 
symbol: the objects of addiction participate in that 
which they point (even at a biochemical level) and 

open up a level of reality that is otherwise closed. 
Moreover, the fetishization and celebration of 
objects of addiction, glamorizing even the trage-
dies that they invite, suggests that it would be ar-
guable to see such objects as acquiring the sym-
bolic depth of non-intentional production and, as 
the object of choice vacillates relative to cultural 
trends, one can see individual symbols aging, 
growing old, and dying. Note how American cul-
ture generally has at least one object of addiction 
that symbolizes the rest —-whether alcohol in the 
20s, cocaine in the 80s, or meth in the early 00s—
keeping a structured space for the symbol of ad-
diction to be continually reborn.  

In a secular world, addictions serve a similar 
function to what religious symbols once did. They 
provide users with a sense of ritual, a structure 
and logic to the day, a common vocabulary, and 
experiences that interrupt the banality of ordinary 
time in the everyday world. Generally, objects of 
addiction are encountered and embraced in com-
munal spaces alongside others who normalize the 
behavior. Consider how overindulgence is socially 
justified when one celebrates and when one 
mourns. Like an ultimate concern, addictions 
structure and suture worlds around a central or-
ganizational modality. As J. Jeremy Wisnewski 
states in his phenomenological account of addic-
tion, “every other care and concern is subordinat-
ed to a central obsession: consumption of the ob-
ject of addiction…the intelligibility of other things 
becomes indexed to what one craves.” (22). 

Interestingly, unlike many religious symbols, 
objects of addiction retain their temporary status 
and thus admit to their innate lack of ultimacy. 
This is likely due to the nature of addiction, which 
moves from an intense sense of present (intoxica-
tion) to an equally intense sense of absence (with-
drawal): its potency is undeniably limited and fi-
nite. In addition, objects of addiction allow access 
to a different experience, but remain grounded in 
the matrix of desire from which they emerge. 
Eventually, as tolerance builds, the addict’s crav-
ing transitions from a desire for a high to a desire 
to avoid withdrawal, a desire for a semblance of 
normality. One interesting contrast to Tillich’s 
analysis that I will not cover in this paper is how 
objects of addiction seem to anchor addicts to a 
ground of non-being, the experience of negation, 
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loss, and finitude, rather than the experience of 
Being-itself. 

Communities of addicts are formed, without 
regard to the traditional elements that divide hu-
mans. Addiction does not respect age, education, 
political affiliation, religious belief, race, class, or 
gender. At the core of addiction is an aversion to 
feeling pain: whether one was introduced to an 
object of addiction through a desire to escape (the 
thrill of a high) or whether it entered through a 
desire to temporarily suspend trauma is unim-
portant. Addictions offer a way to avoid other 
problems until it becomes the only problem one 
has, from waking to sleeping to death.  

 
The Symbology of the Addict God 

 
The first three of twelve steps toward recov-

ery explicitly summon the symbol of a god as the 
central component of its faith. The first two steps 
effect a substitution of one symbol for another, 
one named and one unnamed, each of which has 
power over the individual and the community.  

1. We admitted we were powerless over alco-
hol—that our lives had become unmanageable. 

2. Came to believe that a Power greater than 
ourselves could restore us to sanity.  

3. Made a decision to turn our will and our 
lives over to the care of God as we understood 
Him. 

Written in the first-person plural, the twelve 
steps presume a sense of community that the 
speaker, in repeating the words, has always already 
joined. Different groups alter some terms, substi-
tuting, for example, a different object of addiction 
for “alcohol,” but groups also will rephrase terms 
like “God” or “sanity” to better reflect their par-
ticular needs.  

The Addict God works by providing a bland 
but beneficent “power” to replace the destructive 
object of addiction. The third step emphasizes 
decision but suggests that, at most, one can choose 
a central entity that remains beyond one’s control. 
This decision, a willing to stop willing, will restore 
one to a life that becomes managed. In the steps, 
the more complex symbol of “God” produced 
out of a religious tradition is converted into a 
purely functional, utilitarian role—a sort of exis-
tential cognate to the Deist watchmaker god—

who offers a possible potency but no promises.  
Note, too, that this god does nothing. It doesn’t 

even need to exist, really. It simply serves as a site 
of something that “we” came to believe. Lives are 
turned over to this god, and this god receives ad-
missions of moral failure. The group is “ready to 
have God remove all these defects of character” 
and they “humbly asked him to remove our 
shortcomings,” but there’s no statement that God 
acts in any way. The God is posited and remains 
an object of contemplation, presupposed in the 
logic of the group, but not an active force of sal-
vation. At the same time, even though it does 
nothing, that nothing remains something greater 
than each individual and the sum total of individu-
als within the group, a group that owes its cohe-
sion to the shared recognition of nothing—but a 
nothing that maintains a power differential capa-
ble of exercising control, even as a place holder.  

 
The Community 

 
These groups and this God reflect the logic of 

addiction: the ritual introduction reveals the repe-
tition and return. Most cities have multiple chap-
ters of AA that meet throughout the day, every 
day.  They mark anniversaries of sobriety, tell sto-
ries of struggles, and share wisdom gained as they 
live and meditate through the stages and the 
books. The testimonies tend to center on the cy-
cle of life between meetings—the notion that life 
is a constant struggle, that one is never recovered 
but always in recovery—one is always an addict, 
or an alcoholic. This kind of cycle is reminiscent 
of at least some Protestant visions of salvation, in 
which one continually is tempted by sin and thus 
constantly requires the redeeming power of 
Christ.  

In many ways, AA mediates members’ 
movements through the Tillichian framework of 
courage. Addicts are encouraged to see them-
selves as having the courage to be both as a part 
and as one’s self—this occurs in the action of 
sharing at meetings, as the vocal contributions are 
simultaneously an expression of self and a way to 
identify with and as part of the group. Additional-
ly, with its emphasis on the higher power, and the 
notion of “God as we understand Him,” AA en-
courages people to work through issues of fate, 
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guilt, and meaninglessness. Steps 1-3, admitting 
powerlessness and turning over one’s will and life 
to a God, introduces members to the struggle be-
tween freedom and determination and the extent 
to one’s responsibility. Steps 4-9 work through 
the process of guilt and condemnation and the 
need to accept acceptance. The question of how 
to find meaning in meaninglessness is often the 
paradox at the heart of recovery—the object of 
addiction is simultaneously that which makes life 
meaningful and unbearable. 

The Addict God thus seems strongly akin to 
Tillich’s sense of the God above the God of the-
ism: it is what emerges from former symbols to 
“create the courage to be in spite of the experi-
ence of a chaotic world and a finite existence” and 
frames “the absolute faith which says Yes to being 
without seeing anything concrete which could 
conquer the nonbeing in fate and death.” It also is 
that which bridges the gap “between what we are 
and what we ought to be,” and finally is at the 
boundary line that takes the anxiety of meaning-
lessness on itself.  

What troubles me about the Addict God is its 
sense of triumphalism and the way that it leads to 
a diminution of human agency by reasserting a 
hierarchical central symbol. The triumphalism 
tracks through Tillich’s theology, seen as he ar-
gues that only “the Church under the Cross” “can 
mediate a courage which takes doubt and mean-
inglessness into itself (CTB, 188). The Addict 
God retains a sense of providence and consola-
tion, qualities that Paul Ricoeur argues should be 
purged after the critique of atheism—the crisis of 
meaninglessness. The logic of overcoming and 
control, which is part of what phenomenologists 
have identified as ingredient to addiction, persists 
within this theological model. Additionally, even if 
the “higher” power remains a convenient but ef-
fective fiction, the consequence of covering over 
the space previously occupied by an object of de-
sire with the notion of something “higher” is to 
still provide believers with a sense of being-
determined by an authority. The Addict God of-
fers determinism without returning autonomy.  
 
Recovering God: Context 

 
I now will explore an alternative model of 

God that remains latent within AA, one that re-
tains the emphasis on anonymity and democracy 
but without the sense of hierarchy. My theoretical 
anchors for this vision are Jane Bennett’s Vibrant 
Matter, Thomas Altizer’s Total Presence, and John 
Caputo’s Weak Theology. Together, these sources 
sketch the interrelationships connecting God, 
community, and symbol in a way that remains 
humble but provides a greater sense of individual 
empowerment.  

Jane Bennett’s Vibrant Matter frames the 
world “on a less vertical plane than is common” 
(ix). She invites a complex, humble perspective 
predicated on powerlessness and a lack of control, 
but one that simultaneously refuses the hierarchi-
zation of a “higher” power by examining the in-
fluence that “mere” matter has on the lives 
around it. Her exploration of alternate material-
isms and vital forces, anchored in a Spinozaistic 
sensibility, imagine how we can participate in our 
environments with a limited, finite sense of agen-
cy and control. She accomplishes this by describ-
ing distributive and emergent causalities that do better 
than our general assumption of intentionality at 
explaining the efficacy of change. She “covers her 
bases” with an overview of Augustine and Kant, 
each of whom posit the will as something vexed.  

Allowing a sense of distributive agency opens 
up a world of assemblages: while simple bodies have 
only the power of stubbornness or inertia, com-
plex bodies retain their specific relation of move-
ment and rest in relation to other entities within 
the context. Thus, an assemblage entails “ad hoc 
groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant materi-
als of all sorts,” which she illustrates through the 
example of a blackout, which is an assemblage of 
a “…volatile mix of coal, sweat, electromagnetic 
fields, computer programs electron streams, profit 
motives, heat, lifestyles, nuclear fuel, fantasies of 
mastery, static, legislation, water, economic theo-
ry, wire, and wood…,” etc. It’s an intriguing view 
of the world.  

An example of the payoff comes in her third 
chapter, where she describes the relationship of 
food and human bodies as a way to respond to 
the crisis of obesity in America. Her initial exam-
ple, that of eating potato chips, is brilliantly ren-
dered: “it seems appropriate to regard the hand’s 
actions as only quasi- or semi-intentional, for the 
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chips themselves seem to call forth, or provoke 
and stoke, the manual labor. To eat chips is to 
enter into an assemblage in which the “I” is not 
necessarily the most decisive operator.” By opera-
tor, she means, “A particular element can be so 
contingently well placed in an assemblage that its 
power to alter the direction or function of the 
whole is unusually great…” While one may be 
“powerless” relative to an operator, it is not be-
cause any central element “has” power.  

There’s no depth in this world, no central 
symbol, governing plan, sense of above or be-
yond. All things participate within this world, with 
different degrees of strength relative to particular 
contexts. The collections that come together do 
so contingently. 

 
Recovering God: Anonymity 

 
The decentralized worldview put forth by 

Bennett is reinforced by contemporary visions of 
the role that the anonymous plays in theology. 
John Caputo’s “Weak Theology” is a recent ex-
ample, which begins by contrasting name and event. 
Caputo argues that names “are historically consti-
tuted or constructed” and can “accumulate histor-
ical power and worldly prestige.” In other words, 
names function as symbols that anchor conceptu-
al constellations whose preservation of the past 
obscures the kind of openness that it wishes to 
introduce to being. The anonymous alternative to 
name, for Caputo, is event, which reflects the 
“uncontainable and unconditional.” Caputo ar-
gues that “An event refers neither to a being or 
entity nor to being itself, but to an impulse or as-
piration simmering within both the names of enti-
ties and the name of being, something that groans 
to be born…an event is…a distance within the 
heart of being, within the names for being, that 
makes being restless.” As an event, there’s no thing 
present—it involves a shift in how the present 
organizes itself, or in how we perceive its organi-
zation.  

The implications of this are put in terms of 
the Kingdom of God, which contrasts with that 
of the world. Caputo argues that, “The world 
stands for the business as usual of the power-
ful…the oppressive order of presence…while the 
Kingdom contradicts the world, which means that 

it calls for something contrary to the world.” Ra-
ther than a transcendent view of God put in terms 
of a Sovereign Good, Caputo invites thinking of 
“God” as an event of “…solicitation, an event of 
deconsolidation, an electrifying event-ing disturb-
ance…”  

Tom Altizer, in his earlier Total Presence, pro-
vides a meditation on anonymity that reaches sim-
ilar conclusions, allowing namelessness to become 
the hinge connecting the existential and the onto-
logical. Further, his anonymity connects the expe-
rience of recovery, where one relinquishes the 
object of desire that had organized one’s world, 
and structural shifts into imminent theological 
worldviews. He claims that: 

anonymity does name God, and it names God 
if only because it embodies a total presence, and a 
presence which we can not only actually see, but 
can see only because we can no longer see or en-
vision what we once named as God.  Just as a 
purely anonymous vision is impossible apart from 
the loss or dissolution of an interior and imma-
nent center, so likewise is it impossible apart from 
the loss or reversal of a transcendent ground or 
center. 

In other words, addicts in recovery and others 
who have undergone a Tillichian crisis of mean-
inglessness are uniquely able to gain an anony-
mous vision and thereby glimpse total presence.  

For Altizer, eschatology must be seen as nega-
tive as well as positive:  

The Kingdom of God is fully present, yes, 
but its presence effects a full negation of eve-
rything which otherwise stands forth as 
world… the redemption of the world is simul-
taneously the end of the world. 

It is for this reason that Altizer reads the par-
ables as claiming that distinctions such as “here” 
or “there” distract from the actual full presence of 
the Kingdom of God—but that faith in a trans-
cendent God does this too, distracting us from 
nearby things. 

 
Recovering God: Anonymous Assemblages 

 
This sense of an anonymous total presence 

that is interrupted by naming it God correlates 
nicely with Bennett’s work on the notion of “A 
life,” impersonal existence read through Deleuze; 
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and it also provides a context to think through 
how the Kingdom of God—understood through 
Tillich’s awareness of its historical situatedness—
can come into being without being commanded. 

Bennett’s most brilliant chapter expands on 
her notion of the assemblage to describe how 
publics emerge. Building on Dewey’s notion of 
the public, she provides the following life-cycle: 

A public is a cluster of bodies harmed by the 
actions of others or even by actions born from 
their own actions as these trans-act; harmed bod-
ies draw near each other and seek to engage in 
new acts that will restore their power, protect 
against future harm, or compensate for damage 
done—in that constitutes their political action, 
which, fortunately or unfortunately, will also be-
come conjoint action with a chain of indirect, un-
predictable consequences. 

The human bodies involved in this public, 
whose autonomy is already circumscribed by the 
other actants that stimulate, depress, and other-
wise affect it, are collected not by a solution or a 
symbol of strength, but by a sense of shared 
harm. The goal of coming together is to learn to 
behave otherwise. Nothing defines or compels 
this collective, which is always contingent, always 
in flux, and always engaged in negotiations. 
There’s no hierarchy, no central sense of authority 
or power. There’s just a collection of beings, 
some of whom are aware that they participate in a 
larger pattern.  

These publics are not circumscribed by inten-
tionality any more than an assemblage is; rather, 
these publics emerge out from a generative field. 
What Caputo and Altizer allow—deepening Ben-
nett’s latent and implied theological position—is 
the fact that these communities can also be theo-
logical. They are neither summoned nor governed 
by a symbol, they are not held together by a 
strong force, but the resulting communities allow 
the Kingdom of God to become visible by sacri-
ficing the central name or symbol of God alto-
gether and allowing it to persist as an impersonal 
“life” present only within the bodies of what is 
assembled, as a total presence.  

 

Conclusion 
 
It is difficult to think beyond Tillich. I recog-

nize that the Addict God and the notion of Re-
covering God do little more than re-articulate Til-
lich’s notion of God as a symbol, and God as the 
unsymbolizable. Bennett’s borrowed notion of 
“A life” that remains anonymously in the back-
drop of individuals and institutions is nothing 
other than the God beyond the God of theism. 
Given the rise of the “Nones” in twenty-first cen-
tury America, however, and an increasing suspi-
cion of the logic of symbols, it seems important 
to follow Tillich’s thinking to its margins. It feels 
as though more people are forced to live without 
the consolation or encouragement of traditional 
symbols. Addiction, in particular, exacerbates the 
general human proclivity toward the anxieties of 
fate, guilt, and meaninglessness. 

Yet I hope to have shown that responding to 
this crisis by opening the domain of absolute 
faith, which says “Yes” without reference to any 
special power, is an advantageous alternative to 
the traditional symbols that anchor Tillich’s sys-
tem. Looking at how Tillich supports explorations 
of an immanent, non-symbolizable theology al-
lows for a recovery of an important, immanent 
theological vision.  

Communities of healing predicated on a cen-
tral symbol clearly work: AA and its emphasis on 
absolute sobriety has flourished for a reason. That 
said: it does not work for everyone. A notion of 
an emergent, theological public that humbly rec-
ognizes the contingent assemblages of power in 
which they participate, seems to really take up the 
latent theological promise within these groups. It 
is a theological model more suited for philoso-
phies of Harm Reduction than sobriety, perhaps, 
and for the Nones rather than for believers. But, 
perhaps more than any other, this approach to 
theology and to healing is what we are summoned 
to explore.  
 
[Editor’s note: this paper was submitted without 

references.]
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Fertile Grund: Rematerializing 
Tillich’s Ground as Soil 

 
O’neil Van Horn 

 
I. Prelude 
 

It is no question that we are on fragile 
ground. Human relation with the Earth may now 
be better characterized by fracking and mining 
than sowing and cultivating, rendering webs of 
life possibly irreparable. Indeed, the soil on which 
we tread is laced with the sins of broken cove-
nants, strewn with Roundup, crude oil, uranium. 
As tides rise and deserts expand, might it at all be 
possible to find common ground, especially as it 
diminishes in size and fertility? Given the scope 
of such problems, what are the odds that a long-
dead Protestant theologian might aid some form, 
any form, of resistance, of survival? In this naive 
hope, I press on, contending that there might be 
some value in digging into Paul Tillich’s notion of 
“ground.”1 

 While theologians such as Michael F. Drum-
my have illustrated the fertility of Tillichian 
thought, in general, as a resource for ecological 
theologies,2 it seems that Tillich’s fundamental 
concept of “ground” has been left uncultivated. 
In this paper, I will argue that the Tillichian 
ground lends itself to the dirtier work of con-
structing a “soiled” ecotheology. The purpose of 
this present paper is not yet to construct a robust-
ly Tillichian ecotheology of ground, but rather to 
first demonstrate that this possibility exists 
through an analysis of Tillich’s relationship with 
the more-than-human world, a reflection on the 
pointedly ecological hints in some of Tillich’s key 
influences and terms, an erosion of ground as 
foundation, and a fertilization of Tillich’s ground 
with the assistance of new materialist thinkers. 
And what good might this all of this do? It might yet 
reveal a contentious and courageous way of being 
in the world that extends a spark of divinity to the 
Earth-ground with the hope that it might be nur-
tured and, daringly, sustained. 

 
������������ 

 

II. Tillich and the More-than-Human  World 
 
As is becoming more apparent in light of the 

academy’s increased emphasis on ecological mat-
ters, Paul Tillich’s connection with the more-than-
human world significantly informed his theology. 
Tillich describes his affinity for his environment 
as a long-held passion in his autobiography, On the 
Boundary. Despite his mythic attraction to urban 
life, he describes his “ties to the country” as “even 
stronger.”3 He persists, in a moment of deep poie-
sis, stating: “Nearly all the great memories and 
longings of my life are interwoven with land-
scapes, soil, weather, the fields of grain and the 
smell of the potato plant in autumn, the shapes of 
clouds, and with wind, flowers and woods.”4 He 
continues, reflecting on his love for the sea—a 
discussion that will be saved for the following sec-
tion, as it presents significant theological conse-
quences. 

Outside of Tillich’s inherited nature philoso-
phies from thinkers like F.W.J. von Schelling, he 
also found great inspiration from other writers—
poets, especially. He suggests that thinkers, like 
Rainer Maria Rilke and Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe, “have proposed this way of penetrating 
into the depth of nature.”5 In reference to their 
nature-oriented poetry, Tillich asserts, “The pow-
er and meaning of nature must be sought within 
and through its physical structures. Power and 
physical character, meaning and objective struc-
ture, are not separated in nature.”6 He also con-
fesses that many of his theological concepts were 
conceived in nature, among the trees and the sea.7 
Through both literary interests and a biographical 
affinity for his environment, we discover that Til-
lich has prepared a dirty ground for us to culti-
vate. 

Tillich’s rarely-discussed work My Travel Diary: 
1936 is filled with descriptions of landscapes, 
weather, and the broader natural world. Jerald C. 
Brauer notes in the introduction to Tillich’s diary 
that Tillich was concerned “that nature be seen as 
a finite form through which the infinite was mani-
fest.”8 Further, “Such a concern for nature is 
deeper than aesthetic, it involves the center of his 
being. Yet this is not romanticism or pantheism. 
The divine is encountered through nature, but is 
not to be confused with nature. The infinite is the 
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ground of nature, and nature points to that depth 
of reality, but nature is not divine.”9 One’s partic-
ular environment is symbolic in that it both par-
ticipates in the divine and simultaneously points 
beyond itself towards the divine. While Brauer’s 
assessment of nature in the theology of Tillich 
simply dichotomizes (mono)theism and panthe-
ism in crude terms (given his commitment to pre-
serving Tillich as an “orthodox” Protestant theo-
logian), I maintain Tillich’s liminality as a nu-
anced, panentheistic thinker whose creative 
ground flows through each tree, critter, human, 
stream. 

It is worth repeating here Tillich’s great ques-
tion, for us now assuming an ecological tone: 
“What...has the Christian message to say about 
man’s (sic) predicament in this world?”10 This 
question reminds the theologian to consider Gaia. 
Theologian Pan-Chiu Lai draws our attention to 
the centrality of the earth in Tillich’s writing. Be-
yond referencing works such as Tillich’s sermon 
“Nature, Also, Mourns for a Lost Good” which 
includes the environment within the scope of es-
chatological redemption, Lai contends that not 
only did Tillich anticipate our present ecological 
crisis, but also the necessity of a Christian (or, at 
least, theological) response. According to Lai, Til-
lich became deeply concerned with “...not only 
the existence of the earth but also the meaning of the 
existence of the earth.”11 In Tillich’s words, “Only the 
eternal can give us the certainty that the earth, and 
with it, mankind (sic), has not existed in vain…”12 
The universal crisis at stake, the fragility of Gaia, 
might become of ultimate concern—the Tillichian 
object of theology.13  

Self-professedly inspired by his natural sur-
roundings, we uncover some kernel of permission 
from Tillich to explore the ways in which his 
philosophical concepts can contribute to earth-
centric theologies and earth-honoring activism. 
For what purpose exactly? For moving toward a 
hopeful and courageous way of toiling—one 
which seeks to embrace difference in the face of 
climate injustice. 

 
 

������������ 
 
 

III. A Soiled Grund 
 

A. The Seed of Schelling 
 

To begin considering the plausible ecotheo-
logical implications of the Tillichian “ground,” it 
is vital to first trace the ways in which the work of 
Tillich’s predecessors, especially Schelling, flows 
into his theological imagination. Through his doc-
toral studies on Schelling, Tillich encountered the 
edgy, unruly boundary of the abyss.  

It would seem that Schelling’s move beyond 
the theoretical and into the dirtier, grounded em-
pirical pushed Tillich in a similar fashion. God, in 
Tillich’s interpretation of Schelling, is “creative 
nature” and “creative identity.”14 Theologian John 
J. Thatamanil notes the elements of creativity in 
Tillich’s own theology. While reflecting on Til-
lich’s preoccupation with the language, Thata-
manil contends: “Precisely this desire to avoid so 
unworthy a conception of God drives Tillich to 
insist that God is better regarded as the creative 
ground of being rather than as a supranatural dei-
ty.”15 According to Tillich, in Schelling “there 
arises a completely new understanding of the rela-
tion of nature and spirit...[where] spirit [is joined] 
indissolubly to nature...There is no spirit apart 
from nature any more than there is a nature apart 
from spirit.”16 To be clear, this proto-pantheist 
move from Schelling would not appropriately de-
scribe the work of Tillich. Nevertheless, Tillich’s 
pan-en-theistic approach finds nature in God (and 
God in nature) in a profound way. Sigridur Gud-
marsdottir reminds us that despite the fact that 
Tillich acknowledged the influence of Schelling 
on him, “he also seems to have had an ambiguous 
relationship to him.”17 Nevertheless, we press on. 

Where Schelling argues that “God is to be 
seen in nature, not merely grasped conceptually, 
that subjectivity is in nature itself and hence it can 
be known by man,” we might imagine the specter 
of Tillich dramatically shuddering.18 In multiple 
ways, Tillich moves away from such language of 
“knowability,” qualifying knowledge as limited, 
contextual, and existential (even if Schelling here 
is referring to but the subjectivity of nature) carv-
ing space for the possibility of ecstatic knowing.19 
Yet the effects of a Tillichian “ground” reverber-
ate animately in resonance with Schelling’s insepa-



Bulletin of the North American Paul Tillich Society, vol. 45, no. 3, Summer 2019 

 
 
 

10 

rably entangled nature and divinity. His ground 
rings in polyphonic accordance with the intra-
connection of God in all, and all in God. Michael 
Drummy suggests that Schelling’s move to splice 
traditional categories of nature (earth) and spirit 
(God) “recovers for the Protestant tradition a 
sense of what Tillich refers to as ‘sacramental feel-
ing.’”20 Might the earth thus shift into the space of 
ultimacy—that with which we are ultimately con-
cerned?21 Still, it is necessary to uncover a Til-
lichian seed that allows for the metonymic oscilla-
tion between ground and soil. 

 
B. Into the Tillichian Depth(s) 

 
Before a lively re-materialization of the Tillichian 

ground can occur, Tillich’s emphasis on “depth” must 
be explored. There must be reason to pursue this dirty 
move in an honest way. The question remains: in what 
ways does Tillich’s “ground” lend itself to a soily con-
notation? That is, how might Tillich’s “ground,” in his 
own theology, reflect an organic nuance? I propose 
that Tillich’s reflection on “depth” and “abyss” does 
indeed disclose an earthy element to the Tillichian 
“ground.”  

Despite Tillich’s aforementioned affinity for 
the terrestrial, natural world, he possessed an even 
deeper, saltier love: the sea. He spent weeks and, 
eventually, months by the sea each year, from the 
age of eight onwards.22 Not only was it an aesthet-
ic attraction that drew him there, but also a theo-
logical one. He recognized the sea as an “experi-
ence of the infinite bordering on the finite.... [as] a 
symbol that gave substance to [his] emotions and 
creativity to [his] thought.23 It is the sea that 
helped Tillich supply, as he puts it, the “imagina-
tive element necessary for the doctrine of the Ab-
solute as both ground and abyss of dynamic 
truth...the thrust of the eternal into finitude.”24 
His preoccupation with depth flows backwards 
through his writings to his adolescence and be-
yond. The only poem written by Tillich, com-
posed when he was but seventeen years of age 
while attempting to make sense of his mother’s 
premature death, is “a poem of the abyss,” ac-
cording to Gudmarsdottir.25 Tillich finds in the 
sea a helpful symbol for articulating the abysmal 
ground; the ebbing and flowing sea illustrates the 
flowing matrix of fertility that is the ground. 

Rather problematically, Tillich’s grund has been as-

sociated with that idealist “absolute foundation.” I 
contend that Tillich’s understanding is much less firma 
than has been suggested. His “ground” carries with it a 
rather sea-like—tehomic—depth. Tillich’s sermon, “The 
Depth of Existence,” exposes the instability of his 
“ground.” He notes that terms like “‘deep,’ ‘depth,’ 
and ‘profound,’” become of ultimate significance 
when applied to our religious symbols.26 He makes his 
move away from an idealist terra firma quite evident by 
arguing that “The name of [the] infinite and inexhaust-
ible depth and ground of all being is God.”27 Tillich’s 
ground is far from a solid rock of absolutes. Instead, 
he insists on a conception of the Ultimate as “both 
ground and abyss of dynamic truth.”28 It must also be 
noted that it is neither the stable depth sought by radi-
cal orthodoxy, whose depth might be likened to but 
the ‘deep-end’ of the community swimming pool.29 
Tillich’s depth is unruly: uncontainable flux of un-
thinkably infinite depth, all-the-while grounded. It is 
perhaps a Kellerian “face” of it.30 As is, I hope, becom-
ing apparent, the Tillichian “ground” is anything but 
antithetical to a shifting adamah—a matrix of profundity. 

Further destabilization of “ground” occurs 
when one examines the synonyms Tillich utilized 
when referring to the Divine. Drummy asserts 
that “God is...variously understood by Tillich as 
the creative and abysmal ground, power, and 
depth of being.”31 While some scholars such as 
Richard Grigg distinguish between “depth of be-
ing” and “being-itself” (which he refers to as the 
“depth of the structure of being”32), I find little 
reason, siding with Drummy, to separate these 
terms.33 In conjunction with Drummy, this pro-
ject assumes that “the terms ground of being, 
power of being, and depth of being [are to] be 
considered synonymous symbolic correlates to the 
non-symbolic philosophical statement that ‘God 
is being-itself.’”34 I posit, yet again, a tillable 
ground, radically opposed to the concrete slab of 
foundation.  

The shifting ground begins to quake. Tillich 
muses, “all visible things have a surface...that side 
of things that first appears to us…[W]e try to 
penetrate below the surfaces in order to learn 
what things really are.”35 There is a face and a 
depth, inseparable. Both the theologian and the 
gardener, (if not one-and-the-same), dig and till 
and probe as a means of uncovering rich organic 
mat(t)er. This mat(t)er nurtures a fragment of the 
Divine spark in its role as a flowing womb—the 
possibility of enlivening creativity.  
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Tillich mocks those who are inescapably 
lodged in traditional, static notions of God, claim-
ing: “...you cannot think or say...Being is surface 
only.”36 Being-itself is a tehom, an abyss. Tillich 
captures my argument in a terse statement: “He 
(sic) who knows about depth knows about 
God.”37 Ground is a concept of depth, but only 
heterogeneously so.  
 
C. Grounding Theory—Eroding “Ground as 

Foundation” 
 
 Having made the organic nuance of Til-

lich’s grund clear, it is necessary to wrest it from 
the clutches of the gory histories of foundation and 
foundationalisms. In order to pry these two apart 
and thereby re-materialize the Tillichian 
“ground,” there must be a fecund theoretical 
framework. In some way, given the urgencies of 
the Anthropocene, we must find a common 
ground without reverting to an absolute, perhaps 
colonial, “foundation.” To be sure, this effort, 
however contrived, illuminates a deeply important 
political consequence: if the dematerialization of 
any “thing” renders it an object of which an op-
pressor is capable of controlling, then it is my 
hope that a rematerialization might reclaim and re-
infuse that thing with rightful meaning or value, 
no longer (as) poised for misuse or bastardization.  
Catherine Keller’s Ecospirit chapter, “Talking 
Dirty: Ground is Not Foundation,” provides a 
fecund method for this political activity, moving 
us towards a soiled ground. As the title of the 
piece reveals, Keller contends that “ground is not 
foundation;” instead, she proclaims, “let the earth 
itself be the ground.” 38 Any theology, Tillichian 
or otherwise, committed to taking seriously the 
materiality of our cosmos, broadly, and of our 
Earth, specifically, must name and nurture some 
uncommon common-ground. I assume the inher-
ited qualms of poststructuralist thinkers like Kel-
ler who shudder at the thought of returning to the 
ontotheological grounds of theologies past. I, too, 
fear the restoration of any universal upon which 
are often built walls that divide, borders that dis-
criminate, and empires that torture. Yet for any 
collective to emerge from the deconstructed ruins 
of our troubled, colonial pasts in order to restore 
just relations with the Earth, one must be able to 

enter into a shared space—indeed, a commons. 
This theological move requires qualification if it is 
to prove fertile. Is it possible to yet again find a 
common matrix whence arise coalitions of sub-
jects, entangled in their difference? This is precise-
ly the hope that lies in prying “ground” from 
clutches of “foundation.” In this moment, this 
question must be addressed theoretically before 
ethical conclusions can flower.  

In order for this poststructuralist shift to oc-
cur responsibly, there must exist a distinction be-
tween “ground” and “foundation.” While the two 
are often used interchangeably, their differences, I 
suggest, are stark. Antifoundationalist poststruc-
turalists, inheriting the urge to deconstruct the 
verticalities associated with a “grounded” system 
(and especially one which identifies as metaphysi-
cal!) misinterpret “ground” as foundation, an un-
shakeable subtext below the text.39 

Classical theologies have comfortably rested 
on their assumed foundation of certainties and 
logic-based arguments. The postmodern turn, es-
pecially after poststructuralist deconstructions, 
often sinks theology helplessly into groundless-
ness. It is through the affirmation of difference, 
always non-separable, that it might be possible to 
navigate a third way. Keller’s work strives for a 
recognition of the earth-ground as the grounding 
principle—not as objective certitude nor as base-
less assumption, but rather as a divine matrix of 
life, of becoming. Keller meditates on the earth-
ground as utterly distinct from a concrete founda-
tion: “...the dirt shakes, shifts, creeps, and 
crawls...Literal ground, recycled stardust like us, 
oozes with life-forms. Yet nothing is more sus-
taining of life than the densely relational, relative 
stabilities of the spinning earth-ball.”40 Keller pre-
sents this ecotheology with an alternative option 
between foundation and groundlessness: attend to 
the ground, “the earthly habitat that endlessly and 
differently gives rise to thought...”41 While post-
structuralist and deconstructionist thinkers wish 
to erode any notion of absolute foundation, I 
maintain that through this exercise we may dis-
cover that that very ground was never absolute, 
static, or foundational.  

Jacques Derrida lurks at the edges of this task. 
Derrida demands a robust explanation for any 
work that purports to be committed to both de-
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construction and a “ground.” Through the mist 
he reminds, “Difference itself would be more 
‘originary’” than the Heideggerian “ground in the 
‘transcendence of Dasein.’” Yet, “one would no 
longer be able to call [difference] ‘origin’ or 
‘ground,’ those notions belonging essentially to 
the history of ontotheology, to the system func-
tioning as the effacing of difference.”42 Despite 
Derrida’s aversion to difference as any sort of 
“ground,” I question, in the words of Keller: is it 
“...essential thus to reduce ground to the notion 
of ‘origin’ as absolute foundation?”43 Surely Til-
lich’s grund was not intended to be one.  

But how might this ground materialize meto-
nymically? Keller finds her answer in the work of 
Luce Irigaray. In order to “aerate” the ground, to 
chip away at the projected connotations of foun-
dation imposed upon it, a “groundless ground” 
comprising a “relation between” may serve as a 
third way between foundation and groundless-
ness.44 This “groundless ground,” I argue, opens 
space for the possibility of a shared transversal 
within and around which communities and coali-
tions might emerge, all the while ensuring the de-
construction and de-territorialization of any uni-
versal grund (in the traditional sense of the term).45 
This ground cannot be leased but is rather a 
commonwealth. Keller muses with Irigarayan in-
spiration, “Might we not infuse the discourse of 
ground with elemental passion? The dirty ground, 
earth itself, does not compete with other elements 
but rather, at least from the perspective of any 
terrestrial, grounds them all.”46 This earth-ground 
is thus the context of all contexts, not superseding 
or transcending, but grounding—connecting. It is 
in this interconnected matrix that difference is 
maintained and fostered. Keller thus addresses the 
role of the “poststructuralist transcendental”: dif-
ference.  

Difference...opens an interval or space of ir-
reducible alterity, freed from the naturalized 
foundation set in its empty “Grund.” But decon-
struction might force us to choose between a pu-
rified transcendent Grund and a purified transcen-
dental Différence. However, does not the “originari-
ty” of difference, as it fissures the foundations 
that had buried it, suggest a more elemental me-
tonymy? Might it not expose...a dirtier ground, in 

which the groundless is not nihilistically trium-
phant but mystically irreducible?47  

Verily this mystical irreducibility, I propose, 
might be found in the assemblage of nonsepara-
bly different elements, matters, and critters which 
we refer to as soil. Derridean difference and 
Deleuzian deterritorialization, in fact, may take 
root in the flowing matrix that is soil.  

Keller’s curiosity, echoing the gaian prophet 
Sallie McFague, cannot be contained: “What if we 
transcode God...into the groundless ground—that 
is, the matrix, depth, or tehom of the universe, 
which is Her moving body? The body of God as 
[Deleuze and Guattari’s] ‘body without organs?’”48 
Any basic study in soil science will reveal this very 
notion of groundless ground, of a body without 
organs. Soil is not any one thing but a vast matrix 
of relationships, cycles, events. The contributions 
of organic and inorganic participants are neces-
sarily linked as each life-supporting interaction 
lapses into the past at the edge of chaos. Soil is 
most clearly understood as an entangled web of 
microbes, minerals, water, and air. Out of this 
womb of interdependent events comes forth an 
ever-unfolding mosaic of biodiversity in life that 
comprises our biospheric foundation.49 The 
groundless ground, the matrix of topsoil, the vac-
illating adamah readily accepts and nurtures Kel-
ler’s cry in its web of life.  

Keller provides us with the theory that breaks tra-
ditional notions of “ground” as “foundation.” Her 
work cultivates an affective “bloom space” for Til-
lich’s ground as a dusty, fecund womb for ecotheolog-
ical reimagination. Reclaiming “ground” is an inher-
ently ethical and political move. As Keller writes, “An-
yone serious about feminism or any other form of 
resistance to power will surely want to offer ground—
to give reasons, to cede turf, and to remember the 
shared earth that provides one common ground in 
which all of our contexts nest.”50 Keller directs the 
weary traveler towards a meadow of communal justice, 
a place in which one might rest, recharge, remobilize 
in one’s difference with other com/pan/ions in- pro-
cess.51 Yet Keller alone is not enough; Tillich reminds 
of the divinity of such a ground, without necessarily 
being reducible to it.52 Tillich’s “ground” “oscillates 
between cause and substance…the mystery which ap-
pears in revelation and which remains a mystery in its 
appearance.”53 Such an emphasis on mystery—and 
mystery’s approximation to divinity—renders arrest, 
colonization, or patenting of the ground an impossibil-
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ity. These thinkers thus synthesized, this divine 
ground, by virtue of its perpetual state of deconstruc-
tion, refuses to materialize into a colonial or otherwise 
oppressive universal. Instead, it is a multiplicitous and 
shared plane, indeed plain. I pray that this effort to soil 
Tillich’s ground might give rise to a common 
ground—a common ground that might serve as a lo-
cus for ripe theologies to bud, catalyzing local collec-
tives and coalitions towards movements of ecological 
justice, even (especially!) in the Anthropocene. 

 
D. Rematerialization—A Deep Ground, A 

Grounded Depth 
 
Tillich’s ground is beginning to appear, now 

more than ever, like an earthy matrix—adamah. 
Let us now, as Keller suggested, “transcode 
God...into the groundless ground—that is, the 
matrix, depth, or tehom of the universe...Her mov-
ing body.”54 Our trek exiting urban concrete 
foundations has led us to a ripe field yet to be 
harvested. I turn to the budding fields of the new 
materialisms, using both Jane Bennett’s “vibrant 
matter” and Mel Y. Chen’s “animacy” concept, to 
assist in uncovering the fertility of the Tillichian 
grund. With their guidance, Tillich’s ground may 
re-animate and re-materialize into a properly or-
ganic soil with(in) which we might become con-
terminously. 

Jane Bennett’s inheritance of the Deleuzian 
and Guattarian notion of “assemblage” moves us 
even closer to a re-grounded ground. Might the 
earth-ground—soil—be an animated assemblage, 
with a vibratory agency of unfolding potentiali-
ties? And, with it, Tillich’s grund?  Defined by 
Bennett, assemblages are:  

groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant ma-
terials of all sorts. Assemblages are living 
throbbing confederations that are able to 
function despite the persistent presence of 
energies that confound them from within. 
They have uneven topographies, because 
some of the points at which the various af-
fects and bodies cross paths are more heavily 
trafficked than others, and so power is not 
distributed equally across its surface.55 

Bennett strives to reveal the agency of assem-
blages. In doing so, she effectively undoes the bi-
naries that (attempt to) divide us from our sur-
roundings. She moves from the language of poles 

(i.e. immanence and transcendence), instead shift-
ing her focus onto what she refers to as vibrant 
matter; vibrant matter is “an active, earthy, not-
quite-human capaciousness.”56 This shift also im-
plies a deconstruction of human/animal, among 
other, distinctions, breaking apart great chains of 
patriarchal being. In her words,  

the rubric of material agency is likely to be a 
stronger counter to human exceptionalism, to, 
that is, the human tendency to understate the de-
gree to which people, animals, artifacts, technolo-
gies, and elemental forces share powers and oper-
ate in dissonant conjunction with each other.57 

The agentive capacity of an assemblage de-
rives from “the vitality of the materialities that 
constitute it.”58 William Bryant Logan, a soil-poet 
of sorts, incants in solidarity with Bennett: “Inert 
matter! As if there ever were such a thing.”59 Soil, 
that vast net of microbes and air and water and 
minerals, among a host of other “things,” vibrates 
with agency—with affective animacy. The ground 
is that thing, agential and affective, in which we 
are connected; and yet its power does not come 
from above or outside, nor is it uncoverable or 
extractable within; its power, we might say, lies in 
relation. The dirty ground becomes that in which 
we live and move and have our affects. 

Digging further into contemporary theory, 
Mel Chen’s work on “animacy”—which stems 
from cognitive linguistics and extends into mat-
ters of race, disability, and queer theory—will fur-
ther the resurrection of Tillich’s grund as a dusty 
web. Animacy, in the world of linguistics, has 
been “described variously as a quality of agency, 
awareness, mobility, and liveness.”60 Animacy is 
quite distinct from “life” and “liveliness,” howev-
er. As Chen argues, pertinent to this present med-
itation on a soiled ground, “animacy activates new 
theoretical formations that trouble and undo 
stubborn binary systems of difference, including... 
life/death, subject/object... human/animal...”61 
Aside from the microbes and other critters that 
contribute to soil in significant ways, it would be a 
mistake to refer to soil as “alive,” in the traditional 
(Modernist) biological sense. Yet the concept of 
animacy provides us with an alternative way to re-
animate the ground; Chen’s animacy partners with 
new materialisms, beginning the mattering work 
of folding the inanimate back into the animating 
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principle of Aristotle’s De Anima; the scope thus 
broadens and blurs.62 In this way, animacy 
reemphasizes the sense in which agency is neither 
supernatural nor statically mechanistic but blurs 
these lines, indeed grounds them. 

It is vital to note the unfixed nature of anima-
cy on a linguistic level. Cognitive linguist Mutsumi 
Yamamoto contends, “Our cognition of animacy 
and the extent to which we invest a certain body 
(or body of entities) with humanness or animate-
ness influence various levels of human language a 
great deal.”63 She detaches language’s attribution 
or assignment of animacy values from their refer-
ents. According to Yamamoto, there is neither a 
consistent nor, especially, objective reflection of 
animacy in our language(s). Animacy provides yet 
another break from hierarchical ways of thinking, 
moving us, with a sigh of relief, further from past 
mistakes such as the Great Chain of Being. Ani-
macy challenges every facet of an anthropocentric 
worldview, finding new ways to even conceive of 
consciousness.64  

But what may be of utmost concern for the 
re-materialized grund is that of the extra-linguistic 
consequences of the animacy concept. Yamamoto 
appeals to that slippery extra-linguistic effect of 
animacy, arguing that “this concept is a spell which 
strongly influences our mind in the process of language use 
and a keystone which draws together miscellaneous struc-
tural and pragmatic factors...”65 The mystical quality 
of animacy illuminates the effects of linguistic 
practices on our relations to the world. Encased 
in our languages are multiplicities of meaning and 
affect; and, those often-hidden entanglements are 
implicit in our theological musings about our lived 
experiences, springing forth in ethical manifesta-
tions (or, sometimes, lack thereof).  

But why devote such great attention to the 
reimagination of the ground in light of the new 
materialisms? I suggest that we return to the polit-
ical elements that concern Chen. Chen pushes the 
work of the new materialisms further into com-
plexities of race, politics, and economics, poign-
antly announcing, “...animacy is political, shaped 
by what or who counts as human, and what or 
who does not.”66 While Chen is likely thinking 
about entities often deemed less-than-human, 
such as racial minorities, queer bodies, and mis-
treated animals, their67 general concern with envi-

ronmental issues makes this conceptual applica-
tion in the present ground-centric project quite 
organic.  

Following Chen’s argument linking de-
animation with biopolitical violence, one may rec-
ognize that the earth-ground has become a politi-
cal object, de-animated for the purposes of colo-
nization, territorialization, and, ultimately, profit. 
Jane Bennett’s project of constructing a vibrant 
materiality is also centered on a similar political 
query: “How would political responses to public 
problems change were we to take seriously the 
vitality of (nonhuman) bodies?”68 While her ques-
tion remains open, we are well-versed in what the 
world looks like when nonhuman bodies (and 
even some human bodies) are not taken seriously 
as vital or vibrant. Institutions and structures, 
such as Monsanto, actively incarnate a notion of 
soil as means, product, or object. When addressed 
in these manners—as an entity to be treated or 
dominated—the overtly political nature of anima-
cy becomes apparent. That which is de-animated 
can be treated as though it were owned or con-
trolled. This principle is pervasive across count-
less registers, impacting organisms69 of all varieties. 

The centrality of animacy in efforts of subju-
gation, oppression, and colonization reveals itself 
throughout the course of history: indigenous 
populations around the globe lessened to the sta-
tus of animals in order to justify their enslave-
ment, animals purported not to feel pain and thus 
reduced to cosmetic-product test-subjects, trees 
lessened to an economic figure as lumber, and so 
on into the bloody and brutal annals of political 
colonization of bodies, beings, and mat(t)er. The 
de-animation of the ground thus constitutes one 
of the greatest political turns made by the human 
species—the effort to control the very thing that 
brings us life: the mattering Mater of soil. This 
project is then a counterpower which strives to 
reconnect the divine-ground to the earth-ground 
(and not essentially!), bringing to light a theoreti-
cal framework dedicated not purely to academic 
verbosity but also to eco-political activism. 

 
IV. An Agrarian Postlude 

 
As practical theologian, Fred Bahnson noted 

in his interactions with conventional tobacco 
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farmers in the rural South of the United States, 
“Living soil [became] dirt—a convenient place to 
prop your crop while you fed it chemicals...”70 
Within supposedly “conventional” forms of farm-
ing, the vitality of the ground has been lost. 

The practice of agribusinesses and similar 
structures to objectify the ground as inanimate 
object to be stripped of nutrients, pumped full of 
synthetic chemicals, and ceaselessly tilled is noth-
ing other than a decision to choose capital over 
life. This is not limited to the agricultural sector, 
though. Unjust environmental practices will not 
just strip the land of its nutrients, but also the very 
potentialities for new becomings of life.71 If soil is 
the skin that simply must be peeled back to reveal 
the “precious” minerals and gems, as contempo-
rary mining practices suggest,72 we will soon dis-
cover the inedibility of our greed. While strip-
mining and agribusiness models73 have proven 
lucrative for a select few, they concurrently im-
poverish the ground and all that becomes in the 
ground. In this utterly toxic anecdote, the ways in 
which materiality and discursivity, flesh and word, 
unfold together are clear. The de-animation and 
objectification of matter is entangled in the com-
plexities of vast economic machines such as ne-
oliberal consumer capitalism. A vibrant, relational 
grund, irreducibly blurring “ground” and soil, initi-
ates an alternative model from which might 
emerge an ethics, economics, and politics that 
takes seriously the inseparable intra-connection 
between organisms—in this case, specifically be-
tween humans and the earth-ground. 

Today’s popular concepts about the divine 
mirror a Monsanto-like patenting and control of 
the earth-ground. Just as the earth-ground has 
become not a net but an object, so too has the 
divine-ground been stripped of her relationality. I 
argue that the result of de-animating the ground 
has led to its control, colonization, and oppres-
sion. It is entirely possible that the very purpose 
of such a theological move was and is to oppress; 
in any case, the divine has become a fixed tool at 
the disposal for any instance of oppression that 
may arise—an object able to be manipulated for 
any one person or community’s gain. If one can 
monopolize a community’s understanding of the 
divine into a static, patriarchal, or otherwise op-
pressive form, one assumes the right to dictate the 

ethics which follows from this normative vision 
of the divine-ground. 

My hope and intention is that the fluidity of 
this ground will make it impervious to the control 
of any one group, community, even species—a 
pluralistic vision which imagines the groundless 
ground as a sort of web within which all become. 
I submit that naming the divine as a soiled 
ground—a matrix of connections which lures to-
wards courageous activity in the face of possibly 
impending injustice, infertility, even death—might 
serve as an effort to distance the divine from co-
ercion, especially in relation to the (eco-)ethical 
principles which might take root were it not for 
theological manipulation (or, perhaps better, ger-
rymandering).  

Tillich’s ground can hardly be referred to as 
stable, much less a foundation. It is far deeper and 
far more animate than we could have ever antici-
pated. It is rich in organic, dirty life. The Tillichian 
ground of being no longer remains in stasis but is 
able to flow freely—and with it, I hope, renewed 
possibilities for some uncommon ‘common 
ground,’ ever necessary with climate change now 
here. I extend an invitation: to continue toiling 
until the ground finds shalom. 
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