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THE ANNUAL MEETING OF THE SOCIETY
IN TORONTO

he annual meeting of the North American
Paul Tillich Society was held in Toronto,
Ontario, on 22 to 24 November 2002. As al-

ways, it took place in conjunction with the
AAR/SBL Meeting in this wonderfully cosmopoli-
tan Canadian city.

Michael Drummy, Vice President and Program
chair, created an interesting and diverse program for
this year’s gathering. Highlights included discussion
of two new books about Tillich by members of the

Society: Mary Ann Stenger’s and Ronald H. Stone’s
Dialogues of Paul Tillich, and John Carey’s Paulus,
Then and Now: A Study of Paul Tillich’s Theologi-
cal World and the Continuing Relevance of His
Work. Both volumes were published by Mercer Uni-
versity Press in 2002. A fine dialogue between Til-
lich and Islamic thought followed with Basit B. Ko-
shul, Jawad Ashraf, Umeyye Yazicioglu, Kelton
Cobb, and Darlene Fozard Weaver, participating.
The afternoon session was followed by a reception
and banquet at Marcel’s Bistro in Toronto. The
French food was excellent and the Society is grateful
to Peter Slater and Thomas Bandy for selecting the
restaurant and making the arrangements. Peter John
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was this year’s after dinner speaker. The title of his
talk was The Words I Recorded, The Man I Knew.
At the banquet, Rob James presented the Paul Tillich
Prize for the best paper submitted by a student to
Jonathan Rothchild of the University of Chicago.
His paper was entitled Framing, Fragmenting, and
Freud(?): Models of the Self and Faith Formation in
Paul Tillich and Iris Murdoch.

This year’s meeting and banquet was marked by
a very special event. The Presidents of both the
German and French Societies were with us. Gert
Hummel of the Deutsche-Paul-Tillich-Gesellschaft
and Marc Boss of the Association Paul Tillich
d’expression française spoke briefly at the banquet
and extended warm greetings from the members of
their societies in Europe and Canada. It was a dis-
tinct honor to have the leaders of three of the Tillich
societies together.

The Saturday morning session was a lively pres-
entation on Applying Tillich’s Theology of Culture
Today. Robison B. James, John P. Dourley, and
Randall K. Bush presented papers. Richard Grigg
graciously presented the ideas from Daniel C. Noel’s
paper. (Professor Noel died this past August and the
Society extends it deepest sympathy to his family.)
A lively discussion followed the papers.

Thanks to the energy and the wisdom of Robison
James and Mary Ann Stenger, the AAR Group, “Is-
sues in the Thought of Paul Tillich,” has been rein-
stated under the title “Tillich: Theology, Religion,
and Culture” as a regular AAR Group. Three more
sessions were held on Tillich’s thought on Monday
(in “All Tillich All the Time” fashion): “Tillich in
Dialogue,” “Paul Tillich and Ernst Troeltsch,” in
conjunction with the Nineteenth Century Theology
Group, and “Paul Tillich, Postmodernism, and Proc-
ess Thought.” The Society is very grateful to Rob
James, Mary Ann Stenger, and the committee for
their hard work and their efforts to restore the study
of Tillich to the regular AAR sessions.

NEW OFFICERS ELECTED

 new elected office for the Society was rec-
ommended by the Board of Directors and
approved by the Members of the Society at

their meetings this year. This office is that of the
President Elect who will also serve as the Program
Chair for the annual meeting. Beginning next year,
the person serving in the office of Vice President
will have worked with the president-elect for one

year in helping with the creation and execution of
the program. In the opinion of the Board, this will
strengthen the Society and add continuity to its offi-
cers.

Young Ho Chun, Past President of the Society,
was responsible for nominations of new officers.
The officers of the Society elected in Toronto were
as follows:

Michael Drummy, Denver, Colorado
President

John Thatamanil, Milsaps College
President Elect

M. Lon Weaver, Duluth, Minnesota
Vice President

Frederick J. Parrella, Santa Clara University
Secretary Treasurer

Robison B. James, University of Richmond
Past President and Chair, Nominating
Committee

Three people were elected to the Board for
three-year terms expiring in 2005:

Doris Lax, Secretary, DPTG
Ron MacLennan, Bethany College
Stephen Butler Murray, Skidmore College

Congratulations to the new officers for 2003.
The Society extends its appreciation to Mel Vul-

gamore and Dan Peterson for their three year’s of
service on the Board of Directors. The Society
would also like to thank Michael Drummy for his
outstanding work as Program Chair for the meeting
in Toronto; to Young Ho Chun who served as this
year’s nominating committee for new officers; and
Robison James, for his two years of service to the
Society  as Vice President in 2001 and President in
2002.

Please mark you calendars for the next annual
meeting in Atlanta, Georgia, November 21 and 22,
2002.

CALL FOR PAPERS

NORTH AMERICAN PAUL TILLICH SOCIETY

The North American Paul Tillich Society
(NAPTS) seeks historically informed and construc-
tive scholarship that creatively engages the work of
Paul Tillich. The NAPTS holds two sessions (Friday
evening and Saturday morning) immediately prior to
the AAR Annual Meeting. The society invites paper
proposals on the following themes.

A
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1. Tillich and the End/Rebirth of Metanarratives
2. Tillich and Nietzsche
3. Tillich and Catholic Substance
4. Tillich and the Arts
5. Tillich and the Bible
6.  Tillich and Mysticism

Tillich-related papers on other themes will also
be considered. Paper proposals (1000 words or
fewer) are to be enclosed in the body of an email and
sent to the following email address: tha-
tajj@millsaps.edu. A winning student paper will re-
ceive the $300 Annual Tillich Prize. For further in-
quiries, contact:

Dr. John J. Thatamanil
Assistant Professor of Religious Studies
Milsaps College
1701 N. State Street
Jackson, MS 39210
Office telephone: 601.974.1333.

The deadline is April 6, 2003.

TILLICH: ISSUES IN THEOLOGY, RELIGION,
AND CULTURE GROUP

Co-Chairs of the AAR Tillich Group:
—Robison B. James

7914 Alvarado Rd.
Richmond, VA 23229
Work: 804.288.2142; FAX: 804.287.6504
rjames@richmond.edu.

—Mary Ann Stenger
7214 Heatherly Square
Louisville, KY 40242, USA
Work: 502.425.5473; FAX: 502.852.0078
masten01@louisville.edu.

Papers are invited on these themes:
(1) Tillich as a bridge between modernity and post-
modernity; for example, Tillich’s theory of symbol
as a bridge between concept and narrative;
(2) Tillich and womanist, feminist, or other libera-
tion theology;
(3) Tillich and Teilhard, with interest in science and
religion;
(4) Tillich and the Dynamics of Relationality, in-
cluding the ‘The Other’ in Levinas, Buber, and oth-
ers;
(5) Tillich and pragmatism (possible joint session
with Pragmatism-Empiricism group).

Tillich-related papers on other themes will be con-
sidered, with specific themes for sessions deter-
mined by the merit of received proposals. Electronic
submissions should be sent to both co-chairs. All
paperwork should be sent to Robison James. A win-
ning student paper will receive the $300 Annual Til-
lich Prize. Deadline for proposals, participant forms,
and abstracts to be received by Program Chairs:
March 1, 2003.

NEW PUBLICATIONS

Boss, Marc, Doris Lax, and Jean Richard, eds.
Mutations religieuses de la modernité tardive:
Actes du XIVe Colloque International Paul Til-
lich, Marseille. Tillich Studien, vol. 7. Münster,
Hamburg, London: Lit Verlag, 2002.

Hughes, Richard A. “Tillich’s Metaphor of the
‘Eternal Memory.’” Encounter 63.3 (2002):
311–328.

Bunge, Nancy. “From Hume to Tillich: Teaching
Faith and Benevolence.” Philosophy Now 38
(Oct.–Nov. 2002): 32-24.

ON THE CALENDAR

The Paul Tillich Lectures at Harvard
Spring 2003

Charles Johnson
S. Wilson and Grace M. Pollock Professor of Eng-

lish, University of Washington, Seattle
Thursday, 10 April 2003

5:15 PM
The Memorial Church

Harvard University
Cambridge, Massachusetts

Professor Johnson, a recipient of a MacArthur
Foundation Award in 1998 and the National Book
Award in 1990, will speak on the encounter of
Western theology and Eastern philosophy. He has
been interested in Tillich since his years in graduate
school.
For more information, please contact:

William R. Crout
Office of the University Marshall

Wadsworth House, Harvard University
Cambridge, MA 02138

617.495.5727
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TILLICH: THE WORDS I RECORDED,
THE MAN I KNEW

Peter H. John

The “words I recorded” were in some, but not in
every, sense also the “man I knew,” insofar as we
can “know” a person from his words alone. I may
have heard more from the mouth of Paul Tillich than
anyone living (or for that matter, no longer living).
The following talk will combine both themes.

The recordings began in the spring of 1951
through the summer of 1954, and resumed in the fall
of 1955 through January 1958, or five and a half
years. Paul A. Lee, Tillich’s sometime assistant, also
supplied some tapes from the years 1958-62. No
doubt, some records of the Chicago years, 1962-65,
may exist, but unfortunately not the seminars with
Mircea Eliade. Some courses were taken more than
once, and the treatment and development of many
concepts varied. This applied particularly to parts of
the Systematic Theology, where the sections on
“Existence and the Christ” (1958) were recorded
four times, and three times for sections of volume
III, “Life and the Spirit,” and “History and the King-
dom of God” (1963). Especially important were the
commentary courses on the just published Volume I
(1951), taken in both New York and Cambridge.
Students gave brief reports on sub-sections of the
text, followed by Tillich’s replies clarifying and de-
veloping ideas, and offering occasional emendations.
The text was not the mimeographed propositions
that heretofore had been distributed at the beginning
of the semester, but rather the published book itself,
now much more condensed and even abstract, shorn
of illustrative materials and the class dialogues. (Til-
lich was aware of the temptation to “fill in” certain
parts of the system where one’s experience and em-
pathy were deficient. My favorite proposition, and
the shortest in the Tillichian “canon”: “Possibility is
temptation.”) These commentaries merit publication
in paperback editions and/or an Internet version. Of
course, scholars and the Tillich estate would have to
decide on this proposal. On the other hand, the pro-
posal has not yet been presented or entertained. My
work as a United Methodist and Congregational
pastor these several decades has taken precedence.

Tillich always sought to construct a systematic
theology. When he was criticized for trying to en-
compass everything within the purview of an imper-
vious system, he would defend his effort by saying

that critics of system-building itself are the first to
decry internal contradictions, but one part of the
system should be rationally consistent with other
parts. His Union Seminary colleague, David E. Rob-
erts, wrote that it must have been dizzying to juggle
all the parts of the system around in his head, and he
was glad he himself was not burdened with the task!
Tillich marveled at the brilliant insights and syn-
thetic historical judgments of Eugen Rosenstock-
Huessy, the late professor of social philosophy at
Dartmouth, whose Christian thought encompassed
the vast sweep of Western history. In the last analy-
sis, Tillich felt the latter lacked a systematic
grounding to his thought. Paul Lee recalls a com-
ment about Rosenstock-Huessy he heard Tillich of-
fer to Hannah Tillich: “Not everyone can be a gen-
ius!” Eduard Heimann, Tillich’s close associate in
the Religious Socialist period, and a professor at the
New School for Social Research, regarded Rosen-
stock-Huessy and Tillich as the two towering intel-
lects of the day (though he favored Tillich). Their
correspondence is printed in Gesammelte Werke.

Paul Lee recalls an apocalyptic story he heard
from Tillich about his traumatic waking hallucina-
tion in the Battle of Verdun during the First World
War: sheep were grazing in Berlin at the Branden-
burg Gate. This, of course, actually happened in
1945 after World War II, and the New York Times
printed such a photo! Tillich had written about the
Treaty of Verdun which dates from the time of
Charlemagne in 843, which split Europe into artifi-
cial boundaries, and “the curse of Verdun” has con-
demned millions ever since. I wonder if Ludwig
Wittgenstein or Adolf Hitler or Martin Heidegger,
all of whom served in the army, ever heard Chaplain
Tillich preach to “Liebe Kameraden” in 1915. Our
colleague, Erdmann Sturm, has edited and intro-
duced the Frühe Predigten (1909-1918).1 It would
be good to have an English translation of the whole
694 pages! (And what about the untranslated mate-
rial from the entire Ges. Werke, the Frankfurt lec-
tures on Hegel, the two recent volumes of unpub-
lished articles before 1933, etc.?)

Martin Kähler, Tillich’s teacher, influenced
some of the ideas in Rechtfertigung und Zweifel,
about not only the justification of the sinner by grace
through faith, but about the justification of the sinner
in his very doubt. (Barth says somewhere that some-
one should whisper in Tillich’s ear that doubting
was a sin.) Kähler was also influential in the devel-
opment of ideas on the historical Jesus (see Carl
Braaten’s translation of Kähler). Another of Tillich’s
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teachers, Fritz Medicus, once wrote in a Swiss book
review that Tillich was “der kommende Mensch in
der Philosophie.” Barth deplored Tillich’s theologi-
cal education, stating that the quality of teaching at
the University of Halle was not high.

Tillich remarked that he might be remembered
for a few things, like Rechtfertigung und Zweifel,
Das Dämonische, and The Courage to Be, which
saw its 50th anniversary edition last year (2002), and
which was the best-selling book from Yale Univer-
sity Press. It now has a long introduction by Peter J.
Gomes, Harvard’s chaplain and Plummer Professor
of Christian Morals. The book, dedicated to Tillich’s
son, René, has been translated into several languages
including Farsi.2 Tillich said it was written for the
Stoic frame of mind. The book has been listed in The
100 Best Spiritual Books of the Century.

The essay on Rechtfertigung has never been
translated, so far as I know, except in a private
translation by my classmate, the late Lamar Cooper,
who later went to SMU’s Perkins School of Theol-
ogy. Speaking of Kähler, Tillich once remarked that
he so impressed the students with his serenity and
deep personal piety, that, being asked about the
source of that inner strength, he replied, “My inner
being is always in great turmoil!”—a confession that
appeared to comfort those pained by the seeming
disparity between his own spirituality and theirs.
Masao Abe, in one of his articles on Tillich, stated
that his first impression, when he came to New York
to study under him, was “the restlessness of the
eye.” I can verify this on many occasions, walking in
the hallway, in Harvard Yard, especially in enclo-
sures like elevators where he appeared almost physi-
cally depressed, trying to recover equanimity, etc. It
was strange to behold, and one could do nothing.
Prof. Abe, incidentally, a former banquet speaker for
our Society, wrote a eulogy of Tillich in which he
said that he was “the first great Christian theologian
in history who tried to carry out a serious confronta-
tion between Christianity and Buddhism at their
depths.…Indeed, with the death of Paul Tillich,
Buddhism, and all world religions, have lost an irre-
placeable dialogist and a truly great Christian theo-
logian.”3

   Through a two-year grant in the 1970s from the
Thyssen Foundation of Hannover, Germany, secured
by the good offices of Renate Albrecht, with whom I
had worked for many years, about a third of my
materials was transcribed. A copy of the transcripts
was sent to the University of Marburg, the Univer-
sity of Laval (Prof. Jean Richard), and later to the

Harvard Tillich Archive itself. I am not aware of
further distribution of the transcripts.4

The last two years of the Harvard period pro-
duced four semesters on “The Self-Interpretation of
Man in Western Thought” with a fitting finale of
two hours of commentary on slides from the Fogg
Museum. It was an unforgettable climax to seven
years at the University. Tillich was convinced that
art could enhance the communication of theology
often better than conceptual thought.

In preparation for the 1959 bibliography in Re-
ligion and Culture, I had full access to the office
files and library. My thought was not only to include
published material, but titles of unpublished work as
well. In one of the drawers, I noted many manu-
scripts, but they were in handwritten old-German
script, and titles were not easy to read. Since time
was limited, I had them microfilmed for later exami-
nation at leisure. I lent the reel of microfilm to Mrs.
Albrecht when she visited in 1977. After returning to
Germany with dozens of cassettes of tapes she had
copied at my home, day and night, for three
weeks—an invitation to a recording which had never
been dispatched! She learned that the microfilm
contained personal items mixed in with manuscripts,
and that they had better be left alone for the time
being. My request for their return was never hon-
ored. It was always something she would take care
of. (I do not know where the reel is deposited.) Dec-
ades have passed, and they await examination.
Could they be part of the trove of letters and manu-
scripts about which Mrs. Tillich wrote that she dis-
covered, posthumously, and which were consigned
to the flames?

I also co-edited Vol. XIV of the German col-
lected works edition, with Renate Albrecht and Ger-
traut Stöber: Register, Bibliographie und
Textgeschichte zu den Gesammelten Werken von
Paul Tillich, 1975, which was later updated in an
edition by Werner Schüssler and Renate Albrecht.

  Hannah Tillich’s book of 1973, From Time to
Time (which is much more her own autobiography
than a biography of her husband), appeared eight
years after his death in 1965. She published From
Place to Place in 1976, which contains a brief essay
by Tillich on Socrates, and three travel letters. Mir-
cea Eliade, Rollo May, and others pleaded with her
to reconsider the 1973 book—to no avail. Another
account is the extraordinary essay by another family
member, now a psychotherapist, Dr. René Tillich,
who delivered a lecture, “My Father, Paul Tillich,”
subsequently published in the bilingual volume,
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Spurensuche: Lebens und Denkwege Paul Tillichs.5
The lecture took place April 24, 1998, as one of the
semiannual Paul Tillich Lectures delivered at Har-
vard since 1990, and is being submitted for publica-
tion in this country. William R. Crout, formerly of
M.I.T., and a close student of Tillich’s writings, is
the founder and curator of the lecture series. The
published text is an edited conflation of two tran-
scriptions, that of the taped record of his lecture, in-
formally delivered, and that of his extensive hand-
written notes, which he later sent to Mr. Crout.

One of my favorite seminars was “The Theology
of Christian Mystics,” given at Harvard (and earlier
at Union Seminary). In Cambridge, guest lecturers
included Gershom Scholem (who was a visiting pro-
fessor at Brown University, my alma mater), M. C.
D’Arcy, S.J., Georges Florovsky, and D. T. Suzuki.
Scholem told me at Brown that he always envied
Tillich’s ability to speak “druckfertig,” ready-for-
the-press, referring to lectures in Switzerland years
ago, where both had lectured, and Albert Einstein as
well. One of my prized transcripts is Tillich’s long
report of several hours of conversation with Einstein.
I look forward to making it available some day. Til-
lich said, about the mystics course, that a required
reading, and perhaps a text for the whole course
could be Max Scheler’s “Repentance and Rebirth,”
in his On the Eternal in Man.6 His favored mystic
was Bernard of Clairvaux.

 Tillich once said he preferred emigrating to
France rather than the U.S. His command of English
was poor, and required a long time to flower. Even
so, if one compares the style of “Life and the Spirit”
in the English volume, with the lectures delivered in
German in Germany, and available in mimeo-
graphed form from stenographic notes, one can see
the greater power of words and command of vo-
cabulary in the German, which is sometimes lacking
in the English. The simplicity and depth of the Eng-
lish sermons, however, denote a genuine grasp of the
language that makes a great impact.
     Leaving a lecture of Tillich’s in New York City,
while I was a seminarian at Union in the 1950s, I
drove him back to the dormitory. It was late and he
had to preach the next morning and had not yet pre-
pared the text as they unfolded on paper. I offered to
expedite matters by having him dictate the sermon.
He replied that for the sermon to proceed in logical
form, he needed to write down his words, and let the
thoughts flow along as they unfolded on paper—a
tactile and visual experience. Today, words are so
easily committed to paper via typewriter and com-

puter word-processing. Who handwrites letters any
more?

On another occasion, attending a celebration of
C.G. Jung’s thought in New York with Renate Al-
brecht, Tillich told us, just before his turn to speak,
“Ich rede nur kurz und nur Quatsch!” It probably
was a talk that required little preparation, not at all a
scholarly examination. Nevertheless, it was impres-
sive. Many of his lectures came from invitations to
speak, here and abroad (much like Karl Rahner, who
admitted that much of his writing was prompted by
continuous speaking engagements). Tillich regretted
some of his writing, like an early 1920s lecture that
had an excessive nationalistic flavor, which he la-
beled “one of the sins of my youth!” The only time
he ever told me he was glad I recorded something
was the question and answer period during a sympo-
sium on “The Nature and Significance of Existen-
tialist Thought.” 7Usually he merely tolerated the
recordings, unlike Mrs. Tillich who, I am told, dis-
approved because it reminded her of his approaching
mortality.

In the course on the mystics, Prof. Georges
Florovsky, the Russian Orthodox theologian and
historian at Harvard, spoke on icon mysticism. He
once visited one of the lectures in “Religion and
Culture,” I recall, and stood up to contradict and in-
struct Tillich on his interpretation of some topic of
early Christian tradition and ethics on which
Florovsky was expert. “My dear Prof. Tillich…” he
began. Tillich never lay claim to expertise in history
of doctrine, and taught such a course only at the be-
hest of the seminary president. It was a popular
course, but he never intended to publish it—unlike
the beloved Prof. Robert Calhoun, professor of his-
torical theology at Yale, whose famous course on
Christian doctrine was under option with Harper &
Row for years. (He wrote a glowing review of Vol.
III of the Systematic Theology in Union Seminary
Quarterly Review.) Sad to say, they never came to
fruition, since he was forever revising and reading
the latest scholarship, and so his perfectionism pre-
vented publication. His lectures appeared only in
mimeographed form from students, as well as a
course in systematic theology. Dr. Calhoun once
taught a course in basic Christian theology at Un-
ion’s summer school, intended only for teachers in
fields other than religion. It was a concise, authori-
tative, and beautifully balanced series.

I remember the funeral of Tillich’s friend, the
psychoanalyst Karen Horney. Suzuki, also present,
had influenced Horney, who regarded him as a kind
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of mentor. Tillich delivered the eulogy, which was
most touching (published in Pastoral Psychology in
1953). He heaved a deep sob at the end, just after the
prayer and before the benediction. Most of Tillich’s
English-language prayers are printed in the disserta-
tion of Sebastian Painadath, S.J., done in Göttingen
under Hans Küng and published in India.8 A student
once asked if or when he prayed. The answer: “Al-
ways and never!”

The course on A History of Christian Thought
(1953, 2nd ed. 1956) was privately published, and a
hardcover edition edited by Carl Braaten was
brought out with Harper & Row in 1968. The Ger-
man translation of Ingeborg C. Henel is a revised
edition, having had recourse to the original English
mss. (Vorlesungen über die Geschichte des christli-
chen Denkens, a supplementary volume in the Ges.
Werke).
    One of my favorite individual lectures is the de-
bate, held at Vassar College, with Walter Kaufmann,
“Christ or Nietzsche?” The tape recording was
faulty, and the stenographic transcription was mini-
mal. Kaufmann later requested a transcript, which I
could not provide because of the defective tape. The
typical German soldier carried in his knapsack the
New Testament and Also sprach Zarathustra. I
readily recall one statement of Tillich’s (he felt this
was an autobiographical lecture where more was
disclosed than he ordinarily intended), e.g.: “It was
Nietzsche who first introduced me into the liberating
air of ethical autonomy.” It reminded me of T. S.
Eliot’s statement that some people claim to be
emancipated, whereas they are simply unbuttoned.
(H. L. Mencken may have said something similar.)

Eliot, who had championed the publication of
the Systematic Theology in England, fell into a pe-
riod of depression from which he emerged through
reading Tillich’s “You Are Accepted,” perhaps the
most widely reprinted of his sermons.9 For an o p-
posing view of “acceptance,” see William Muehl,
former professor of homiletics at Yale Divinity, who
has written “To Hell with Acceptance.”10 Tillich is
nowhere mentioned by name, but…

Hannah Arendt, whose correspondence with
Tillich was published last year, regarded Tillich as
“not only a theologian, but an outspoken moral per-
sonality of great political and moral courage.” I be-
lieve her good friend Hilda Fränkel had been Til-
lich’s secretary for awhile. “When she was on her
deathbed, he did not abandon her—as most of the
‘Creative Individuals’ she knew did…I saw him
there daily. He made a great impression on me, be-

cause I understood that…he was a Christian, that is,
capable of Christian love…she really loved the man,
and he had really loved her.”11

The sermon on “The Divine Name,” in The
Shaking of the Foundations, was prompted by the
late Harvard President Nathan Pusey who, in 1955,
was congratulating his university on the revitalized
Divinity School, and its addition of new faculty. He
said that we can now speak about God and the things
of God without embarrassment. This was unsettling
to Tillich, according to Grace Cali, his secretary, and
author of a fine biography of Tillich in the Harvard
years.12 He insisted that what we really need is a
genuine sense of “embarrassment,” of hesitation and
awe, when speaking of God, contrary to the presi-
dent’s recommendation!

The three sermon books, whose titles in some
way signify the Holy Trinity—The Shaking of the
Foundations, The New Being, The Eternal Now—are
all out of print. They deserve reappearance in one
volume, with perhaps two or three other sermons
that were not included, and a selection of sermons
from Frühe Predigten (1909–1918).

A comprehensive bibliography of primary and
secondary writings, including translations into many
languages, reprints, reviews, and a full listing of the-
ses and hundreds of dissertations, has been a project
of mine for many years. Passing through Helsinki 15
years ago, I noted more than 20 theses, etc., in one
seminary alone. Sometimes a master’s thesis is al-
most equivalent to a doctoral dissertation, e.g., one
by Edward French, a Harvard undergraduate and a
graduate of General Theological Seminary in New
York: Tillich and Plato.

Tillich was a man who had a gift for friendship,
and a loyalty that lasted a lifetime. His contact with
his Wingolf brother Emanuel Hirsch, for example, in
spite of the latter’s involvement in National Socialist
ideology, still persisted even after World War II. He
complied with Hirsch’s request to see if he could get
an American publisher for his book on Kierkegaard,
and Tillich tried, without success, to accommodate
him. I visited Hirsch in Göttingen in the early 1960s,
and access to the home was not complicated. A sim-
ple telephone call was all that was required. In my
halting German, I timidly but boldly inquired about
the Tillich-Hirsch controversy, and wondered what
his present feeling was about their relationship and
the political quarrel that they had made public. He
replied (in German, of course): “In my Father’s
house are many mansions.” He felt that at the time, it
appeared to be a good idea. (I hope I have not mis-
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represented him, and this is not an unkind remark. I
still remember him as a kind, elderly gentleman,
feeble and awaiting the culmination of his life.)

Tillich’s life, he confessed, was very conserva-
tive and routine. He had certain hours of the day
with specified tasks, letters to write, appointments to
keep, and his writing and lecturing to pursue. He
tried to observe society’s expectations and regula-
tions. He was once asked, in a lecture at Boston’s
Ford Hall Forum, what was the meaning of life? He
simply replied: “To fulfill your potential.” Prof.
Quine would have ridiculed the question, and carried
on his life’s pursuits as though they had meaning!

Tillich was opposed to public nudity, believing it
undermined the natural human instinct for modesty.
He was averse to homosexuality, and was instinc-
tively horrified at abortion. Grace Cali’s book has an
introduction by Jerald Brauer who felt he had to ex-
plain Tillich’s quaintly passé stance on abortion, and
the author herself, in a footnote, was apologetic as
well. He never thought of himself as a saint, defined
as one through whom God has become “transpar-
ent,” and he probably had some reservations about
the New Harmony memorial in his honor. A great
aim of Tillich’s theological life was to make the
Christian faith credible to the modern man and
woman, doubting and skeptical—so long as it was
honest doubt. He once said that if he were to choose
a vocational title, he would like to be known as “an
interpreter of life.”

Donald MacKinnon, the late British philosopher
and theologian, has written on “Tillich, Frege, Kittel:
Some Reflections on a Dark Theme,”13 an article
that must be reckoned with, though his prose can be
sometimes as dark as his title. (He also speaks of the
anti-semitic Frege and Kittel.) He writes of Tillich’s
erotic life and the disparity between life and thought,
concluding that since the life was distorted, the
thought must also be defective. This is a common
judgment, and open to many caveats. Whatever the
facts are, there has never been a stronger critic of
Tillich than Tillich himself! Ruth Nanda Anshen’s
Biography of an Idea14 is a recital of conversational
at-home soiréees with distinguished minds of the
day: Whitehead, Einstein, Fred Hoyle, J.B.S. Hal-
dane, Benedetto Croce, Andrei Sakharov, Cardinal
Bea, and many others, including an evening with
Tillich, Kurt Goldstein, and Gabriel Marcel. As time
went on, Tillich, whose mood the fruit of the vine
had altered, is reported to have said, “I am a sinner,
laden with guilt, I shall burn in eternal hellfire, I
shall be excommunicated from the Kingdom of

Heaven. I’m afraid to die.” (One may assume the
mirthful tone of these words.) Marcel replies, “But
you are a man of faith, a Lutheran in the venerable
tradition of the teaching of your predecessor, Martin
Luther…” “Oh,” Tillich interrupts, “I’m not worthy
of him….I am always on the borderline, on the
boundary, and I know that there is no boundary of a
boundary. So I’m tortured by the conflict. That is my
existential indecision and therefore my guilt, a sin
God cannot forgive.” Then Marcel, quoting Voltaire,
says: “Mais oui, le bon Dieu vous pardonera, c’est
son métier.” (I am reminded of Tillich’s comment
from Vol. III, 225: “It is sin which is forgiven in the
forgiving of a particular sin.”) The neurologist-
philosopher Kurt Goldstein, a close friend of Til-
lich’s, comments that “If his mind had not been so
seminal, so perceptive, so creative, even logical, he
might have become a schizophrenic.”15

What are we to make of all this? I once asked
Ms. Anshen how in the world did she remember all
these quotations? After the evening was over, she
merely sat down and wrote everything she remem-
bered—with her own florid and lapidary interven-
tions. I have my doubts.

A similar sentiment, I think, can be found in
Rollo May’s Paulus16, where Tillich questions, in a
letter, whether his “erotic life [was] a failure or was
it a daring way of opening up new human possibili-
ties? I do not know the answer. But I am more in-
clined to give a self-rejecting than a self-affirming
answer.” May would have said “No, you have
helped all of us to affirm a daring life, and risk the
consequences.” Whereupon Tillich could have said,
and maybe would have said,  “Get thee behind me,
Rollo!” He knew he had hurt others, and the painful
memories were always there. He was in a confes-
sional mood, and why not accord him the freedom of
self-judgment? But somehow, he could rely on the
Spirit who could graciously and mercifully offer the
sense of being-acceptable-in-spite-of. He was cer-
tainly “strong in the broken places.” Nonetheless, he
had to live with the consequences of occasional poor
judgment.

His first biographer was to be Jaroslav Pelikan
with Marion Hausner, later Marion Pauck, who was
later to join with her husband, Wilhelm Pauck, to
launch the first of two volumes on Tillich’s life and
thought. His lamented death prevented completion
of the project, and sadly ended with only the fasci-
nating first volume, for which we remain grateful.
Pelikan had wanted Tillich to give a kind of official
imprimatur to the biography, a request Tillich de-
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nied. “The Man I Knew” was the man that many
men and women knew in many ways.

He was sometimes an enigma to himself as well.
Witness the poem written at the age of 17, translated
in May’s Paulus17:

Am I then I? Who tells me that I am!
Who tells me what I am, what I shall become?
What is the world’s and what life’s meaning?
What is being and passing away on earth?

O abyss without ground, dark depth of madness!
Would that I had never gazed upon you and
were sleeping like a child!

Tillich would often muse about who he was,
what he was about, what was the mystery of his be-
ing. He had a modest sense of his vocation and the
knowledge he possessed (“I don’t know much,” he
said sotto voce in a lecture), but he also had a self-
confidence, a religious devotion and commitment
(his only absolute was “ultimate concern”), and a
passion for life and friendship. He claimed to be able
to discern anyone’s “ultimate” concern—that for
which they would sacrifice themselves. He main-
tained that behind every philosophical façade lurks a
religious vision.18 The most agnostic thinker still has
a passion for truth, and that was his or her ultimate
concern. Often his hearers resented being lumped
together in such an enveloping and slippery em-
brace. Norman O. Brown once cried out in a Tillich
lecture, “Your definition deprives me of my God-
given right to be an atheist!”

I remember an invitation to Tillich’s apartment
where the seminar was to discuss which direction he
should pursue, the completion of the Systematic
Theology, or the development of a philosophy of
religion that would seek to validate knowledge
through religious experience. I think a summary of
the latter proposal is seen in the article, “Participa-
tion and Knowledge: Problems of an Ontology of
Cognition.”19 He did not embark on this path, nor
develop the theme further. Eduard Heimann takes
some credit for publicly pressing Tillich to finish the
Systematic Theology. Time was of the essence.

“The toil of thought” was a theme throughout
Tillich’s life. His capacity for total concentration
was phenomenal—he could exclude most everything
from his mind except the task at hand. Witness his
early and intense concentration on absorbing all of
Schelling’s writings and becoming thoroughly fa-
miliar with his thought. In the Harvard archive there

exists a long scroll of notes taken from that exten-
sive study. He charged Rollo May in the duty of
sustained creative thought, so as to feel the joy in
becoming an accomplished expert in one thing. By
so doing, the discipline could extend to other fields
of study. May took nine years to complete his doc-
toral dissertation on anxiety, with Tillich as a de-
manding mentor. The late Werner Rode, another
assistant at Union Seminary, who later taught at
Yale, complained to me of Tillich’s turning on him
fiercely in his own Columbia University doctoral
exam, which surprised Rode since it was unex-
pected. He recalled the incident of a student in Ger-
many who underwent a similar experience, and
committed suicide.

Tillich had his critics. John Herman Randall, Jr.,
spoke of the occasional Tillich-baiting at meetings
of the Philosophy Club in New York. He cited John
Dewey’s comment, however, that the language-
oriented analytic philosophy was always sharpening
its knives, but it seemed to cut into little of sub-
stance. Herman Lotze (1817-1881) was of the same
mind. Dewey felt that the Germans might be fuzzy,
but at least they were talking about things that were
important. Recall Whitehead’s complaint against
Russell: “Bertie thinks I’m muddle-headed, but I
think he’s simple-minded.” Ninian Smart wrote in
Theology years ago that the future belonged to the
hard-headed religious thinkers who sharpened their
skills in the school of analysis and logic. Tillich’s
chair at Union was called “philosophical theology.”
Paul Ricoeur, who was appointed to the Paul Tillich
Chair of Philosophical Theology at the University of
Chicago, regarded Tillich as his “favorite theolo-
gian”—he once forgot the exact title, whether it was
philosophical theology, or theological philosophy,
and concluded it was really an oxymoron. But some
theology is becoming more philosophical, in writers
like Plantinga, Alston, Wolterstorff, and many oth-
ers. Even the late Roderick Chisholm, my philoso-
phy professor at Brown (who was often Prof.
Quine’s debating partner), in his posthumously pub-
lished A Realistic Theory of Categories20 had a final
chapter, “Implications for Philosophical Theology.”
It is a pity he could not elaborate on the subject.  At
Harvard, the philosophy department did not alto-
gether countenance Tillich, and the “sop” thrown in
his direction, some thought, was the invitation to
lecture in the philosophy department on “German
Classical Philosophy.”

Santayana wrote that piety was the respect for
the roots of one’s being. Tillich was a member of the



North American Paul Tillich Society Newsletter Vol. 29, number 1 Winter 2003 10

United Church of Christ (as were the Niebuhrs,
Robert Calhoun, John Bennett, and many others).
Many thinkers and teachers came out of the cradle of
Congregational piety, some of whom could not, it
appears, sustain their public devotion into their adult
life. John Dewey, I think, had been active as a young
man in a student Christian group; Congregationalism
was in B.F. Skinner’s and Willard V. O. Quine’s
ancestry.

For all the talk of religion and “ultimate con-
cern,” Tillich always reminds us of the tendency of
religion to become deformed, demonized, idola-
trized.21 Wahabi Islam is the demonization of true
Islam (perhaps Sufism, or more tolerant examples of
that faith); the Inquisition and some of the Crusades
have demonized Christianity; fascism has demon-
ized a true humanism; and a nominally “Christian”
Europe has demonized the “other” just for being
“other.” (We were glad to hear speakers at this
meeting speak of the burgeoning dialogue opening
up on Islamic themes relating to Tillich’s thought.)

“Religion is the highest glory and the deepest
shame of man,” a motto Tillich advised pastors to
frame and hang on the wall of their study to remind
them of the dangers of a mindless fanaticism. Ambi-
guity is the signature of the life of religion. Tillich
loved colors, and the color gray symbolized ambi-
guity in the ground of Being. The demonic is the
divine anti-divine.

 Zen Buddhism itself, incidentally, has experi-
enced its own episodic descent into hell. Brian
(Dazen) A. Victoria, a former Methodist missionary
and a Zen priest-historian, in his Zen at War reveals
the long and sorry collaboration by the Zen leader-
ship in Japan with the militarist rulers of the country
for most of the last century.22 Even D. T. Suzuki, our
beloved friend, was involved for a period of time!
On the other hand, so were many of the Japanese of
the time. (See the New York Times, Jan. 11, 2003,
with continued debate on the Internet.) These books,
and “the events of 9/11,” have persuaded Zen
spokesmen to offer public apologies for their ac-
tions. The divine-demonic composite of religion, for
Tillich, was evidence of original sin. He used to
quote Rev. 21:22-23: when the Heavenly Jerusalem
comes down to earth, there will be no need for the
temple (=religion), for God will be all in all.

I can see that this recital of disconnected memo-
ries is getting out of hand. Perhaps it can be resumed
at another time. If I were to add one more item, I
would cite Tillich’s use of Schelling’s idea of essen-
tialization (Essentifikation), borrowed from Oetinger

who himself borrowed it from Boehme.23 Oetinger
often spoke of “God the Essentiator”. So far as I am
aware, Tillich never spoke of “essentialization” in
his class lectures on the Systematic Theology . Why
did it appear only in the last few pages of the pub-
lished third volume? A. Durwood Foster presents his
own thoughts in a fine article on this theme.24 I su s-
pect that this was Tillich’s further elaboration on the
idea of eternal life as a qualitative dimension of this
life, not as an infinitely extended future time, which
he found hard to contemplate and boring to antici-
pate, a “self-centered immortality,” as Hannah Til-
lich notes.25 I think his eschatology is defective in
this respect. Why does he borrow the essentialization
idea from Schelling, but not Schelling’s develop-
ment of the idea of resurrection? “Only a symbol?”
But of course he would reply that nothing can be
truly said about God and eternity that is not a sym-
bolic utterance.26

I would like to think that essentialization—or
call it divinization, theosis, enhypostazation (Maxi-
mus the Confessor), even perhaps Teilhard de Char-
din’s ’s “omega point”—was a development of ideas
about “the eternal now.” If he had been granted more
time, he might well have advanced his eschatologi-
cal theories, and offered us a deeper kind of “Chris-
tian hope” than he himself felt he could legitimately
contemplate. “My dear Prof. Tillich…” Father
Florovsky would have intoned…
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DIALOGUES OF PAUL TILLICH

By Ronald H. Stone and Mary Ann Stenger

A PANEL DISCUSSION ON THE NEW BOOK
PUBLISHED BY MERCER PRESS IN 2002.

RONALD H. STONE

Dear Members of the North American Paul Tillich
Society,
What can I say? Some of us cannot stop writing on
Paul Tillich. It occurred to Mary Ann Stenger and
myself that we were both presenting papers on Til-
lich that compared and contrasted his thought to oth-
ers. Our papers were placing Tillich in dialogue con-
sistently. There was to us a quality in Tillich’s
thought that required dialogue. As we thought about
this, we remembered how several members of the
society had suggested that Paul Tillich learned more
or as much through conversation as he did by read-
ing books. The stories about Tillich are often tales of
conversations with him. He was a great companion
in the art of dialogue.

Consequently, through conversation between us,
we chose to share our essays on Tillich in conversa-
tion. We read each other’s work, suggested editorial
changes, and found it complimentary. We neither
wrote about the same subjects nor did we contradict
each other. It was relatively easy for us to agree to
collaborate. Early on, we agreed that our dialogues
would consist both of actual historical dialogues
where historical detail was required and philosophi-
cal dialogues where analytic and synthetic work was
necessary. The dialogues expanded beyond actual
historical conversations to dialogues we wish he had
undertaken. In some cases, since he had not engaged
the interlocutor we wished to hear from, we con-
structed the dialogue.

By working together, sharing our special inter-
ests and knowledge, we were able to address issues
we might not have taken otherwise. I, for example,
would not have written on Buddhism although I
might have attempted Hinduism. Mary Ann might
have been uncomfortable with the details of Protes-
tant social ethics in Niebuhr, but she was comfort-
able exploring fundamentalism. So together through
conversation, we have a book representing conver-
sations in prose; and we have given it the honorable
title of Dialogues.

We are profoundly grateful that Mutie Tillich
opened her stash of photographs again to share the
wonderful photos presented in the book. The cover
of Rollo May and Paul Tillich in conversation is
particularly appropriate for our volume.

Through the process of collaboration on pro-
ducing the book, I learned three things. The first is
how great Mary Ann Stenger is to work with. The
second is the Mercer University Press commitment
to produce quality work on Paul Tillich. The third is
how close Paul Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr were
in their Christian social ethics and how many issues
on which they collaborated.

Niebuhr and Tillich

Paul Tillich recorded in his Travel Diary: 1936
his warm associations with Niebuhr in Geneva. They
breakfasted together, lunched together by the lake,
and worked on lectures together. Tillich translated
Niebuhr’s lecture, and they reflected together on
European politics at that fateful hour. Tillich re-
membered asking Niebuhr about academic positions
at Ann Arbor and Manchester, England. He recorded
that Niebuhr advised him to stay at Union Theologi-
cal Seminary and “We will found a school of theol-
ogy there.” He noted in his reflection for July 30: “I
have a feeling of warmth with him such as I had
never experienced before.”1

They were at their closest intellectually when
they were working on questions of religion and soci-
ety. Tillich’s belief-ful realism and Niebuhr’s Chris-
tian realism bound them together to support religious
socialism during the 1930’s. Niebuhr’s movement
away from socialism in the late 1940s and early
1950s led Tillich and Niebuhr to diverge politically.
But the impossibility of Tillich carrying religious
socialism forward in the Eisenhower years meant
their divergences were not widely known. For years,
they shared the Fellowship of Socialist Christians.2

They also shared teaching responsibilities in “Phi-
losophy of Religion” at Union Theological Seminary
while Niebuhr also taught “Christian Ethics” and
Tillich “Systematic Theology.” Tillich wrote appre-
ciatively of Ursula Niebuhr’s welcoming them to
Union Theological Seminary the day they arrived in
New York as well as his debt to Reinhold for con-
veying the offer to come to Union after he was dis-
missed in Frankfurt. But despite friendships and
three decades of shared scholarly and political
causes no one at Union could have regarded them as
sharing a school of theology. On the other hand, by
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their greatness, they did contribute to strengthening
Union and increasing its importance, so they did
strengthen a school. They were not the closest of
personal friends. Wilhelm Pauck was closer to Til-
lich and John Bennett, W. D. Davies, and Abraham
Heschel were closer to Niebuhr.

The differences between them became clearer
with the publication of volume 1 of Tillich’s The
Systematic Theology in 1951. The end of religious
socialist commitments occurred roughly at the same
time as the differences between them as representa-
tives of biblically based pragmatism and ontologi-
cally developed existentialism became clearer.

Roger Shinn, as a student of both Paulus and
Reinie, has put this divergence as clearly as anyone:
When Tillich arrived in this country, knowing no
English, Reinie was one person with whom he could
converse. As late as my time, I heard them occasion-
ally exchange comments, in German, as they passed
each other in the halls. Each had a genuine admira-
tion for the other. See Gilkey’s angry review of Fox
for an example of Tillich’s admiration for Reinie.
Many people glibly associated the two as “neo-
orthodox,” a bad categorization for both. I think I
once wrote in C&C [Christianity and Crisis], back
in the days when I was one of their regulars, that I
long puzzled over this categorization of Tillich until
the reason dawned on me: he spoke with a German
accent. There’s one other possible reason: As Nie-
buhr once said in a friendly, jovial way, “Whatever
heresies Paul Tillich goes wandering among, he al-
ways comes home to ‘justification by faith.’

But to back up, the two became strongly associ-
ated in the public mind. A second reason is that each
of them defended the other against critics of the pre-
vailing liberal-rational type. So the critics of both
tended to merge them. The phrase, “Niebuhr-and-
Tillich,” became almost one word in some circles,
even sometimes at Union. But it was foolish.
There was one more reason for the popular associa-
tion. When Tillich arrived in this country, Niebuhr
immediately welcomed him and many of his friends
(including Eduard Heimann and others from the
New School) into the Fellowship of Socialist Chris-
tians, and they there found something of an Ameri-
can base. Actually, as Tillich’s book on religious
socialism shows, there was a considerable difference
between the continental group and Niebuhr’s Ameri-
can group. But they shared many criticisms of the
dominant American culture, and from the main-
stream of American politics they looked alike. One
night (somewhere in my 1945-49 period at Union) I

found myself helping Reinie and Ursula clean up
their kitchen after a party. We combined intellectual
conversation with dishwashing in a very Niebuhrian
way. Something led Reinie to comment, “You know,
I’ve just begun to realize how really different Paul
and I are.” I replied brashly—it was easy to be brash
around Reinie—“Your students have known it for a
long time.” He laughed in his friendly way. We stu-
dents knew it because we were getting Tillich’s
“system” in his lectures; Niebuhr, reading Tillich’s
early publications and entering conversation with
him, was slower in getting the impact of “the sys-
tem.”3

Tillich’s work had been called to Reinhold’s
attention by his brother. Tillich would at a later date
credit H. Richard Niebuhr for saving his life by
translating Die religiöse Lage der Gegenwart (1926)
and thereby winning an invitation for him to come to
the U.S.4 Reinhold’s reviews in 1932 and 1936 of
Tillich’s earliest translations into English5 were full
of praise as was his 1937 essay “The Contribution of
Paul Tillich.”6 These early pieces did not prefigure
the later arguments; the last and major essay from
the 1930’s only raised a question about the need for
more attention to the historical Jesus. He celebrated
Paulus; after all, he had sponsored his immigration.
For he is not only one of the most brilliant theologi-
ans in the Western world, but one whose thought is
strikingly relevant to every major problem of culture
and civilization. His terms may be abstract, but his
thought is not. It deals in terms of rigorous realism
with the very stuff of life.7

Tillich’s review of volume one of Niebuhr’s
Nature and Destiny of Man returned the compli-
ments and raised questions primarily about historical
judgments and some of Niebuhr’s comparisons. Til-
lich concluded, “It is a masterpiece” and applauded
its chapters on sin.

Niebuhr’s critique of Tillich in the Charles
Kegley and Robert Bretall essay collection8 moved
their discussion into the deeper areas of disagree-
ment. Until the end, Niebuhr remained suspicious of
Tillich’s ontology. He wanted to preserve poetic-
dramatic language concerning the human condition
and he feared Tillich’s language reduced both hu-
man responsibility and the difference between their
positions. Niebuhr would concede an implicit ontol-
ogy in interpretations of biblical insight and in the
Bible itself, but he wanted to keep the ontology im-
plicit. Tillich wanted to make ontology explicit and
Niebuhr called such explication, “speculation.” Til-
lich was certainly correct in asking for definitions
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that are more careful. Niebuhr feared too much pre-
cision regarding faith-reduced mystery that was im-
portant to his sense of the Christian faith. More than
that he feared that Tillich’s understanding of es-
trangement made human sin more subject to fate and
less to responsibility than he believed the human
situation warranted. Niebuhr’s critique of Tillich
was at its strongest in this pre-stroke essay. His later
responses in a 1956 review of Biblical Religion and
the Search for Ultimate Reality,9 certainly in part a
response to Niebuhr’s “Biblical Thought and Onto-
logical Speculation,”10 was weaker, as was his r e-
sponse to Tillich’s criticism in Charles Kegley and
Robert Bretall’s volume of essays on Niebuhr.11

Tillich kept up the attack in the Harold Landon
volume, Reinhold Niebuhr: A Prophetic Voice in
Our Time.12 While confessing his indebtedness to
Niebuhr and his appreciation for their life long con-
versation, he criticized him relentlessly for not turn-
ing to ontology. He criticized him first for taking
philosophic opinions out of context and out of time
and finding them to be in error in comparison to
biblical views. He tried to suggest that Niebuhr was
accepting of universal estrangement as descriptive
of the human condition. He urged Niebuhr to use
ontology in thinking about freedom and destiny,
pride, and self. In Niebuhr’s response, he merely
suggested he preferred not to use Plotinus’s concepts
and that he now preferred to use the symbols de-
scriptively rather than ontologically.13

At that point in the argument, Tillich had cer-
tainly won. But the resultant discussion by their
common friends and colleagues denied Tillich the
victory. John Hutchison, Wilhelm Pauck, and Rich-
ard Kroner all defended Niebuhr’s right to use his
terms without needing to use Tillich’s ontology. My
own reading of the debate is that Tillich was correct
to push Niebuhr for a more careful definition of his
terms but very mistaken in thinking this meant he
should use Tillich’s terms. In these exchanges, they
both were careful to say how they appreciated the
realism of the other’s position.
Tillich and Niebuhr kept most of their disagreements
private although an exchange about the religious
meaning of Picasso’s “Guernica” broke into the
open.14 In correspondence, Niebuhr would recognize
Tillich as the greater theologian,15 and Tillich in the
Fellowship of Socialist Christians would recognize
Niebuhr as the genius in political thought.16

The most famous difference between them, of
course, was the anecdotal gap between them on the
appreciation of nature. Tillich referred to it as Nie-

buhr accusing him of being a German romanticist as
he appreciated a tree in Riverside Park. Other stu-
dents’ versions have Niebuhr referring to him as a
“damned nature mystic” or of Tillich quoting Nie-
buhr’s rumored description of him as such when
Niebuhr asked him why he stopped either in front of
a tree in Riverside Park or the flowers in the Union
quadrangle.

After welcoming Tillich into the Fellowship of
Socialist Christians as well as to his new apartment
in the Union Quadrangle, Tillich would publish
regularly in Niebuhr’s quarterly Radical Religion
and in his biweekly Christianity and Crisis. They
were co-founders of the Christian Council on Pales-
tine in mid-1942. Again, in May of 1944, with Til-
lich leading, they were both in the Council for a
Democratic Germany. In 1950, they were together
on the Dunn Commission on nuclear weapons for
the Federal Council of Churches just as they had
worked on the Commission of a Just and Durable
Peace during the war.

They agreed on the folly of a policy of uncondi-
tional surrender for Germany, of a homeland for
Jews, of the immorality of the use of atomic bombs
on Japan, on the need for containment while avoid-
ing war with the Soviet Union, on the no-first-use of
nuclear weapons, on opposition to right-wing poli-
tics, and on the possibilities of John F. Kennedy.

Tillich’s Gläubiger Realismus of his German
socialism translated in the United States into the so-
cialism of Christian realism. Tillich held on to his
socialism longer than did most other members of the
Fellowship of Socialists Christians rejoining the
SPD of Germany after the war. Niebuhr and others
migrated into mixed-economic politics of the
Americans for Democratic Action. Tillich’s political
energies were re-ignited by Kennedy’s possibilities,
but he had not articulated a new or alternative politi-
cal-economic vision by his death in 1965.

Their closeness has led me into study of their
relationships with two Jewish philosophers: Hans
Morgenthau and Abraham Heschel, and currently I
am utilizing the thought of the four in expounding a
political philosophy that I call prophetic realism. I
am writing a book,17 offering it as a philosophical
base for guiding American foreign policy in what I
hope can be a realistic, limited policy that also ap-
proximates a moral foreign policy.
                                                

1 Paul Tillich, My Travel Diary: 1936. (New York:
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MARY ANN STENGER

I want to begin by thanking Ron Stone for his
initiation of this project. Our discussion began at a
Tillich Society banquet a few years ago, as Ron
asked whether we had some common ground in our
approaches to Tillich that might cohere in a book. As
he indicated, our continuing conversations and trad-
ing of essays to read each other’s work led to the
overall theme of dialogue and three parts for the
book, interreligious dialogue, feminism, and religion
and society. Our collaboration on this project has
been stimulating and productive. Thanks, Ron.

I also want to reiterate Ron’s thanks to Mutie
Tillich Farris for her permission to publish several
photographs of Tillich from her collection. They
help us remember the person, Paul Tillich, as well as
his ideas that we explore and critique in relation to
other thinkers.

Thanks too to Mercer University Press, espe-
cially Edd Rowell and Marc Jolley as well as their
assistant Marsha Luttrell, for their support of this
project and their persistence in finding Ron and me,

even when we traveled far from Pittsburgh or Louis-
ville.

As many of you here know, my interest in the
theology of Paul Tillich dates back to my days as an
undergraduate. My interests centered around his
ontology and epistemology, with special interest in
issues of truth and verification. In my graduate work,
I focused on problems of subjectivism and relativ-
ism, a discussion continued here in the chapter on
epistemology and cross-cultural religious truth.
Through all of my study of Tillich’s theology, I have
been engaging him in dialogue with contemporary
theological issues, exploring not only his specific
statements but also how his ideas might be used to
address these issues. This continues to be my ap-
proach to Tillich studies, as this book attests.

The richness of Tillich’s thought allows the pos-
sibility not only to analyze what he said in various
decades of the twentieth century but to explore how
those ideas might be relevant to or applied to or even
reworked for today’s religious, cultural, political,
and social issues. The primary areas in which I bring
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Tillich to the table of dialogue in this book are re-
ligious pluralism and feminism.

My first presentation to the North American
Paul Tillich Society reflected my effort to engage
Tillich’s thought in dialogue with contemporary is-
sues, focusing on Tillich’s influence on Mary Daly
in what was then her most recent book Beyond God
the Father. In that book, she is dependent on Tillich
for the method of correlation, a sense of time that
parallels Tillich’s kairos, his ideas of God as power
of being, existential courage as revelatory, and the
New Being. That essay is included in this collection,
with some updates from later works by Daly that are
critiqued strongly in light of Tillich’s rejection of
idolatry. That same critique of idolatry, with a re-
lated critique of injustice, is applied to the 1977
Roman Catholic document prohibiting the ordination
of women.

In the last essay on Tillich and feminism, I ex-
plore Tillich’s theology in relation to Roman Catho-
lic feminist work. There I add discussions on domi-
nating power versus empowerment and hierarchy
versus mutual relationship, involving critique of Til-
lich’s ideas as well as of Roman Catholic structures.
Moving from critique to constructive efforts in Ro-
man Catholic feminist theology, I analyze concepts
of Tillich that some feminists have found helpful,
particularly the role of experience in theology and
his theory of religious symbols. I then explore Til-
lich’s symbol of Spiritual Presence as a symbol that
deserves more interest from feminists because of its
implications of immanence and ongoing process, its
relationship to experiences of faith, love, and unity
with others, and theonomy, a mystical element of
participation and interconnection with all creation,
and its implications for individual self-realization
and community.

Religious pluralism and interfaith dialogue en-
compass a second area of theological interest for me,
as many of you know from presentations to this so-
ciety as well as in Québec and Frankfurt. Tillich has
been my major dialogue partner in this area because
he has an enduring and expanding interest in world
religions and struggles to balance openness to others
with his Christian commitment to Jesus the Christ as
final revelation. In the essays included in this book, I
bring Tillich into dialogue with Karl Barth, Karl
Rahner, and John Hick on that issue of final revela-
tion in relation to world religions. All three agree on
God as absolute, but their positions vary on the issue
of final revelation in Christ. Barth and Tillich agree
that the revelation in Christ is final while Hick rela-

tivizes that view, arguing for Christian revelation as
one among many. Barth’s Christology has a univer-
sal, inclusive dimension, in that all people have the
capacity to reflect Christ’s truth, but he narrows this
by adding that such reflection only comes through
contact with Christ. Tillich also is christocentric,
even when he argues for truth in non-Christian tra-
ditions; his argument universalizes the power and
effects of the New Being rather than relativising the
Christ, as Hick does.

A second essay involving Tillich and Barth
brings them into dialogue with Kyoto School Bud-
dhists Keiji Nishitani and Masao Abe on the issues
of affirmation and negation in understanding ulti-
macy. Tillich’s being-itself and nonbeing and
Barth’s discussion of God’s Yes and God’s No are
compared with Abe’s and Nishitani’s emphasis on
ultimacy as nothingness or emptiness and yet also
fullness. Key sub-themes here are duality versus a
monistic principle and the dynamic quality of the
experience of ultimacy.

My final contribution in the book pulls Tillich
into dialogue with fundamentalism on the issue of
event and symbol in the understanding of Christ.
Placing that dialogue in the larger social and theo-
logical context that includes feminist and pluralist
christologies produces surprising comparisons.
Some feminists would agree in part with fundamen-
talist emphasis on event more than symbol, arguing
that the event, Jesus’ words and deeds, bring salva-
tion or liberation. Yet, other feminists might support
Tillich’s emphasis on symbolism that could diminish
the importance of Jesus’ maleness or the maleness of
his disciples. A pluralist such as John Hick relativ-
izes the event of Jesus, although seeing him as hav-
ing a strong consciousness of God, and like Tillich
emphasizes the strong role of Christ as symbol or
metaphor. Fundamentalists share with Tillich a cri-
tique of idolatry, of absolutizing finite experiences,
at least to a point, but they do not turn their critique
to their own words, interpretations, and deeds.

Many of the dialogues and comparisons in
which I have engaged Tillich in the essays in this
book reflect the tension of a dialogue between mod-
ernists and postmodernists. The dialogues on relig-
ious pluralism and feminism set the contrasts of the
universal versus the particular, an absolute base ver-
sus more relativist stands, the powerful versus those
with little or no power, and overarching theory ver-
sus theory rooted in ethics and action. Can the uni-
versalized, modern voice speak to the particular con-
cerns of women or Hindus or Buddhists, etc.? In be-
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coming more open to truth in other religions or in
feminist theologies, do we lose an absolute ground,
leaving everything as subjective and relativized? To
address issues of power, must we reject the voices of
those who socialized with the powerful or who were
dominant voices of our theological past? Must we
give up theories that attempt to speak of the univer-
sal condition of humans in favor of those that reflect
a particular group in a particular cultural, political
situation?

Some might dismiss Tillich as a dead, white
male voice of the modern era of theology, no longer
relevant to our postmodern period. But I think such
an approach throws out the many insights Tillich
had into humans, society, and God. His experiences
of war and evil, along with his ongoing dialogues
with other scholars, first in Germany and later in the
United States, kept him both grounded in reality and
open to new possibilities. He was aware of power
and its abuses; he saw idolatry in action and recog-
nized that idolatry caused injustices. Cultural actions
and expressions must always stand under the pull
and the critique of the absolute.

Tillich wrote about theological norms as devel-
oping in a dynamic process that critically accepted
some past principles and embodied them in a new
context. We too are engaged in this task, gleaning
ideas and principles from Tillich’s theology and ap-
plying them and making them creative in new cul-
tural and theological situations. That process in-
volves us in dialogue, not only with Tillich’s thought
but also with others, past and present. At times, we
see the particular as examples of the more universal
theories of Tillich; at other times, Tillich’s thought is
critiqued in relation to new insights from our present
position of awareness.

Tillich’s own engagement in dialogue is a model
and a challenge for us to continue the dialogues, to
listen and respond to the many voices of our era.
Sometimes, they call us to change toward more
openness and wider acceptance of human diversity;
at other times, they want to shut off all dissent and
reject new ideas. Tillich’s theology should make us
wary of that latter approach, as we should be of any
effort to render absolute a person or a humanly cre-
ated structure. We must recognize the idolatries and
injustices of our own time, naming and working
against them. But our challenge is not only to cri-
tique others but to critique ourselves as well, and
this requires ongoing dialogue. This book is a con-
tribution to that process, not as an end to those dia-
logues but rather as a part of them.

My work on this book has led me to two current
projects. The first continues the dialogue of Tillich
and feminism, as I want to include many other
women and feminist thinkers than I had before. This
will be a dialogue, exploring not only Tillich’s influ-
ence and their specific critiques of Tillich but also at
what his theology might contribute to feminist the-
ology and vice versa. My second project will be a
sort of dialogue between feminist theology and re-
ligious pluralist theology, looking at common bases
for discussion and bringing the divergent approaches
into conversation with each other. As immersed in
Tillich’s thought as I have been for the past few dec-
ades, I know that Tillich will be one of dialogue
partners in this project as well.

I began with thanks to Ron Stone, Mutie Farris,
and Mercer University Press, and I want to end with
thanks to the North American Paul Tillich Society.
You and many members not here today welcomed
me as a dialogue partner with Tillich many years
ago. At first, I was intimidated to meet the people
whose dissertations and books I had read for my un-
dergraduate honors thesis and my Ph.D. dissertation
on Tillich. But over and over again, each person
treated me as an equal partner in analyzing and cri-
tiquing Tillich. Some of those partners, such as
James Luther Adams and Jack Boozer, are no longer
living. Others, such as Terry Thomas and Victor
Nuovo, no longer join our meetings. As I close, I
want to pay tribute to them and to many others un-
named, who founded this society as a place for dia-
logue with Tillich, and to all of you, especially Jean
Richard, who continue the dialogue. Thank you for
your stimulating contributions and your support, as
we continue the conversation.
__________________________________________

JEAN RICHARD: A RESPONSE

I. Mary Ann Stenger on Interreligious Dialogue

I will limit myself in this report to a few main ques-
tions raised in the book. So, concerning the contri-
bution of Mary Ann Stenger, I will stay within the
first part of the book, on the “Interreligious Dia-
logue.” Everything in this section is interesting and
stimulating: the comparison of Tillich with Karl
Rahner, with John Hick, with Karl Barth, and with
the Buddhists Masao Abe and Keiji Nishitani. How-
ever, I will lay stress here on the first chapter on the
final revelation, and on the fourth chapter on the
epistemology of interreligious dialogue. Let me say,
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from the outset, that I fully agree with Mary Ann; I
will but try to add another piece to the argumenta-
tion, taken from Tillich’s Marburg Dogmatik of
1925.

Here is Mary Ann’s thesis concerning Tillich’s
theoretical standpoint on the encounter of religions:
“When Tillich focuses on the concrete content of
Christ or the Cross, he retains the traditional sense of
Christian superiority. But his formal abstractions of
meaning from those events need not be tied to the
specific Christian content.”1

The first part of the thesis is well known to all
Tillichians: “Jesus’ sacrifice to himself as the Christ
is particularly seen in the Cross; in the negation of
Jesus on the Cross is his affirmation as the Christ.”2

This is the theological-christological expression of
the paradox of final revelation. As such, I would say
it expresses the paradoxical superiority of Christian-
ity; so, it is not well fitted to a dialogue with other
religions.

But this is not the whole story, since we find in
Tillich another, more universal, form of the same
paradox, stated now as the paradox of religion as
such. In his 1922 lecture on “The Conquest of the
Concept of Religion in the Philosophy of Religion,”
Tillich writes indeed: “It remains to be demonstrated
that the concept of religion contains within itself a
paradox. ‘Religion’ is the concept of a reality which
through this very concept is destroyed.”3 So, any
religion truly oriented to the infinite must negate
itself as a finite human realization. Insightfully,
Mary Ann finds another universal-philosophical ex-
pression of the same paradox in Tillich’s theory of
religious symbols: “A finite symbol of the ultimate
is both conditioned and yet points to and bears the
unconditioned.”4 Then she quotes Tillich’s System-
atic Theology: “Every religious symbol negates it-
self in its literal meaning, but it affirms itself in its
self-transcending meaning.”5 One reads also in Til-
lich’s Dynamics of Faith: “That symbol is most ade-
quate which expresses not only the ultimate but also
its own lack of ultimacy.”6

In the conclusion of her epistemological study,
Mary Ann advocates, for inter-religious dialogue,
the emphasizing of the formal philosophical and
universal understanding of the paradox of ultimacy,
rather than the positive content of the final revelation
in Jesus the Christ. Then she adds that so doing she
is “moving away somewhat from Tillich’s own un-
derstandings.”7

That would be my sole disagreement with her. I
believe, on the contrary, that it is exactly Tillich’s

mind in his Dogmatik of 1925. There, thesis ten
reads as follows: “A revelation is perfect (vollkom-
men) when its way of salvation comprises the shak-
ing of all ways of salvation.”8 This is quite a univer-
sal-philosophical statement indeed. And it is in-
tended to be so, since, according to Tillich, all the
theses of the Introduction are “dogmatic as to their
content, while they belong to philosophy of religion
as regards to their form.”9 This is thesis three of the
Dogmatik, whereas the previous one sets the dis-
tinction between the dogmatic level of religious
knowledge, which is concrete and normative, the
philosophical level, which is general-universal, and
the historical level.10

This tripartite distinction had been fully evolved
in The System of the Sciences  of 1923, but it is al-
ready clearly stated in the 1919 lecture “On the Idea
of a Theology of Culture.” In the first part of the
lecture, entitled “Theology and Philosophy of Re-
ligion,” Tillich discerns three forms of the sciences
of culture, or the sciences of spirit: “the philosophy
of culture which attends to the universal forms, the a
priori of all culture; the philosophical history of the
cultural values, which, through the abundance of
concretizations, constitutes the transition from uni-
versal forms to its own individual standpoint, which
it thereby justifies; and finally, the normative science
of culture, which brings the concrete standpoint to a
systematic expression.”11 Then, Tillich adds this im-
portant remark “about the relation of the philosophy
of culture and the normative systematics of culture:
They belong together and stand in correlation. Not
only is theology oriented towards the philosophy of
religion, but the reverse is also the case.… Every
universal-philosophical concept which is not con-
ceived as a normative concept on a concrete basis, is
empty.”12

This is most important with regard to interrelig-
ious dialogue. Starting from its concrete-
confessional standpoint, a Christian theologian must
reach a more universal position in philosophy of re-
ligion. This is what Mary Ann rightly advocates. But
in so doing, the theologian is not liberated from the
cultural law of gravitation. At the highest point of
philosophy of religion, one is always bound to his
own religious basis. He remains a Christian philoso-
pher of religion.

We may read here, in the first chapter of the
book, a very interesting counterexample: “John
Hick,” writes Mary Ann, “has called for a switch
from a Ptolomaic understanding of religion to a Co-
pernican viewpoint.”13 This means “a shift from the
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dogma that Christianity is at the center to the
thought that it is God who is at the center and that all
the religions of mankind, including our own, serve
and revolve around him.”14 But the Copernican char-
acter of that shift is quite illusory, I think, since such
a theocentric God remains the Christian God. Hick is
quite aware of it; so, he will rather speak of a shift
from the Christ to the Real. However, in the conver-
sation with the Buddhists, such a Real will, once
more, be unmasked as an Occidental and Christian
Ultimate. So, they will foster, for their part, another
shift, from “real” or “being” to “nothingness.”15 That
is not surprising; it is a wonderful illustration of the
correlation of philosophy of religion and theology.

A last remark concerning Mary Ann Stenger.
She concludes her chapter on Buddhism and Ulti-
macy with these words: “We cannot resolve the
question of whether different paths (different experi-
ences and expressions) lead to the same ultimate, but
we can suggest that the differences are not total and
when explored reveal important similarities.”16 This
statement is most important. It means that, in spite of
all the cultural and religious differences, we finally
all enjoy the same humanity. That is, I think, the last
protecting fence against racism, and we should be
grateful to Mary Ann for that reminder.

II. Ronald H. Stone on Religious Socialism

I turn now to Ronald Stone’s contribution, more
especially to his three chapters on religious social-
ism. And I begin with the beautiful chapter nine,
where Ron singles out three particular moments of
Tillich’s commitment to socialism: the Berlin Kairos
Circle of the 1920s; the Frankfurt School at the be-
ginning of the 1930s; and the Fellowship of Socialist
Christians in the United States of the late 1930s and
1940s.

Concerning the Berlin years, Stone gives in a
few pages an impressive detailed account of the po-
litical situation prevailing there after World War I
and the Revolution of November 1918.17 We are
naturally inclined to think that in those years, when
Tillich was elaborating his doctrine of the kairos, the
political sky of Germany was becoming clearer. On
the contrary, Tillich’s first writings on religious so-
cialism were worked out in the political turmoil of
Berlin. It is not surprising then to hear Stone saying
that they “expressed the spirit of utopianism more
than…belief-ful realism.”18 The spirit of utopianism
was certainly required, at that time, to overcome, to

transcend somewhat the actual situation, to look
above the situation at the new era that might come.

With regard to the Frankfurt years, Ron Stone
recalls that “Tillich’s closest friends in the Institute
(of Social Research)—Adorno, Hokheimer, and
Marcuse—were all involved in psychoanalysis
and/or the relationship of sociological theory to
Freudian theory.”19 That explains Tillich’s shift of
emphasis in the United States, from Marx to Freud.
It does not mean, however, that Tillich had moved
away from Marx. On the contrary, Ron affirms that
“the lifelong, primary-dialogue partner to Paul Til-
lich’s Protestantism was Marxism.” And as a proof
of it, he recalls the unpublished report of Tillich on
“The Christian and the Marxist View of Man,”
written first in 1935, with a developed version in
1959.20

Thereby, we are carried back to the previous
chapter, chapter eight, which deals with Tillich on
the boundary of Protestantism and Marxism. Ron
Stone here calls our attention to the use of Max We-
ber in Tillich’s early socialist writings, especially in
the 1926 book on The Religious Situation.21 No
doubt, the concept  “the spirit of capitalism” is bor-
rowed from Weber, and we would be well-advised
to push further the investigation along that line.
However, I wonder if Max Weber does not reach
Tillich very often through Ernst Troeltsch. This
might be the case with the concept of “ideal-types,”22

especially when it is used in the interreligious dia-
logue, as in the Bampton Lectures.23

Anyhow, this is certainly the case with the con-
cept “principle,” as explained in the Introduction of
The Socialist Decision: “The word principle is used
to refer to the summarizing characterization of a po-
litical group,” writes Tillich, since “the logic of es-
sence is inadequate in face of historical realities.”24

Here, in a footnote, Tillich explicitly refers to
Troeltsch’s essay “Was heisst ‘Wesen des Christen-
tums’?”25

That introduces me to the main question I would
like to raise in connection with this chapter on the
relation between Protestantism and Marxism in Til-
lich’s thought. When Tillich is speaking about Pro-
testantism and Marxism, obviously he is not con-
cerned with Protestantism in general, not even with
Lutheranism in general. What he has in mind is the
Protestant principle, which refers to justification
through faith, but also, and even more, to the pro-
phetic protest against every human claim to absolute
truth and authority. In this connection, let me quote
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at length Ron’s very accurate comment on the Tilli-
chian doctrine of the kairos:
In the moment of kairos the absolute is expressed,
but yet it is not an absolute.… The proper response
in such a situation is to refrain from trying to capture
the absolute; rather one should surrender to it. Christ
as the one who surrenders the self is clearly the norm
for life in moments of kairos. As Christ reveals the
individual surrendering to the universal, so in mo-
ments of personal kairos or social kairos the par-
ticular is to be surrendered to the universal. Clearly,
Tillich is using his Christology as a formulation for
philosophy of history, but for him the secular images
of “the third epoch of world history” or the “King-
dom of God” can express the same reality.26

Note that we find here again the same Chris-
tological principle referred to by Mary Ann Stenger
in the context of interreligious dialogue. Note also
the shift from a Pauline Christology of the Cross to
the proclamation of the Kingdom of God by the Je-
sus of the Gospels. Of course, both are expressions
of the same Christian reality, but it is not the same
expression. Tillich himself makes it very clear when
he raises the question of the norm in the Systematic
Theology. “For modern Protestantism,” he writes,
the norm “was the picture of the synoptic Jesus,”
while “for recent Protestantism it has been the pro-
phetic message of the Kingdom of God.” Then he
adds: “The norm of systematic theology is not iden-
tical with the ‘critical principle for all theology.’ The
latter is negative and protective; the norm must be
positive and constructive.”27

So the norm of Tillich’s Systematic Theology is
not the Protestant principle as such, but “the New
Being in Jesus as the Christ.”28 This is, of course, a
more positive and constructive formulation; but it is
still a Pauline concept. Tillich writes in a footnote
here: “While Barth’s Pauline protest against liberal
theology agrees with that of the Reformer and is de-
pendent on Paul’s protective doctrine of justification
through faith, the Paulinism of the present system is
dependent on Paul’s constructive doctrine of the
New Creation in Christ which included the prophetic
eschatological message of the new eon.”29

My own feeling on the question is that it is very
hard to build a consequent social theology on the
sole foundation of the Pauline epistles. This is too
frail a basis. For such an endeavor, the Gospel of the
Kingdom of God seems to be a necessary starting
point. And I think this is acknowledged by Tillich
himself at the very beginning of his chapter “On the
Boundary Between Lutheranism and Socialism.”

It is comparatively easy to move into socialism from
Calvinism, especially in the more secularized forms
of later Calvinism. By way of Lutheranism, the road
to socialism is very difficult. I am a Lutheran by
birth, education, religious experience, and theologi-
cal reflection. I have never stood on the boundary
between Lutheranism and Calvinism, not even after I
experienced the disastrous consequences of Lutheran
social ethics and came to recognize the inestimable
value of the Calvinistic idea of the Kingdom of God
in the solution of social problems.30

So, besides many others well indicated by
Ronald Stone, this might be a theological reason ex-
plaining Tillich’s ideological shift from socialism to
existentialism in the United States: his whole
Pauline theology was driving him that way.

A last word about chapter ten, on “Religious
Socialism and Liberation Theology.” I was very in-
terested by the debate on justice that fills the major
part of the chapter. On the one hand, according to
Ismael Garcia’s dissertation, “justice is the central
concern of liberation theology.”31 On the other hand,
Ron Stone notices that “justice was not the central
term of Paul Tillich’s religious-socialist polemic
against capitalism.”32 And I think the same is true of
Marxist socialism in general.

If we consider now what liberation theologians,
Gustavo Gutiérrez especially, have to say about jus-
tice, we realize that: first, we don’t find in their
writings a theory of justice;33 second, the awareness
of justice comes indirectly through the awareness
and the denunciation of injustice, particularly the
injustices done to the poor;34 third, “any formal defi-
nition of justice [should] come from the needs of the
poor;”35 fourth and finally, such a formal and theo-
retical concept of justice requires as a presupposition
a commitment to solidarity with the poor.36

Here we see that there is no given universal con-
ception of justice that might be applied to the con-
crete situations of history. Such a preconception of
justice exists, of course, but it is nothing else than
the ideological expression of the extant order. How
to disclose, then, the injustices of such a prevailing
social order? The answer is clear enough: this can be
done by looking at the oppressed, at those who suf-
fer from such an order. That is the Marxist claim of
the epistemological privilege of the proletariat,
which means the privileged situation of the op-
pressed, as a standpoint that allows to see and to de-
nounce the injustices of the established order.

Interesting enough, this brings us back to Til-
lich’s epistemological theory I referred to in my dis-
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cussion on Mary Ann Stenger’s work. In his 1919
lecture, “On the Idea of a Theology of Culture,” Til-
lich writes indeed: “Every universal concept in a
science of culture is either unusable or it is a con-
cealed normative concept; it is either an alleged de-
scription of something that does not exist or it is the
expression of a standpoint.”37 This is proving true,
not only for religion and for art but also, and above
all, for ethical-universal concepts, such as the con-
cept of justice.

So, many thanks, Mary Ann and Ron, for this
wonderful piece of work, which allows for so many
important and interesting discussions.
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PAULUS: THEN AND NOW

BY JOHN J. CAREY

A PANEL DISCUSSION ON THE NEW BOOK
PUBLISHED BY MERCER PRESS IN 2002.

JOHN CAREY

I welcome this opportunity to share a few re-
marks about my book before we hear from the re-
spondents. I will be brief in my remarks today to
save most of our time for our discussants.
As my academic career at Agnes Scott College came
to an end, I was working on an article on Tillich’s
ethics, and I began to reflect back on work I had
done on Tillich and especially about the various pa-
pers I had presented to the meetings of the Tillich
Society. That gave me the idea of organizing some
of my work into this book. The title of the book,
Paulus: Then and Now, signals that the book is or-
ganized into two main parts. Part I deals with several
foundational aspects of Tillich’s thought which, in
my judgment, deserved fuller consideration:  how
Luther and Lutheranism influenced him, how much
he drew from Marx, how the political and social
climate of Germany in the 1920's shaped his interest
in political theory, and how he understood the
authority of the Bible. Most Tillich scholars have
been generally aware of these cultural and intellec-
tual influences on Tillich, but I have attempted to
delve into each one of these topics in more specific
detail. I hoped that these four chapters might help us
understand better Tillich’s assumptions and theo-
logical world. These chapters might be understood
as searchlights on Tillich “then.”

Part II deals with the relevance of some of Til-
lich’s insights into the present situation. These
chapters all deal with Tillich “now.” This section has
five chapters which explore whether Tillich’s as-
sessment of the human situation in The Courage To
Be (1952) can still be regarded as a helpful assess-
ment of life as we enter the third millennium;
whether his understanding of eros is still helpful
amid today’s discussions of human sexuality;
whether his interpretation of the doctrine of creation
(when compared to the thought of Langdon Gilkey
and Sallie McFague) can contribute to the modern
discussion of science and religion; whether Tillich’s
system can survive the criticisms of postmodernism;
and whether his approach to ethics is still be viable

after the attack on his personal life by various femi-
nists. All of these topics are complex, and I cannot
explicate them further here. These topics, however,
will give you a sense of the problems I have ad-
dressed, and maybe whet your appetite for purchas-
ing the book!

The book actually has a third part, too. This final
section contains three Appendices which describe
(1) the Harvard Tillich Archive, (2) the Tillich Ar-
chive at the University of Marburg in Germany, and
(3) my banquet address at the annual meeting in Or-
lando in 1998 about the founding of the North
American Paul Tillich Society in 1974 and 1975. I
expanded the Appendix on the Marburg Archive to
include a discussion of contemporary German Til-
lich scholarship, since those developments are not
readily available to most English speaking scholars.
This book is not an attempt to systematically analyze
Tillich’s contribution to Christian theology. That
work has been done. My book may be most helpful
to younger Tillich scholars who are not aware of
much of the secondary work that has been done on
Tillich, and who may wonder whether Tillich’s in-
sights can still illumine contemporary theological
debates. I have tried to establish some critical dis-
tance from Tillich, but I believe that readers will
detect my belief that Tillich still has much to offer a
new generation

I appreciate the help of Mutie Farris, Tillich’s
daughter, for searching family scrapbooks and pro-
viding previously unpublished family photographs
which show us Paulus’s humanity. Edd Rowell, the
Editor–in–Chief at Mercer University Press, was a
great help in sharpening issues and pushing me to-
ward greater clarity. Anything that remains unclear
is my fault and not his.

__________________________________________

Response by THOMAS BANDY
“The Quest for Absolutes Today”

The invitation to comment on John Carey’s new
book Paulus Then and Now is welcome, because I
continue to brood about the astonishing, paradoxical
relevance of Tillich’s ideas (and those of his disci-
ples) amid the diversity of spiritually questing pub-
lics with whom I annually interact. My perspective
may be unique in this Society, precisely because I do
not have any vantage point from within the acad-
emy. This year alone, I taught face-to-face in about
50 cities, and interacted with about 5000 seekers and
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leaders from a multitude of cultures, languages,
economies, religious backgrounds, and theological
perspectives, and the ideas that we in the Society
directly attribute to Tillich remain surprisingly influ-
ential. Let’s not even talk about e-mail…

I.

John Carey summarizes the postmodern experi-
ence as one of multi-cultural diversity, cross-
disciplinary conversation, and unpredictable
change—an experience postmodern missionaries call
“speed, flux, and blur.” Postmodern perspective
bears these assumptions:
—The contextual nature of thought which makes all
interpretations of meaning relative to place, person-
hood, and culture;
—The subjective nature of judgment that weighs
relative impact but can never be conclusive;
—The pragmatic nature of epistemology that re-
quires no “absolutes” in order to know and negotiate
the known world.
All this may be so, but then John makes a remark-
able statement: “But one thing is true,” he says, “the
meta-narratives are gone.”

Are they? Is the quest for absolutes merely de-
pendent on whom we find authoritative, how we en-
vision faith, or how any one person interprets relig-
ion and culture? If the events of recent times, and the
passion for spirituality, and the global spread of
Christianity and Islam suggest anything, it is that
meta-narratives are more powerful than ever. It is
not just that there are competing meta-narratives
(there certainly are!) but that behind all of this is a
conviction that meta-narrative is possible and that
the quest for it is worth dying for.  There is a com-
pulsion, a drive common to the micro-cultures
emerging around the earth that leads beyond per-
sonal truth, to a larger corporate vision, and ulti-
mately to a convergence with the Holy.

Are meta-narratives gone? Or is it more accurate
to say that the European–North American experien-
tial axis, and the elite and learned academy within it,
are no longer the people best qualified to articulate
them? The assumption that truth should be recog-
nized as knowledge, and in turn lead to Logos, and
then inevitably precipitate Agape is no longer potent
for the articulation of a meta-narrative. Instead, truth
must be recognized as vision, and, in turn, lead to
Chaos, and then inevitably precipitate Eros. It is the
hope for meta-narrative that is the meta-narrative. It
is the conviction that there is one, even though any

particular expression of it may be inadequate. More
than this, even, it is the conviction that “adequacy”
itself, if it were achieved, would in fact be no real
test of “authenticity,” because any vision that could
be summarized in word or thought would no longer
be worth dying for.

This is why Tillich’s ideas (leaning as they do
on Schelling, Boehme, Marx, Bergson, Berdyaev,
Nietzche, Buber, William James, and even Heideg-
ger) are still so relevant in the postmodern world.
The ontology of infinite import that simultaneously
employs and shatters all forms; and the metaphysic
of power, justice, and love; and the dialectical unity
of agape and eros; and the lived experience of
autonomy, heteronomy, and theonomy, all remain
paradoxically influential for the postmodern quest
for absolutes.

I say this is “paradoxical” because it is a hidden
quest. If you quantify research or read contemporary
literature or question academic lecturers, you will be
told that nobody believes in “absolutes” and the
quest is over. But if absolutes have more to do with
vision, chaos, and Eros than knowledge, logos, and
agape, why would anyone be satisfied with such re-
search? The hidden quest for absolutes emerges
when you dialogue with micro-cultures, talk unoffi-
cially in the corridors, and stand in the midst of bat-
tlefields. That is where Tillich’s ideas capture the
imagination of the public.

II.

What, then, are the “absolutes” that lie at the
heart of the “hidden quest” of the postmodern, multi-
cultural, cross–disciplinary, spiritually yearning
publics?

The desire for God. This is the same “God above
god,” or the “God beyond theism,” that Tillich (and
the company for whom he speaks) described. It is
the vision of that which forever escapes human ar-
ticulation, but which constantly and uncontrollably
shapes human experience. Everyone may not share
Tillich’s own addiction to conceptualization, which
led him to describe this God as “Being-Itself,” but
each micro-culture contains the conviction that “the
truth is out there” or “the vision awaits its time”.

The desire for God. This is the yearning to
merge oneself with the Holy and experience what
Tillich called inexhaustible, infinitely full, but in-
definite “power of being” (My Search for Absolutes,
Touchstone, 1967, 82). This is the Eros that is even
more fundamental than Logos, because it makes the
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full participation of subject and object possible in a
more profound experience of “knowing” as “merg-
ing.”

The “belief-ful realism” of the human situation.
This is the connectedness of the infinite and finite in
which both culture and nature become bridges and
portals of both power and meaning. Cultural and
natural forms become symbols that point beyond
themselves, but also portals through which infinite
import tugs on the heart and intervenes in the al-
ienation, angst, and anger of human experience.

The meta-narrative of redemption. This is the
“story-line” among “real people” that may be told in
many ways, with many metaphors, weaving through
any number of ideological and theological perspec-
tives, that nevertheless is about radical separation,
passive perseverance or aggressive struggle, and fi-
nal acceptance. Tillich connects the meta-narrative
of redemption with the unconditional character of
the moral imperative, but postmodern publics go
beyond ethics to link meta-narrative with the
apocalyptic power of being itself. Moderns expect a
meta-narrative to be their meta-narrative, rendered
manageable through obedience. Postmoderns expect
a meta-narrative to be God’s meta-narrative, uncon-
trollably experienced in unpredictable moments.
Tillich argues that “absolute relativism” is not only a
logical contradiction in terms, but also an existen-
tially unendurable experience. Radical skepticism is
not possible without some absolute to be skeptical
about, nor is it of any practical value in living unless
it drives a deeper yearning for unity. According to
Tillich, obsessive relativism drives people to ask
why, then, is there something, and not nothing? The
postmodern public would turn that question around,
and ask why, then, is there nothing, and not some-
thing? Whichever way you ask the question, how-
ever, the dialectic of being and non-being remains at
the center of the human condition.

III.

It is no accident that The Courage to Be remains
one of the all-time best-selling books in philosophi-
cal theology among postmodern publics. The theme
of “courage” is now the key category of authenticity
that measures leadership in a time of speed, flux, and
blur. It is not professionalism, or intellectualism, or
political savvy, or personality type that generates the
best leaders in any discipline, but their “courage” to
stake financial security, career path, interpersonal
relationships, and even personal health to pursue

something of infinite and unconditional worth. In
other words, the readiness to make transparent the
hidden quest for the absolute that lies buried under
all the chatter about relativism requires a degree of
“courage” that is beyond the capacity of many peo-
ple—and, to be brutally honest, especially beyond
the capacity of the current generation of modern
seminary graduates busily empowering the death of
congregations all across North America today.

Here is how Tillich’s “Courage to Be” translates
into postmodern experience.

The courage of dis-harmonized hope
The modern elevation of harmony to “cult”

status (whether in  “church families,” “national
ethos,” or “global village”) has led to an enforced
concord that destroys the very thing it seeks. The
Courage to Be today is the courage to see Kairos in
the chaos: the hidden potential in people, the hidden
possibilities in situations, the hidden resources in
selfhood, and the hidden purposes in life. It is the
courage to walk the boundary between love and
prophecy, conscious that you will inevitably be in-
appropriate.

The courage of lifestyle credibility
The modern obsession with professionalism,

certification, and authority  (the rehearsed word, the
orderly ritual, and the strategically planned deed) has
led to a corporate hypocrisy that defeats the very
“quest for quality” that it seeks. The Courage to Be
today is the courage to let truth be revealed through
the unrehearsed word, spontaneous experience, and
entrepreneurial deed that allow others to measure the
real depths of our spirits. It is the courage to walk
the boundary between authenticity and ego, con-
scious that you will inevitably be unpopular.

The courage of missional urgency
The modern over-confidence in progressive jus-

tice and educational process has led to a timidity of
action and hesitancy to articulate faith motivation
that betrays the very inclusiveness that it seeks. The
Courage to Be today is a “heart burst” of simultane-
ous service and witness that places the true well be-
ing of another micro-culture above preservation of
my membership privileges. It is the courage to walk
the boundary between rejection and passion, con-
scious that you will inevitably be politically incor-
rect.

The courage of letting go
The modern pride in achievement and success

has led to a compulsion to control that undermines
the very creativity it seeks. The Courage to Be today
is a readiness to surrender power over product, proc-
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ess, and people. More than this, it is the audacity to
risk even the hope that has been realized, and the
lifestyle that is accepted, and the mission that has
been achieved, trusting that a still greater participa-
tion of finite experience and infinite meaning can yet
be realized. It is the courage to walk the boundary
between self-mastery and self-surrender, conscious
that you will inevitably be premature.

IV.

In the era in which Tillich wrote, no one re-
motely anticipated the resurgence of spirituality, the
overthrow of secularity, the global acceleration of
Christian and Islamic movements, and the re-
emergence of the Jesus meta-narrative as both a
theological and political key to the discernment of
destiny. Tillich himself refers to Jesus only twice in
The Courage to Be, and in the Systematic Theology
passes all too quickly through the “reality of Christ”
to concentrate on the “life of the Spirit”. Tillich is
too easily sidetracked to redefine the Trinity in terms
of the life processes described by Schelling, or to
dismiss the Trinity as a Protestant neurosis about
fatherhood.

The postmodern Christian today is attempting to
find the Christological center in the courage to be
that Tillich largely ignored. Yet, the seeds of a
Christology are there in Tillich’s own critique of
post-Nicean theology and reassessment of the Chal-
cedon confession. The Jesus narrative is crucial, not
because of its theoretical sense, but because of its
existential urgency. Tillich’s intuition of the power
of atonement as the participation of the infinite and
the finite fully experienced in the incarnation, and
his perception that the hope of redemption for cul-
ture and nature lies in participation with the New
Being, hints at a recovery of the Christological con-
viction of the earliest church. Tillich asks the right
question: Why was the early binitarian trend of
thinking about God and Christ overcome by Trini-
tarian symbolism? (See Systematic Theology III,
289, 292). Yet, he fails to explore the answer. If Til-
lich is to maintain relevance to the emerging post-
modern world, Tillich scholars need to wrestle with
this question.
__________________________________________

Response by DONALD F. DREISBACH

John Carey has done us all a service with his
new book. He has published some previously un-

available and quite interesting pictures from the Til-
lich family album. Further, the content of the book is
quite useful, especially the first two chapters on
subjects every half-competent Tillich scholar knows
about. No, I am not damning with faint praise. Eve-
rybody know that Tillich was raised a Lutheran and
ordained a Lutheran. But what, exactly, is Lutheran
about Tillich’s work, or, to be more precise, what of
Martin Luther himself do we see in Tillich’s work? I
have read some Luther, but not much, and would be
hard put to answer such a question, beyond some
obvious statements about grace and acceptance.

Similarly, everybody knows that Tillich was en-
gaged in left-wing politics in Weimar Germany and
that one of his early book was The Socialist Deci-
sion. Obviously, he was influenced by Marx. But
just what did Tillich take from Marx and what did he
reject? Again, I would be hard put to give a very
precise answer to that question. Fortunately, it is just
these questions that Carey answers in his first two
chapters. The chapters are relatively short, roughly
twenty pages with type large enough not to strain
these aging eyes, but John’s prose is very economi-
cal, with issues and responses clearly laid out. Fur-
ther, there are many footnotes, many of them refer-
ences to primary sources that I did not know existed.
This would be a dandy book to give to students who
are beginning serious Tillich research in these areas.

Marx

Let me begin with Marx, another Lutheran, sort
of.1 Tillich was, among the first Christian thinkers to
see in Marx a prophetic voice. After nearly three
decades of Liberation Theology, this seems quite
unremarkable, but at the time Tillich was writing
about Marx, it must have taken more than a little
courage for a Christian writer to say anything posi-
tive about Marx, the great enemy of religion, even
though, compared to Isaiah’s or Amos’s, Marx’s
attack on religion is pretty tame.

In Tillich’s view, Marx, like the prophets, saw
history as a dynamic struggle between good and evil
(29).

2
 Tillich emphasized Marx’s demand for justice

and for an end to the dehumanizing conditions of
work, rather than his questionable interpretation of
history (30-31). And Tillich sees Marx’s demand to
change the world, not just to understand it, as similar
to the notion of kairos, which calls not just for un-
derstanding, but for decision and action (31-32)

On the other hand, Marx rejects any notion of a
transcendent Unconditioned (30). And Tillich rejects
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the elevation of the proletariat to the status of the
only proper revolutionary class. Rather, the future
rests with those of all classes who are open to the
demands of the Unconditioned in the kairos (34). In
this, Tillich was ahead of his time. After Foucault
and others, it is hard for even a sympathetic Marxist
to see class as the sole, or perhaps even the most im-
portant, structure of oppression. Class relations
themselves are much more muddled than they were
in Marx’s time. How would we regard the Baseball
Strike: Class warfare between two different strata of
millionaires?

As a continuation of his chapter on Tillich and
Marx, John adds a chapter on Tillich’ political ac-
tivity in Germany. I haven’t space to pursue the de-
tails here, but John does show that Tillich had a
sympathetic understanding of the motives of those
on the right. At the same time, he saw the left as re-
sponding to the demands of the Unconditioned for
improvement. While he was, therefore, always on
the side of the left, Tillich also had a concern about
the dogmatism of the left. Would that his concilia-
tory voice be heard in left-wing groups today.

Luther

Let us move on, or move back, to Martin
Luther. In a way, a comparison of Tillich to Luther
is more difficult than a comparison of Tillich to
Marx. Although Tillich and Marx were quite differ-
ent, the questions they dealt with—the meaning of
history, social justice in general, and so forth—were,
if not identical, at least parallel. Luther and Tillich
had different questions and different methodologies.
Luther writes to a wide variety of issues of his time;
Tillich does too, but to a lesser extent, and he is
much more of a systematic theologian, and in this, is
closer to St. Thomas Aquinas than to Luther. Lu-
ther’s big question was: “How can I believe in a
merciful God?” Tillich’s was: “How can one be a
believer in the modern age?” (8-9)

Still, there are clear influences. The one I found
most interesting is Carey’s statement that “though
Luther waxed eloquent on forgiveness and restora-
tion, he had little sense of sanctification or, as we
might say, growth in the religious life” (18). In this,
Luther differs from both the Catholic and much of
the Protestant tradition. We do not find exactly the
same thing in Tillich, but something very close. For
him, salvation is always partial and fragmentary.
Everyone posses the New Being, but no one has it
completely. We never completely transcend es-

trangement from God or ourselves. All of this seems
to me to echo Luther’s claim that we are at the same
time both justified and sinful, simul justus et pecca-
tor (16).

Let me push this a little further, perhaps going
beyond what is really Luther’s influence, perhaps
not. I see in Tillich a tragic view of life. The experi-
ence of acceptance by the God above God may em-
power and encourage one to confront the power of
non-being, but this confrontation is itself partial and
finite, and in the end, non-being wins. We die, we
lose our being, we are not. All the meaning and
value that we have established during our brief lives,
in the face of guilt and meaninglessness, might be
picked up by our posterity, but is lost to us. I know,
in the latter part of the third volume of the System-
atic Theology we find that we will be eternally re-
membered, that we, in a sense, return to God, so
ending our estrangement. But this comes as a sur-
prise. Nothing in any of Tillich’s earlier writing pre-
pares us for this, and it does not seem to me really to
fit into Tillich ’s system. It strikes me not as a sym-
bolic statement, but as an escape into imagination,
poetry, and maybe even wishful thinking.

The Courage to Be

As I seem to have wondered from Luther to The
Courage to Be, let me say a bit about John’s inter-
esting chapter on this book. Among other things, he
informs us that the book has been a gold-mine for
Yale University Press, which has sold more than
411,000 copies, with more sales coming. I wonder
how many of us in the teaching racket assign The
Courage to Be in one or more of our courses.

John calls The Courage to Be a brilliant book
(59), but wonders if its gloomy analysis of human
existence is still relevant, or even if it applied to the
majority of Americans in the fifties. I saw the
Eisenhower years through the jaundiced eyes of a
teenager, but I do remember that being advised to
dig a fall-out shelter in the back yard was not com-
forting. And I think Tillich’s concern with mean-
inglessness is still quite relevant, and not just among
“pockets of despair” in America (58). In teaching the
book in my Existentialism course, I find that with
just a little help undergraduate students can deal with
Tillich’s ontological language. As for the despair of
meaninglessness, I remind them that the second
greatest cause of death among people their age is
suicide, led only by auto accidents, many of which
are more or less suicidal. I realize that there are
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many causes for suicide, from bio-chemical imbal-
ances to broken love affairs, but certainly if one sees
life as sensible, as offering self-fulfilling, meaning-
ful possibilities, one is much less likely to roll out of
bed in the morning and reach for the razor blades.
And students do respond to this, since many of them
know someone who committed suicide, or tried to.

What I find most difficult in teaching this book
is making plausible the experience of being grasped
by the God above God, the finding of oneself ac-
cepted in spite of being in despair about oneself.
Tillich’s example is someone like Sartre writing a
book about the meaninglessness of existence, thus
affirming meaning in the face of meaninglessness.
But my students do not write books. What can I
point to in their experience that is, or is like, this ex-
perience? The best I can come up with is getting
over a broken love affair. The only woman I could
ever love, my soul-mate, leaves me, leaving me in
despair, rejected, unattractive, sexually incompetent.
Then some cute girl smiles at me, and I respond. Is
that the God above God? If anybody has a better ex-
ample, please tell me about it.

Conclusion

After reading John’s chapters on Marx and
Luther, I could not help but think that I wish John or
somebody with his talent for brevity and insight
would produce something like this, twenty to thirty
clear, pithy pages, on the relation of Tillich to

Nietzsche. I would rather have this than articles on
Freud, Kierkegaard, Schelling, or anybody else. I
think so much of Tillich is a dialogue with
Nietzsche, taking some things, such as the death of
the god of theism, and rejecting others, yet I would
be hard put to say much about this beyond obvious
generalities.

I think this even more strongly after reading
John’s chapter on Tillich’s ethics. I have written a
bit on this subject and am not particularly proud of
it. I find in the Systematic Theology an odd mix of
Aristotle and Kant. Certainly, Tillich never gives us
a clear set of arguments setting out his ethical posi-
tion. Often what he says is more implied than di-
rectly argued. Carey avoids the trees and manages to
see the forest. He sees Tillich’s ethics as one of self-
affirmation, with a strong sense of risk and isolation,
with obvious ties to Nietzsche. John does not argue
the point at length, but he does make enough textual
references to persuade me.

Thanks, John, for a helpful and very readable
book.
                                                

1
 Marx ’s father, born a Jew, was baptized Lutheran,

perhaps because Prussian law forbade a Jew from em-
ployment in the Civil Service. Whether Karl was also
baptized I don’t know.

2
 Page references to Carey’s Paulus Then & Now will

be cited parenthetically.
_____________________________________________

PAUL TILLICH AND THE RECONSTRUCTION
OF SIN AND SALVATION IN ISLAMIC

THEOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

Jawad Ashr

A modern systematic anthropological theology
has yet to be developed in an Islamic methodical
discourse. Terms such as sin, salvation, and re-
demption have been locked up in Islamic tradition
but little effort has been given to the daunting task of
linking the traditional Islamic theology with modern
currents of thought. Such an enterprise, considering
the wealth and complex nature of traditional Islamic
theology is no doubt a prodigious task. This paper

will thus deal with only the initial questions of a
systematic anthropological theology, i.e. what is sin
or the human condition and what is salvation or
resolution to sin? As perhaps in any religious tradi-
tion, the Islamic religious tradition has innumerable
volumes of works on sin including both pragmatic as
well as ideal works but most emerged in the medie-
val era, within the framework of medieval Muslim
thought. The purpose of this paper is to present a
modern account of sin in consonance with modern
thought currents. For this, again, I have chosen to
reconstruct sin and salvation on the method of a
systematic anthropological theology, which corre-
lates sin with the human condition, and salvation as
resolution to the problematic of the human condi-
tion.

A world-view or an ideology is legitimated, effi-
cacious and thus enduring only to the degree that it
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can successfully conceptualize or make contextual
and thus make sense out of the flux of the vicissi-
tudes of history and historical forces at play. This is
especially relevant in the last three centuries of mod-
ernity and modernization where practically every
domain of human thought and experience, from the
epistemological to the ontological in philosophy to
the sociological and anthropological precipitation of
such philosophies in concrete history, have been
transformed in a profound manner. Any ideology, be
it a faith-tradition based or a philosophical one,
which is unable or unwilling to engage in dialogue
with the ubiquitous reality of modernity will eventu-
ally cease to be an actor on the stage of history. It
risks the loss of plausibility and the ultimate ends of
non-being.1 For the Christian faith-tradition, Paul
Tillich has lead modern theologians in the daunting
task of enabling the Christian faith-tradition to dia-
logue with the intellectual tradition of modernity and
offer a pragmatic theological framework to incorpo-
rate it, thus preventing it from what he would term
non-being. Since I have said that Muslim thought
has yet to embark on a similar enterprise, I will thus
reconstruct the theological concepts of sin and sal-
vation in consonance with Tillich’s thought which I
find rather congenial to the Islamic theological dis-
position. I intend to illustrate that the concepts of sin
and salvation in Islamic anthropology are very close,
if not identical, with Tillich’s.

Sin and Salvation in Tillich’s Thought

In order to understand theological terms such as
sin and salvation and the symbols that they manifest
in Tillichian thought, an understanding of Tillich’s
ontology is indispensable. Ontology for Tillich was
“the inquiry into what is for anything or any realm of
beings to be; ontology searches for the structure
common to all these aspects and fields. The category
common to all was for Tillich, being.”2 The unity of
all categories of human experience, from the psychic
to the religious, moral, material, and the historical all
are united in their virtue of being. From this onto-
logical framework of being’ everything is related
and thus there exists a unity between all categories.
This is especially accentuated in Tillich’s conception
of religion within the framework of his ontology of
being. He delineates the relation of religion to the
whole of our being and the world’s being with the
following points: (1) that religion is ultimate concern
and concerns that are ultimate have to do with our
being/ non-being. (2) Religion has to do inescapably

with the structure of our being. Religious problems
thus represent distortion of our structure while re-
ligious answers represent a renewal of the structure
of our being. (3) The religious dimension of our ex-
perience—that which concerns our being and non-
being, difficulties of our essential struc-
ture—characterizes, permeates, and dominates both
our individual and social existence.3

In resonance with Tillich’s ontology of being,
Langdon Gilkey explains that estrangement from the
underlying unity of being constitutes for Tillich, the
first name for evil or sin, and reconciliation, the re-
turn of the estranged, is the primary signal of re-
demption or salvation. It would not be inaccurate
then to conclude that since religion was ultimate
concern for Tillich, estrangement from God then was
the quintessential definition of sin, the effects of
which were dangerously embedded in the intellec-
tual disciplines of modernity as well as in the in-
creasing secularization of society at large. This is the
general, albeit very crude, outline and structure of
Tillich’s ontology, which will be the operating
structural framework in the reconstruction of sin in
Islamic Anthropology.

Sin and Estrangement in Islamic Thought

Since my depiction of sin in Islam will be de-
rived predominately from the Islamic scripture, the
Qur’an, it would be prudent to present a cursory
overview of it. The centrality of the Qur’an in Islam
could best be described through an analogy of
Christ’s role in Christianity. In surah

4
 Al-e-Imran,

ayah
5
 45, Allah(t)

6
 revealed the following:

Behold! The angels said: ‘O Mary! Allah will
giveth thee glad tidings of a word (kalima) from
Him. His name will be Christ Jesus, the son of
Mary, held in honor in this world and the here-
after and of (the company of) those nearest to
Allah.’ (Qur’an 3:45)

In this ayah, Christ is referred to as a word (ka-
lima) from Allah(t), much like the concept of the
logos/word in Christian thought. Remarkably, the
Qur’an also refers to itself in more than one place
(81:19 and 86:13) as the speech/word of Allah(t).
This analogy illustrates the importance of the Qur’an
in every sphere/domain of Islam, whether it is in
thought or practice. The importance and centrality of
the Qur’an in all spheres of Islam is congruent with
the importance and centrality of the Christ in Chris-
tianity. The Qur’an is the supreme authority and
primary source in any Islamic discipline just as
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Christ would be if he were among the Christian faith
community today.

It would be fallacious to reconstruct sin in a
systematic theological anthropology without the
Qur’an playing a foundational role. Therefore, my
depiction of sin in systematic theology will derive its
general fundamental principals solely from the di-
vine scripture, the Qur’an. My focus will concentrate
on the verses dealing with the Fall and the three ayat
of surah Al-‘Asr (Time through the ages). The Eng-
lish translation is as follows: “By the passage of
time. Verily humankind is in loss. Except such as
have faith, and do righteous deeds, and (join to-
gether) in the mutual enjoining of truth, and of pa-
tience and constancy” (Qur’an 103:1-3).

7
 The salient

features of an Islamic theological anthropology are
embedded within the text of these concise ayat.
Therefore, the method of the synthesis of sin and
salvation in my theological anthropology will be a
proper cohesive and creative exegesis of the ayat of
surah Al-‘Asr, utilizing other parts of the Qur’an,
especially those passages dealing with the Fall.

The first ayah ‘Wal-‘Asr’ or “By the passage of
time” is an affirmation of the name of the surah
“Time through the ages.” This passage of time is
what we would refer to as history, the same history
in which the Qur’an was revealed, Christ performed
miracles, Moses lead the Bani-Israel (the chil-
dren/tribes of Israel) out of bondage and into Sinai,
indeed, a history of our world. It is inclusive of the
characterizations hitherto given to history such as
the “ages of faith” and “the ages of reason.” It ac-
cepts the evolution of the body, paradigmatic shifts
in thought, the explosion in technology, revolutions
in ideology, cruelty of human suffering, environ-
mental destruction, and even the possibilities of
global annihilation. It is the medium in which we
may be able to experience being and at the same
time that which is part of our being since this pas-
sage of time, this history is a human enterprise. The
human being, the most superior

8
 of Allah(t)’s crea-

tions, was granted power over the earthly resources
for his own utility, to shape the forces of change that
make history, in short, to shape his own destiny.9

The next ayah states categorically “Inal Insana
la fi Khusr” or “Certainly humankind is lost.” The
subject of this ayah, humankind, is organically
linked with the subject of the first ayah (time), re-
enforcing the point that the passage of time (history)
is a human enterprise and one necessitates the
other.10 Allah(t) affirms with certainty that in the
passage of time that humankind is in a state of con-

tinual loss. This is the paramount problematic of the
human condition or sin. This being in a state of loss
concerns the individual as well as the collective level
and is universal11 in its application. It is as if when
Allah(t) created us, He imbued us with auto-
suggestive tendencies (perhaps in the unconscious
part of our psyche) to eventually enter a state of loss.
Being in a state of loss is actually being alienated
from the Creator Himself. Being in a state of loss or
alienation began with the creation of the first human
being as is evidenced in the Fall of Adam and Eve.
The following is the Qur’anic depiction of the Fall:

And We said: ‘O Adam! Dwell thou and thy
wife in the Garden; And eat of the bountiful
things therein as (where and when) ye will; but
approach not this tree, or ye run into harm and
transgression.’ Then did Satan make them slip
from the (garden), and get them out of the state
(of felicity) in which they had been. And We
said: ‘Get ye down, all (ye people), with enmity
between yourselves.  On earth will be your
dwelling place and your means of livelihood for
a time.’ Then learnt Adam from his Lord certain
words and his Lord turned towards him; for He
is Oft-Returning, Most Merciful.  We said: ‘Get
ye down all from here; And if, as is sure, there
comes to you Guidance from Me, whosoever
follows My guidance, on them shall be no fear,
nor shall they grieve. But those who reject faith
and belie Our signs they shall be companions of
the fire; they abide therein’ (Qur’an 2:35-39).

O Adam! dwell thou and thy wife in the
Garden, and enjoy (its good things) as ye wish:
but approach not this tree lest you become un-
just.  Then began Satan to whisper suggestions
to them’ he said: ‘Your Lord only forbade you
this tree, lest you should become angels or such
beings as live for ever. And he swore to them
both, that he was their sincere adviser.  So by
deceit he brought about their fall: when they
tasted of the tree’ They said: ‘Our Lord, we have
wronged our own souls: If Thou forgive us not,
and bestow not upon us Thy Mercy, we shall
Certainly be lost (Qur’an 7:19-23).

Interestingly, Adam and Eve exclaim that if their
Lord does not have mercy on them and forgive them,
that they will certainly remain lost (refer to the last
line of the second passage above). This is the state of
being alienated or estranged from God and accord-
ingly begins right with the creation of the first hu-
man beings. This alienation is the root cause of sin
and manifests itself into all spheres of the human
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experience,12 but most importantly, in the domain of
justice.13 We may note this when God forbade them
from eating from the forbidden tree in 7:19 (observe
the first line of the second Qur’anic passage above),
He prevented them from eating from it lest they be-
came the unjust, which is linking the first act of sin
to alienation and this estrangement to injustice in
sort of a necessary connection.

When humankind does become alienated, it for-
gets God and in a Feurbachian way, replaces this
void with himself. When the finite mistakes itself for
the unconditional, according to Tillich, it is then
when it becomes demonic and estranged.14 This
could only happen when one has forgotten the un-
conditional itself and this too is illustrated in the fall
narrative. This taken to its logical conclusion leads
to Nietzsche’s15 nihilism.16 Nihilism is the apex of a
process begun ironically by Adam and Eve who, in
an act of disobedience, ate from the forbidden tree.
The act of disobedience although, according to
Muhammad Iqbal,17 it marks the beginning of voli-
tion for the human species,18 was an act where in the
moment of disobedience as I have said, Adam and
Eve had become alienated from God. According to
the Qur’anic narrative, when they became cognizant
of what they had done, they were contrite and
begged for forgiveness. Allah(T) then told them that
they were going to be placed on the earth for an ap-
pointed time and that He will send their posterity
messengers to guide them. Thus their state of loss,
their alienation from God was assured, except for
those that heeded to the guidance sent by Him
through His messengers.

19
 This alienation produces

different levels of injustice. The Qur’an continually
depicts the prototypes of this alienation such as in
the personages of the Pharaoh and Nimrod,

20
 in the

nations such as those of Sodom and Gomorrah, and
in tribes such as the Bani-Israel, and links their al-
ienation as a direct cause of injustice.

21
 It follows,

then, that Nietzsche’s abrogation of morality rooted
in religion for example, would lead to supreme in-
justice. His construction of the ubermensch (the su-
perman, which will only be a handful of people)
would rule at the expense and exploitation of the
over-whelming majority, who would include most
people who are not courageous or strong enough to
devise a new system of morality, apart from their
religiously rooted morality, including humanism. It
is not only that “God is dead” but also that the mo-
rality which He ordained is also to be destroyed.
This would lead to a complete alienation from God,
a complete state of loss, and it would necessitate a

thoroughly unjust system, as is evident in Nietzche’s
conceptualization of the ubermensch. This would be
in my conceptual framework absolute sin. Therefore,
as a general rule, the gradation of sin and alienation
from God (being in a state of loss) is directly pro-
portionate to injustice. The alienation and the resul-
tant injustice could be protracted to include the indi-
vidual

22
 as well as society in its collective sense.

The forgetting of God and the resultant es-
trangement is also evident in a profound ayah of the
Qur’an in surah Al-Hashr (the translation of which
interestingly enough is “The Banishment”) which
states, “And be ye not like those who forget Allah;
And He made them forget their own selves! Such are
the rebellious transgressors!” (Qur’an 59:19). This
forgetting of God and the reciprocal effect of being
made to forget your own self would be, for Tillich,
non-being in the most intensive sense, since we are
cognizant of our own being and the ontology of be-
ing as the matrix of unity of everything, from the
inside. This would be the cardinal sin in Tillich’s
thought, the resolution of which would be the re-
introduction or being cognizant of being which
would represent a re-unification from the estrange-
ment of non-being and thus salvation; the resolution
to this estrangement or sin, the problematic of the
human condition.23

The Sin Problematic in the age of Progress:
The Fall and Estrangement of Humanity

In the age of progress, on a collective level, hu-
mankind has advanced tremendously in thought and
technological innovation. Modern technology and
modes of production have produced so much food,
wealth, and goods that no other era in history has
paralleled it.

24
 This only leads us to a grand paradox.

Modern progress has indeed developed the technol-
ogy and has produced the wealth to alleviate the suf-
fering of the masses but paradoxically, global abject
poverty and injustice have also risen in the era of
modern progress to levels never witnessed in the
history of humankind.

25
 If there is anything existen-

tial, it is the fact of global injustice. Indeed, at a col-
lective level, the basic problem of the human condi-
tion is that humankind is in a state of loss, and alien-
ated from God, which ultimately manifests itself in
global injustice.

Paul Tillich also speaks of sin and the human
condition as an “estrangement” from God and from
our sense of how things ought to be. Thus for Til-
lich, the story of the Fall is a story of estrangement
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from God, with Christ symbolizing a re-union with
the estrangement. This is very congenial with my
concept of sin in an Islamic theological anthropol-
ogy. In his Systematic Theology, Tillich goes as far
as to state that:

In relation to God, it is not the peculiar sin as
such that is forgiven but the act of separation
from God and the resistance to reunion with
him. The symbol of forgiveness of sins has
proved dangerous because it has concentrated
the mind on particular sins and their moral qual-
ity rather than on the estrangement from God
and its religious quality.26

Thus, estrangement or alienation (the state of
being lost) is truly and succinctly depicted as sin in
Tillichian thought as well as in my assessment of
Islamic theological anthropology. Interestingly
enough, Tillich also discusses the forgiveness of sin
in relation to God’s justice. He states:

But God does not stand in a private relation to
man, whether a familial relation or an educa-
tional relation. He represents the universal order
of being and cannot act as though he were a
“friendly” father, showing sentimental love to-
ward his children. Justice and judgment cannot
be suspended in his forgiveness. Man can be-
lieve in forgiveness only if justice is maintained
and guilt is confirmed.27

In the Islamic theological anthropology, the re-
lationship between sin or alienation, justice and God,
are much more closely linked. As we have already
explained, God in Islam is the embodiment of jus-
tice; so when we are estranged or alienated from
God, we are estranged and alienated from justice as
well. It is the Islamic belief that all the Prophets that
were sent at different stages of history in different
regions of the world came to eradicate this es-
trangement/ alienation from God and thus establish
His justice.28 That is why all of them came and
preached about not only God but also His law, and if
not law, ethics and divine principals of morality.
From this perspective, not only Christ, but also all of
the Prophets from Adam to Muhammad (pbuh)29

were symbols of re-union with this estrange-
ment/alienation from God.30

The problem of the human condition is their
collective state of loss or alienation from God, which
necessitates injustice and oppression. This alienation
from God was further augmented in Enlightenment
thought and throughout the era that we refer to as
modernity. In short, a major paradigm shift took
place in Enlightenment thought. Whereas the inquiry

into God, the soul, and the life hereafter was para-
mount in pre-Enlightenment thought, the object of
inquiry was radically altered in modernity. Nature
took the place of God, the physical body over the
soul, and life here-and-now over an afterlife.31 This
concluded in the emergence of three major phe-
nomenon which, if are not yet global, are well on
their way to becoming global. They are scientism as
an epistemology, secularism as a sociology, and
capitalism as an ideology. None have anything to do
with God or religiosity except to reduce the role of
God in the public sphere, the collective socio-
political and economic domains of human concern.
Some, especially capitalism, are directly responsible
for oppression, exploitation, and injustice of much of
humanity. Such is the degree of injustice and ex-
ploitation of the majority, an injustice resulting di-
rectly from the alienation from God, a state of being
lost. This is supported by Tillich’s thought in his
discourse between what is secular and the holy. Til-
lich states that:

Sin is a state of things in which the holy and the
secular are separated, struggling with each
other and trying to conquer each other. It is a
state in which God is “in addition to” all other
things.32

This clear depiction of secularism is cogently
punctuated in the era of modernity. It is an illustra-
tion of a society where God and the holy are effec-
tively separated from the public institutions, as is
true in secular society, and where the holy begins to
compete with the secular in many domains of human
experience.33

So what is salvation or the resolution to sin and
the basic problematic with the human condition?
Quite logically, it would be the establishment of the
just order of God on earth and thereby breaking the
collective alienation of humankind. This just order
of God in Islam is referred to as Khilafah. Khilafah
is translated into English as vice-regent. The concept
of the rule of Khilafah  is analogous to the role that
the viceroy of India played in the imperial aspira-
tions of Britain. During colonization, the viceroy
was the supreme ruler of India so long as he did not
transgress the bounds of the Queen of England.
Similarly, in a Khilafah system, humankind are the
supreme rulers of the earth so long as they do not
transgress the bounds of God. Thus, humankind is
mandated by God to stay within the bounds of His
laws and, as long as they remain within these
bounds, they are free to innovate and shape their
own destinies in every domain of the human experi-
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ence. This allows and encourages movement and
innovation in thought and practice. It must be made
perfectly clear at this juncture that the system of
Khilafah should not be mistaken for a theocracy.34

Khilafah only requires that no laws be passed repug-
nant to the Qur’an and the tradition of the Prophet
Muhammad (pbuh), and as far as who governs, this
is decided by the people.35

There are many aspects of the system of
Khilafah that would require volumes of written work
to fully comprehend.  Since its establishment is the
resolution for sin and the basic problematic of the
human condition, I will compare it with the apex of
the evolution of modern political and economic
thought and the type of society that they have given
birth to. For better or worse, democracy and capital-
ism are considered the best systems to have evolved
at this stage of history.36 If nothing else, they have
become hegemonic in their influence. If we were to
trace the intellectual roots of modern democratic
thought, it would lead us to Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
In his treatise, The Social Contract, Rousseau ex-
plains that the foundations of democracy rest in the
sovereignty of the general will of the people.37 In
Islam, this is nothing less than shirk, an associating
of someone or something as equals with Allah(t).38

In Islam, sovereignty rests exclusively with Allah(t)
while humankind is entrusted with the vice-regency
on earth.  Popular sovereignty is equivalent to a
popular rebellion against God, which is the near-
universal state of humankind. The institutionaliza-
tion of the Khilafah is in fact the de facto recogni-
tion of Allah(t) as the sovereign. It could only serve
to affect this alienation of humankind from God in
the most profound manner. When every law to be
mandated is scrutinized against the scriptural bounds
of Allah(t), such an institution could only effect to
develop an active conscious of and an organic link
with God individually and collectively. God is
thereby emancipated from the secular prison of the
private sphere of human activity. This gives birth to
a society’s collective and active consciousness of
God, freed from an individualistic and a very private
and passive39 awareness of God as is mandated  in a
secular society. God becomes an existential fact not
only in our private dealings—as in a secular soci-
ety—but also in our collective public affairs. The
destruction of secularism in the event of the estab-
lishment of the Khilafah completes the circle of
emancipation from the collective alienation from
God, our state of loss or sin, the basic problematic of
the human condition.

If one does not take up this “ultimate concern”41

to establish the Khilafah, Allah(t) has addressed
such people with an admonition. Not only will there
remain an alienation and estrangement from God
(and the socio-political economic injustice on earth),
but Allah(t) states that such an alienation and es-
trangement has deeper repercussions. The era of
modernity and progress is, as I have already stated,
the era of alienation and estrangement from God ac-
companied with global injustice and oppression. In
fact, the epistemology of scientism, sociology of
secularism, and the ideology of capitalism have
eroded religion and the primacy of God in the sci-
ences as well as our collective practices. It has al-
most thoroughly destroyed the study of metaphysics.
Having (if I may borrow Nietzsche’s term) “killed”
God, we have also killed our own being, as is threat-
ened by the verse I quoted earlier from surah Al-
Hashr (The Banishment) about being aware of for-
getting God lest God in return make us forget our
own selves and thus our very being. This is because
in Islam, as is in many religions, we are endowed
with a soul that is from God. The destruction of
metaphysics and the inquiry into God also had the
effect of marginalizing the inquiry into the study of
the soul. Thus, having “killed” God, most of us have
killed our own inner being, viewing ourselves only
as some highly developed animal, as is the material-
istic interpretation of scientism that is in vogue.42

Again, for such people, they forget God, so God
made them forget themselves.43

Thus far, we have only discussed the basic
problematic of the human condition—the nature of
sin—and its resolution—the nature of salva-
tion—directly from the first two ayat of surah Al-
‘Asr. The third and final ayah of this surah contains
the practical means to bring about this resolution or
salvation. It is actually a four-step methodology re-
quired to bring about a certain change against the
status quo. This method has a universal character
and could generally be applied to include any form
of change and not just the Islamic one, or the
Khilafah system. The four stages are chronologically
ordered and organically linked.

The literal translation of the third ayah of surah
Al-‘Asr is: “Except such as have faith, and do right-
eous deeds, and (join together) in the mutual en-
joining of truth, and of patience and constancy”
(Qur’an 103:3). From this ayah we could extrapolate
the four stages of a revolutionary methodology to
bring about a concrete change in society. In chrono-
logical order, they are: (1) faith/ideology, (2)
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work/deeds, (3) exhorting one another to the truth of
your faith/ideology, and (4) persevering with pa-
tience. Since the first stage is central and most com-
plex, it will require far more exegetical effort and
space to fully comprehend it as compared to the final
three stages.

The first stage of this methodology is having
genuine faith. This is best understood by utilizing
Tillich’s concept of ultimate concern. Tillich in Dy-
namics of Faith, states that, “Faith is the state of
being ultimately concerned: the dynamics of faith
are the dynamics of man’s ultimate concern. If it
claims ultimacy it demands the total surrender of
him who accepts this claim, and it promises total
fulfillment even if all other claims have to be sub-
jected to it or rejected in its name.”44 This ultimate
concern is similar to the concepts of ideology, or the
German term weltanschauung. Thus forth, in Til-
lich’s definition, we could probably include nation-
alism as well as the many variants of Marxism, so-
cialism, capitalism, and many other “isms” which
could serve as ultimate concerns for many people.
Many gave the ultimate sacrifice of their lives for
these causes in the hopes for ultimate fulfillment
relative to their ultimate concerns.

In Islam, the ultimate concern or ideology is
Tawheed (the oneness and unity of God). The name
of the religion “Islam” itself literally means “sub-
mission” to this ultimate concern. Tillich illustrates
two types of ultimate concern, a genuine and an
idolatrous one. The idolatrous ultimate concern is
one that could be identified with a finite material,
worldly reality. Such an ultimate concern is liable to
disappoint us because it is bound to perish. Tillich
depicts the genuine ultimate concern, or God, the
transcendent, as the one that keeps eluding us. The
transcendence of God is most profoundly expressed
and radically adhered to in Islam. The very testimo-
nial of faith in Islam begins with a negation, “La-
ilaha or there is no God,” a negation of everything,
especially but not limited to the material worldly
concepts or depictions of God. The testimonial of
faith in Islam concludes with “illal-lah or except
Allah(t).”45 A more clear and comprehensive under-
standing of the transcendence of the God of Islam
and Tawheed (His oneness/unity) could be had
through the study of surah At-Tawheed which reads:
“Say He is God the One and the Alone. He is the
Eternal. He neither begets nor is begotten.  And none
is like unto Him” (Qur’an, 112:1-4).

The first ayah clearly answers pagan and pan-
theistic conclusions in that God is one and alone in

His oneness. The second is also a refutation of cer-
tain classical philosophical propositions such as the
co-eternity of matter with God and that God created
with pre-existing matter as opposed to creating ex
nihilo. The third ayah is a clear statement against not
only the Christian formulations and doctrines of God
but also pagan ones.46 The final ayah is radically
iconoclastic because it obliterates any possibility of
God having any finite, worldly, material, and/or an-
thropomorphic characteristics in the description of
His being or zat in the Arabic. Some scholars of Is-
lam have difficulty of even speaking of God as being
for it connotes or gives us an image of a tangible
God.

With such a radical notion of the transcendence
of God, the problematic that follows is then, what
exactly is our conception of God? From the Islamic
perspective, we only know of who God is through
His attributes (siffat) and not through His being
(zat). The attributes (the 99 names of God) are all
abstract and immaterial. For example, He is Ar-
Rahman (Most Merciful), Al-Hakeem (Most Wise),
and the one that I have utilized earlier, Al-‘Adl (the
embodiment of Justice). Contrary to Karl Barth’s
view that there are no points of connection between
God and man, Islam allows for a few possibilities of
points of connection. The Qur’an is made up of surat
which embody a collection of three to several ayat.
Ayat literally means signs. A sign gives directions or
points to the reality of something beyond it. The ayat
are signs pointing to God. Similarly, the Qur’an also
refers to nature,47 history,48 and psychology49 as ayat.
All of these ayat serve as points of connection
through which we could know God to the extent
possible in our material existence.

Coming back to the concept of faith in an Is-
lamic theological anthropology and placing it back
into my conceptual framework, faith is the first stage
of a four-stage methodology to eradicate alienation/
estrangement from God, our state of being lost, the
basic problematic of the human condition. Having
discussed faith in Tawheed as the ultimate concern
of a Muslim, as well as points of connection be-
tween them, the impending issue is how does this
ultimate concern (Tawheed) play a role in the eradi-
cation of the collective alienation and estrangement
of humankind from God (and justice). Tawheed im-
plies that Allah(t) is not a male nor a female, black
nor white, and in fact, not a human nor a material
being. Thus, He has no reason to and He does not
favor any particular color, race, sex, ethnicity, or
nationality. Under God, all are born equal politi-
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cally; this is revolutionary. It does not allow political
leadership or framework based on nationalism, fas-
cism, monarchy (blood relations/ royalty), or
through any other allegiance except through the al-
legiance to the Islamic ideology, the ultimate con-
cern of Tawheed. The very nature and call to
Khilafah, the acknowledging of the sovereignty of
God and vicegerency of humankind necessitates this
fact.

From the economic perspective, Allah(t) as
stated in the first ayah of surah At-Tawheed, is “The
One and Alone.” Thus, He alone is the creator as
well as the owner of the heavens and earth. He alone
is the owner of everything, including our own
selves, and so it follows, that we own absolutely
nothing at all. Everything is given to us as a trust
from Him; this is why it is continuously emphasized
that everything must ultimately perish when we re-
turn to Him for reckoning. This is a highly spiritual
notion of material that Tawheed tends to inculcate in
its recipients. Nevertheless, Islam recognizes the fact
that not all and, in fact, most cannot attain this high
level of the spiritual dimension of material and
wealth. Therefore, the Khilafah system is obligated
to uphold God’s laws on the equal distribution of
wealth as humanly possible. Islam thus forth allows
ownership of private property but inhibits wealth
from becoming concentrated in the hands of the
few.50 It actually unites the best components of
capitalism and communism minus their exploitative
tendencies. Key to this is the absolute categorical
prohibition of riba (usury) 51 in Islam. The Qur’an
denounces this sin in the harshest spirit of admoni-
tion: “O ye who believe! Fear Allah, and give up
what remains of your demand for usury, if ye are
indeed believers. If ye do it not, take notice of war
from Allah and His messenger” (Qur’an, 2:278-279).
The importance of this prohibition becomes clear
when considering that capitalism’s exploitation of
labor, over the past 30 years, has developed a far
more oppressive mechanism of exploitation.
Through the tentacles of the IMF and the World
Bank, most, if not all, of the developing world are
practically enslaved through usury-based debts. The
results have been abject poverty, social and cultural
engineering, and a re-structuring of the economies of
the majority of the countries of the world to continue
their practical enslavement, concluding in the com-
plete destruction of their economies.52 Islam and
Tawheedic ideology would attack the root of this
modern exploitative tendency of financial capitalism

without compromise until it is completely eradi-
cated.

In the first stage of destroying alienation/ es-
trangement from God by establishing His justice on
the earth, we may sum-up that we need to begin with
faith (as is stated in the first part of the third ayah of
surah Al-‘Asr). This faith (ideology), in Tillich’s
terms, must be our ultimate concern that demands
our complete and total submission and promises
complete fulfillment. I have illustrated that this ulti-
mate concern in Islam is the concept of Tawheed
and have demonstrated some of its most important
practical implications in the socio-political and eco-
nomic spheres of society. As for ultimate fulfillment,
I will discuss it in the fourth stage of this methodol-
ogy since it deals directly with this issue.

Once we adopt an ultimate concern, some action
must necessarily follow because it necessitates some
form of submission. It would be strange, if not out-
right absurd, to have an ultimate concern and not
participate in bringing it about (if it is not estab-
lished) or keep it from being overcome (if it is es-
tablished). If we participate in any form of society,
then we are actually upholding its status quo or le-
gitimizing it by our very participation. Peter Berger,
as well as most sociologists, would agree that the
human being is indeed a social being. Outside of his
social context, he ceases to be completely human.
Thus, in his socializing, he is participating in society
and internalizing the thinking, practices, rituals, and
customs of his cultural and anthropological envi-
ronment. Anything that would disrupt his socializing
would be considered, in Berger’s terms, “anomic.”53

Thus every society has its own ultimate concern54

and its expression manifests itself in certain prac-
tices, rituals, customs, modes of worship, and/ or
jurisprudence. In Islam, the ultimate concern of
Tawheed demands its expression in the dual act of
the acquiring and augmenting of moral imperatives
as expressed in the 99 names of Allah(t) (siffat),55 as
well as in the establishment of the divine law
(shari’ah). In the second stage of this four-stage
methodology, as outlined in surah Al-‘Asr, “do
good/righteous works” is more or less, at an individ-
ual level. The idea is best understood by the prov-
erbs “practice what you preach,” and “the best ser-
mon is your action.” If you cannot internalize your
ultimate concern, there is no use in going further. A
genuine change cannot be effected without at least a
decent amount of people who are able to satisfacto-
rily internalize and actuate the basic expressions of
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their ultimate concern to the degree possible, relative
to their societal constraints.56

Once the second stage is initiated and you have
individually internalized the basic practical mani-
festations of your ultimate concern, then the next
logical step is to export it. Once someone reaches the
point of certainty and impeccable conviction of their
ultimate concern, exporting it obviously not only
becomes a prerequisite to bring about a desired
change in society, but it is a natural inclination to do
so. As social creatures, we long to communicate our
deep-felt convictions to others and strongly desire
their acceptance of them. Muhammad Iqbal, in his
Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, in
depicting the difference between the mystic and pro-
phetic consciousness states that,

Muhammad of Arabia ascended the highest
Heaven and returned. I swear by God that if I
had reached that point, I should never have re-
turned. These are the words of a great Muslim
saint, Abd al-Quddus of Gangoh. In the whole
range of Sufi literature it will probably be diffi-
cult to find words which, in a single sentence,
disclose such an acute perception of the psy-
chological difference between the prophetic and
the mystic types of consciousness. The mystic
does not wish to return from the repose of “uni-
tary experience”; and even when he does return,
as he must, his return does not mean much for
mankind at large. The prophet’s return is crea-
tive. He returns to insert himself into the sweep
of time with a view to control the forces of his-
tory, and thereby to create a fresh world of ide-
als.57

Thus, the mystical tradition and the individual
experiences of the mystics tend to be selfish in
make-up, where their “unitary experience” does not
affect their environment but only themselves, espe-
cially considering the ineffable nature of their expe-
riences.58 Conversely, the prophetic conscious begins
with the unitary experience, a cognition of the ulti-
mate concern, and manifests itself to change/shape
the social forces of history.59 It is this exporting of
the ultimate concern, what you believe is the ulti-
mate truth that is the third stage, as stated in the third
part of the third ayah of surah Al-‘Asr: “And those
who exhort one another to the truth.”60

As you try to export your ultimate concern, re-
taliation against you necessary follows as a logical
reaction by societal forces set against your ultimate
cause. The potency of the retaliation will be directly
proportionate to the degree your ultimate concern

demands a change in the status quo. The more revo-
lutionary your ultimate concern, the greater the re-
taliation. Thus, if your ultimate concern does not
deal a blow to the status quo, chances are minimal if
any retaliation will be meted out.61 Considering the
scope of the change necessitated by the Islamic ulti-
mate concern (Tawheed), which manifests in a com-
plete change in the socio-political and economic
structure of the contemporary ideology of capital-
ism, the ultimate retaliation is to be expected. Yet,
this is nothing new, for every major prophet, was
met with ultimate retaliation.62 This is because, ac-
cording to Islam, they all came with one ultimate
concern, that of Tawheed, which demands the estab-
lishment of justice and an end to oppression of all
sorts.

The objective of retaliation is simply either to
dilute the potency of a revolutionary ultimate con-
cern or to obliterate it right out, to prevent even the
possibility of its re-emergence to threaten the status
quo. The retaliation is a given; without a doubt, it
will ensue a revolutionary ultimate concern. The
form of response of the adherents to the retaliation is
crucial. If the revolutionaries respond with violence,
for example, the violence will legitimize the propa-
ganda and vilification efforts of the societal forces
against them. In contemporary terms, the violence of
a certain ultimate concern legitimizes state authority
to respond with force, often with violent and deadly
force. The adherents of the revolutionary ultimate
concern have no chance against the forces of the
state (the Army, Air Force, and other special forces).
The only recourse is to the process of civil disobedi-
ence, which was powerful enough to be utilized by
the likes of Martin Luther King and Ghandi to ac-
complish their objectives or ultimate concerns.

Refraining from responding to humiliation,
physical violence, and carrying out a disciplined
campaign of non-violent civil disobedience requires
patience and perseverance. It is no easy task and rep-
resents the fourth and final stage of the four-stage
methodology to establish the Tawheedic ultimate
concern, as stated in the final part of the third ayah
of surah Al-‘Asr: “and those who persevere with
patience and steadfastness.”

Finally, the issue of ultimate fulfillment must
now be addressed. In the Islamic theological anthro-
pology, the ultimate fulfillment is the promise of
salvation in the hereafter or eternal paradise.63 But
there is also a dimension of ultimate fulfillment that
could be realized in the mundane, in our earthly ex-
istence.  It too is directly linked with the ultimate
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concern, in simple terms, it is nothing less than a
merger between the human will and the will of God.
The unity of volition between the divine and the
human is evidenced in the Qur’an. In the first battle
of Islam, the battle of Badr,64 the prophet (pbuh)
took a handful of sand and threw it in the direction
of the militarily advantaged pagan enemy. Despite
the overwhelming odds against them, the Muslims
score a decisive victory at Badr. After the battle was
won, Allah(t) revealed, “It is not ye who slew them;
it was Allah: When thou threwest (a handful of
dust), it was not thy act, but Allah’s in order that He
might confer on the Believers a gracious benefit
from Himself; for Allah is He who heareth and
knoweth (all things)” (Holy Qur’an 8:17). This indi-
cates a remarkable merging of wills, that of God and
humankind. In other words, in the act or process of
establishing the Tawheedic ultimate concern and
justice, God himself becomes a partner and co-
worker with humankind in this momentous task.
Thus, even if the practitioners fail in establishing the
Tawheedic ultimate concern and thereby eliminating
the basic collective problematic of humankind,
which is alienation and estrangement from God and
its conclusion, justice, at the very least they retain a
satisfaction of the promise of ultimate fulfillment in
the hereafter, eternal paradise and seeing God, their
ultimate concern, as well as temporal/ provisional
fulfillment in the cognizance of the merger between
their will and that of the ultimate concern (the one
transcendent God).65 Of course, success in estab-
lishing the ultimate concern, the logical corollaries
of Tawheed (socio-political and economic justice), is
an additional and ultimate fulfillment on earth, be-
cause it in essence becomes the realization of God
(Al-‘Adl, the embodiment of Justice) on earth.

I would like to offer one parallel between dis-
solution of the finite volition into the infinite and the
dissolution (fana) of the Islamic mystic or sufi into
Allah(t). As for the mystic, he involves himself in
austere ascetic practices and personal worship so
that he may experience a unitary moment with the
divine (fana) only to return (baqa) to his earthly
state and then to continually repeat this cycle of dis-
solution (fana) and separation (baqa). This is done
for the ends of experiencing a unitary moment with
the divine, an intense spiritual state, the profundity
of which is ineffable. The passage of the Qur’an that
I quoted earlier (8:17) offers a new type of a unitary
moment that is as spiritually intense if not infinitely
more so than that of the mystics. First, it is commu-
nal in nature for it is not exclusive to any particular

individual in contrast to the mystic’s intensely indi-
vidualistic and ineffable experience. Secondly, as it
is in Iqbal’s passage that I quoted earlier, the mys-
tic’s efforts and spiritual attainment are historically
neutral in the sense that the mystic not only does not
concern himself with symbols of the divine in the
vicissitudes of history but, instead, shuns history, a
sign or symbol of God, all together. In contrast to
this, the mergers of volition in Badr occur in and
through the efforts to shape the vicissitudes of his-
tory. Finally, the spiritual unitary experience of the
mystic is ineffable where as the pointer to a merger
of volitions in the Qur’an is explained in the very
word or speech of Allah(t), which in essence confers
on a merger of volitions, the highest spiritual state
possible in the profane world.  However, it must be
ever-present in our minds that the merger of voli-
tions, the superior of all types of spiritual achieve-
ments in the mundane, is initiated and then achieved
at its apex in and through the will to establish Al-
Adl (The Justice), one of Allah(t)’s 99 names/ at-
tributes in history. Through this process, we achieve
in Tillichian terms, the “Eternal Now” and with a
merger of volition, as powerful an eradication of
estrangement/ alienation as humanely possible.

The mergers of volition in the act of establishing
justice finds a remarkable parallel if not exposition
in Tillich’s definition of kairos and theonomy. As
for Kairos, the group with which Tillich was actively
engaged, he explains that, “It unites in temporal fu-
sion, the universal and particular, the absolute and
relative” and it represents the Eternal Now in our
particular historical moment, a coming that mani-
fests the new possibility of creation (origin) in that
time, a new appearance leading toward fulfillment
(Gilkey, 11). As for theonomy, he explains that,

Theonomy, the participation of the transcendent
in and through the autonomy and creativity of
the finite and historical, is here a temporal proc-
ess, achieved in the historical passage from ori-
gin through kairos, and through free political
action in response to the kairos, action towards
justice or fulfillment” (Gilkey, 12-13).

If we compare these definitions of theonomy and
kairos of Tillich with the ultimate fulfillment of a
merger of volition in the Islamic pursuit of justice,
one would be hard pressed to find a more organic
and direct awareness or connection with ultimate
concern in the temporal world.

In summary, the basic problematic, its resolu-
tion, and the means to accomplish it are all encap-
sulated in surah Al-‘Asr. The first two ayat of surah
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Al-‘Asr—By the passage of time. Verily humankind
is in loss—explain the problematic of the human
condition that is its alienation and estrangement
from God manifest in global socio-political and eco-
nomic injustice. The resolution (salvation) is the
elimination of the alienation by the establishment of
God’s socio-political and economic justice on earth.
The four-part methodology to bring about this revo-
lution (resolution) is embedded in the third and final
ayah. The first step is acquiring faith, which is, ac-
cording to Tillich, a state of being ultimately con-
cerned. The ultimate concern in Islam is Tawheed,
which by its very concept demands the establish-
ment of the socio-political economic order of justice
and the eradication of the alienation and estrange-
ment between God and humankind. An ultimate
concern demands ultimate submission, first at the
individual level that is the doing of righteous
deeds—in Islam, and adhering strictly by the
Shari’ah and emulating the attributes of God. After
this stage is satisfactorily executed, it then follows
that this ultimate concern must be exported which is
according to surah Al-‘Asr, “the exhorting one an-
other to the truth,” until it is eventually established.
The exportation of a revolutionary ultimate concern
necessitates a retaliation proportionate to the extent
that it is revolutionary. In Islam, the Tawheedic ul-
timate concern requires a clean sweep, an ultimate
change in the character of contemporary capitalism
and the global injustice that has become inseparable
from it. The Tawheedic ultimate concern demands
ultimate retaliation. In the face of this ultimate re-
taliation, contemporarily the only effective and
proven recourse to bring about a revolution has been
a non-violent civil disobedience. Key to a non-
violent civil disobedience is perseverance with pa-
tience in the face of all sorts of retaliation (from ver-
bal to physical, to the ultimate), and this is stated in
the terminus of surah Al-‘Asr:  “and those who per-
severe with patience.” If the revolutionary effort is
successful, alienation and estrangement from God is
eliminated through the establishment of the
Tawheedic socio-political and economic justice. If
the struggle is unsuccessful, the participants gain
from the knowledge of an ultimate fulfillment ot the
promised paradise in the hereafter where they will
see their ultimate concern, and from the Islamic no-
tion that once engaged in the establishment of the
ultimate concern, the Tawheedic socio-political jus-
tice, that Allah(t) becomes a co-worker with them
and the merger of the will of God with the will of

man is made possible resulting in the eradication of
estrangement.

In conclusion, I would like to quote one verse
from the Qur’an where God states the following:
“We sent aforetime Our messengers with clear signs
and sent down with them the Book (scripture) and
the balance (of right and wrong), that humankind
may stand forth in justice” (Qur’an 57:25).

Going back to the Qur’anic narrative of the fall,
the first act of sin was entering a state of alienation
and estrangement from God, which was considered
as a form of injustice. God then ordered them on the
earth, prescribed guidance, and taught them that
guidance will come from Him and those who heed it
will be successful in ridding them of the alienation
or estrangement from God and injustice. God is also
intimately connected with justice—the very em-
bodiment of justice according to one of His names in
the Islamic tradition—thus bringing justice on the
earth is in essence eliminating injustice as well as
the alienation and estrangement from God in the
most profound manner. This is accomplished
through establishing His system of justice on the
earth that is through the guiding principals of the
revelatory scripture sent just for these ends of estab-
lishing justice (as is evidenced in the last verse
quoted from 57:25). The establishment of the system
of God (Khilafah) would be an open challenge to
secularism, which, as I have explained, is a sin of the
era of modernity in estranging God from the public
sphere (the political, economic as well as the collec-
tive social spheres of life). Furthermore, it would
check the possibilities of nihilism, as I have previ-
ously explained, a total estrangement and alienation
from God and thus an absolute sin.
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1I chose non-being deliberately to illustrate in Tilli-

chian terms, that non-being is the essence of evil and sin
as we shall elaborate in the duration of this paper.

3
Gilkey, Gilkey on Tillich, 19.

4 Surah is typically translated as ‘chapter’ that is
composed of a collection of verses. Surat is the plural
form of surah.

5 Ayah is usually translated as ‘verse’ but this is not
quite accurate. Ayah literally means ‘sign.’ So each ayah
is actually a sign that gives direction beyond itself or to
God.  Ayat is the plural form of ayah .

6 Allah(t) is the Arabic name of the transcendental in-
divisible Creator Almighty God. In the duration of this
paper, I will be using both the Arabic ‘Allah(t)’ as well as
the English ‘God’ to denote the transcendental indivisible
Creator Almighty God.

7
 This translation has been taken from Yusuf Abdul-

lah Ali.  It should be noted that there is no exact transla-
tion of the Arabic Qur’an possible in any other language.
This is because the Qur’an is originally an Arabic Qur’an,
meant to be understood in the Arabic tongue. Thus forth,
other terms could be utilized in addition or instead of the
translation which I have taken from Ali. I will be doing
this in the efforts to extrapolate the essence of the Qur’an
as close as I could to the original Arabic.

8
 In the Islamic tradition, the human being is consid-

ered ‘Ashraf-al-Makhluq’ or the highest of all creation.
The Qur’an in more than one place explains the creation
narrative where Adam is imbibed with the ‘ruh’ or soul
which is from God Himself. It is this ruh, in the words of
the 20th century Muslim thinker Muhammad Iqbal, ‘the
divine spark within,’ which according to the Qur’an made

                                                                              
the human being worthy of prostration from even the an-
gels.

9 Of course, to balance this and protect the environ-
ment, the human beings in the Islamic faith tradition are
required to respect the natural world which they have
been given as a trust from God.  Unlike many religions,
according to Islam, one may find divine inspiration in the
natural world as well and that is why not only the verses
of the Qur’an are referred to as ayat (signs) but nature is
also referred to as ayat or signs which can lead to the Al-
mighty. Similarly, the self and history are also referred to
as ayat, making the study of nature, psychology and his-
tory, sacred sciences to be given due respect.

10
 If there was no passage of time /history, we would

not exist and this is in fact practically inconceivable.
Similarly, if there were no humans, we would not be
aware of a history, even if it did exist objectively, external
to our subjective conscious. From a relational point of
view as in process theology, history and all of the accu-
mulated experiences are crucial for every individual,
which have been internalized and sort of guide for
him/her to future decisions.

11
 It is an indisputable fact that Muslims regard the

Prophet as well as the Qur’an as being the final ones.
Therefore, the Qur’an is proverbially considered as the
final word of God for all of mankind for all times to
come. The state of being loss is universal because Allah(t)
in surah Al-‘Asr uses the word ‘insan’ which is human-
kind and not just Muslims.

13 Marjorie H.  Suchocki in her God, Church, Christ:
A Practical Guide to Process Theology, discusses how all
previous experiences and the environment condition our
future decisions, how all these experiences are relational
to our decisions. In this perspective, if we were to juxta-
pose the Qur’anic narrative of the Fall, the alienation and
estrangement which is from the first act of sin by Adam
and Eve is an experience which is passed on to all human
beings and is very much part of our psyche. Thus the past
experience of alienation ‘the state of being lost’ is one
passed onto every succeeding human psyche, the one ex-
perience which is inevitable ‘through the passage of
time.’

13
 Allah(t) is known through His attributes, and the 99

names of Allah(t) in the Islamic tradition are also His at-
tributes.  They include Him as being ‘The Most Wise,’
‘The Most Merciful,’ ‘The Most Knowledgeable,’ and
most are in the superlative form. One of the few that does
not take a superlative form is Al-‘Adl which is not ‘The
Most Just,’ but rather, ‘The embodiment of Justice.’ This
remarkable parallel between justice and God Himself is
crucial in the resolution of the basic problematic of the
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human condition in theological anthropology that will
become evident in the duration of this paper.

14 Gilkey, Gilkey on Tillich, 19.
15 Much of my remarks on Nietzsche will come from

2 major works of his. One is Beyond Good and Evil and
the other is Thus Spake Zarathustra.

16
 All critics of religion or masters of suspicion

though advocating the emancipation of humankind from
religion, nevertheless paradoxically retained a morality
that was predominately rooted in religion. Take Marx, for
example; the concepts of economic egalitarianism and
justice are concepts derived from religion. Only Nietzche
is audacious enough to take this to its logical conclusion
by not only advocating the doing away with religion in
toto, but also its morality.

17
 Muhammad Iqbal is perhaps the greatest Muslim

thinker (known as the poet-philosopher of the East) of the
20th century.

18
 Allama Muhammad Iqbal, The Reconstruction of

Religious Thought in Islam, ed. M. Saeed Sheikh (Lahore:
Iqbal Academy Pakistan and Institute of Islamic Culture,
1989), 67-68. This also appears to be quite similar to Til-
lich’s interpretation of the Fall and Adam’s freedom to
disobey God as a pre-requisite to becoming a ‘self.’

19
 It is to be noted that this alienation is not necessar-

ily exclusively a subjective passive condition. This is
where Iblis or satan the accursed serves as an external
active mechanism to help facilitate the alienation of hu-
mankind from the Creator. In the Qur’ an, in surah #15
Al-Hijr, Allah(t) explains that Iblis or satan refused to
bow to Adam when all of the angels as well as the Jins
(Iblis/satan was a Jin, which were created from smokeless
fire) were ordered by Allah(t) to do so.  Iblis did not bow
because he thought himself (energy) to be superior to
Adam, who was made from material (dirt/clay). Accord-
ingly, Iblis asked for respite until judgement day to lead
people away from the path of God’to actively participate
in alienating and estranging them from their creator as he
had done with Adam and Eve.

20 In the Qur’an, the Pharaoh and Nimrod ultimately
declared themselves to be Gods and ruled their respective
kingdoms with their own laws.

21
 Since God is the embodiment of justice, only He

could devise and give us a truly just system. Any other
system is unjust to the proportionate degree that it does no
correspond with God’s system.

22
 The Qur’an in many other places also speaks of

forgetting God and relates it being unjust to ourselves.
23

It is also interesting how the Qur’an refers to itself
quite often as the reminder. Further analysis and research
(which is not in the scope of this paper) needs to be done

                                                                              
with the concept of the Qur’an and it being a symbol of
remembrance and a reminder in the debilitation of es-
trangement.

24 This is clear when we consider proverbial facts
such as that the technology explosion in the past 50 years
has produced more technology than that of our human
history combined that preceded it. Also, Pakistan alone
(about twice the size of CT) for example, produces
enough food to feed all of China.

25
 The world wars, weapons of mass destruction,

famines, abject poverty due to the plundering of the
World Bank and IMF through the novel mechanism of
exploitation and usury, are some of the hallmarks of
global injustice.

26
 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 3: Life and

the Spirit History and the Kingdom of God (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1963), 225.

27
 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1 (Chicago:

The University of Chicago Press, 1951), 288.
28

 In the Qur’anic narrative of the Fall, after Adam
and Eve repented, God banished all of them (including
satan) to the earth and told them that he will send guid-
ance and that salvation in essence will be for those who
heed the guidance. The guidance in the Islamic faith tra-
dition is taken to be the Prophets and the scriptures re-
vealed to them. These are using Tillichian terminology,
the points of connection that eliminate or destroy the con-
tinual alienating tendencies instinctual within the human
species as well as the influences of satan (or the demonic
as external forces opposed to this).

29
 After mentioning the name of the Prophet of Islam,

Muslims are supposed to say ‘May God’s peace be upon
him’ which is the reason why a ‘(pbuh),’ the acronym for
‘peace be upon him’ is often written after the mention of
Prophet Muhammad (pbuh).

30
 It must be noted that Tillich does not view the re-

union with the estrangement as I have interpreted it. Til-
lich’s idea, of course, is a re-union linked with the Chris-
tological concept of the crucifixion of Christ. His depic-
tion of the Fall and the human condition as an ‘estrange-
ment’ of God and its affinity with my Islamic theological
anthropology is why I have utilized his thought. The in-
terpretations of the re-union with the estrangement is our
point of separation.

31
 Dr. Israr Ahmad, Islamic Renaissance: The Real

Task Ahead, trans. Dr. Absar Ahmad (Lahore: Markazi
Anjuman Khuddam-ul-Qur’an, 1996), 6-7.

32
 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, 218.

33
 The tension between the holy and the secular is

best illustrated in the modern example of America where
Godless institutions in arts, entertainment, politics, eco-
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nomics, as well as education are in continual tension with
religious institutions. The emergence of fundamentalism
not only in Christianity but in basically all the major re-
ligions of the world, in Islam, Hinduism and Judaism for
example, may be viewed as a response to the hegemonic
aspirations of secularism (as well as capitalism).

34
 Theocracy is not forbidden in Islam, but the politi-

cal structure of the early community that served as models
was not a theocracy. They ruled by the scripture but the
rulers were not the clergy or a priestly class.

35 Dr. Israr Ahmad has covered this topic of the po-
litical and legislative character of the Khilafah in greater
depth in his essay “Constitutional and Legislative Frame-
work of Khilafah.” He depicts the Khilafah as being some
sort of a mix between a theocracy and a democracy that
he terms ‘theo-democracy.’

36 This is evident by taking into consideration of
many theoreticians such as the leading Western apologist
Francis Fukuyama. In his book, The End of History and
the Last Man, Fukuyama boldly concludes that Western
liberal democracy and capitalism are indeed the apex of
human evolutionary thought, the best of all possible sys-
tems extant. It is not only Fukuyama, but many intellectu-
als and social workers from a wide range of nations, cul-
tures, ethnicities, and religions have if not outright ac-
cepted without question, have acquiesced to the universal
aspirations of democracy and capitalism.

37
 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, trans.

Maurice Cranston (London: Penguin Books, 1968), 62-
64.

38
 Shirk is the greatest sin in Islam which is the only

unpardonable sin if done intentionally.
39 Passive in the sense that religion/God does not play

much of a role (if any) in the public sectors such as the
political and the economic spheres of a secular polity.

40
 If we take America as an example of a secular so-

ciety, the prohibition of public school prayer, and re-
cently, actions being taken to change the state motto of
Ohio because it is religiously oriented is testimony to the
extreme secular tendencies of the modern secular state.

42
 Here is one example where the secular interpreta-

tion in modern education has practically dominated the
holy and marginalized the concept of the soul to the point
where it is becoming harder to accept. This is especially
true in the field of psychology and the domination of the
materialist doctrines of behaviorism. I understand that
now in the field of psychology, behaviorism has taken a
back seat to an even more materialist interpretations of
the human psyche (which I thought was impossible,
thinking behaviorism to be the pinnacle of materialist
thought in psychology).

                                                                              
43

 They are not even aware of the alienation and es-
trangement from God because God is imprisoned in their
private affairs, if He is believed at all. They try their best
to come in terms with global injustice, so they try to in-
vent new ‘isms’ to fill in this void at the collective level
which religion originally used to do. They have not only
become alienated from God, but have become alienated
from their own inner beings and thus, this is one possible
interpretation of the reason for an increasingly individu-
alistic egoistic and immoral society.

46 The pagans of Arabia also had created idols such as
Lat, Mannat, and Uzza whom they took to be the daugh-
ters of Allah(t). Also in the later Persian, Greek, as well as
Roman Mythraic mythologies, there are many sons and
daughters ascribed to God.

47
 The Qur’an is the word of God and nature is the

work of God. They have the same author and thus the
work of God must not contradict the word of God for a
contradiction between these two realms implies a contra-
diction which God has authored. Science and religion in
Islam cannot contradict each other and in fact, they are
indeed complimentary. There is also an ayah in the
Qur’an where Allah(t) states ‘We will continue to show
them signs from without and from within their own inner
beings until they acknowledge that this (Qur’an) is the
truth.’ The signs from without could easily be taken for
the latest scientific developments and in many fields of
the sciences, they are at the threshold of utilizing religious
terminology to illustrate the scientific phenomenon which
they have discovered. No where is this more evident than
in the language of the physicists, especially speaking of
the unseen parallel universes (compare this with the pos-
sibilities of heaven and hell as being unseen parallel uni-
verses) and the other side of the event horizons of the
black hole. The most interesting remark on this issue was
from a non-Muslim physicist on the TV show ‘Turn of the
Millennium’ who was requested to speak of what the next
millennium held for his respected field. He stated that the
scientists would be able to interpret religious phenomenon
better than the theologians.

48
 The Qur’an itself refers to history in describing the

previous nations and the reasons for their downfall, and
then depicting them as ayat or signs. Thus, the Qur’an
encourages the study of history to unearth certain univer-
sals and their effects as they exist in history.

49
 The Qur’an also quite often depicts the archetypes

of the different psyche’s of many types of people, like
that of the arrogant and oppressive ones such as the Phar-
aoh and Nimrod, as well as the pious such as those of the
many Prophets and their helpers. One thing that the
Qur’an cogently and categorically speaks about is the self
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and the soul. In the realm of psychology, the thought of
Carl Jung and William James are very congenial to the
Qur’anic psychology of the self. This analysis of modern
psychology is a clear example of the last part of the ayah
mentioned earlier about Allah(t) showing signs from
within their own inner beings. It should be noted that only
a sophisticated terminology and jargon, a semantic dis-
guise, is what separates of much of the conclusions of
science from those of the Qur’an.

50
 The enforcement of zakat or obligatory charity on

those who have amassed wealth that is not in use for a
period of one year, is a great equalizing mechanism in
Islam to prevent the wealth from being concentrated at the
top and for it to be distributed to the poor. The zakat is
2% (which is so miniscule that it will not harm any
wealthy person to any great extent) of the total value of
the wealth not in use that one has in their possession. This
excludes cars, things used for business, and things needed
for everyday life.

51
 Just as shirk is the greatest sin in thought, riba or

usury in Islam is the greatest sin in action (‘aml). Ac-
cording to some very strong or rigorously authenticated
(sahih) hadith traditions, the sin of riba is equal to 30
times fornication and in another, it is equivalent to sleep-
ing with your mother in the sacred precincts of the sacred
mosque (Haram Shareef). Finally, there is no quantitative
difference in Islam between usury and interest as it was
made in the Judeo-Christian tradition. In Islam, it is one
and the same. More could be had on this issue in my
fairly recent paper: “The Evolution of the Transvaluation
of Usury into the Spirit of Capitalism and the Qur’anic
Perspective,” published by the Qur’anic Horizons, La-
hore, Pakistan.

52
 The mechanism which were utilized in ‘forcing’

these developing countries to practically enslave them-
selves to the whims of the IMF /World Bank are too many
to discuss for the scope of this paper. The Jubilee 2000
movement and other loose organizations which are begin-
ning to expose the destruction and immoral modern day
enslavement of developing countries through usury are
testimony to the exploitative nature of usury.

54
 Again, this ultimate concern could be religion, a

mythology, humanism, communism, fascism, capitalism,
and etc.

55
 In other words, the 99 names of Allah(t) are ideals

to be emulated and for us to augment as much as possible.
So for example, since Allah(t) is Ar-Rahman (The Most
Merciful in the superlative/infinite sense) we are to be as
merciful as possible and likewise for the rest of the attrib-
utes.

                                                                              
56

 The society and status quo may not permit or limit
the expression of your ultimate concern. Such was the
case with the some of the companions of the Prophet
Muhammad (pbuh)  \who were prevented from even
praying in public in the early stages of their revolutionary
struggle.

57
 Iqbal, Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Is-

lam, 99.
58

 In his book, Mysticism and Philosophy, W.T. Stace
explains that one of the best known facts is the universal
principal of all mystics, that their mystical experiences
due to the inadequacy of language, is ineffable. The expe-
rience thus begins with them and more or less, terminates
with them.

59
 Interestingly enough, Tillich also refers to pro-

phetic consciousness as justice dependent on a relation-
ship with the transcendent. Gilkey elaborates on this point
and explicates that justice with expectation to Tillich was
an illustration of prophetic consciousness .

61
 Thus, most cults get away even with robbing peo-

ple and other bizarre acts because they do not threaten the
status quo of the power structure. Similarly, you could be
a radical sect of any religion or ideology and never be-
come a recipient of retaliation until you speak of estab-
lishing socio-political economic justice. Retaliation usu-
ally begins with vilification and demonization of the
practitioners of the ultimate concern and usually the ulti-
mate concern itself. It if not quelled by verbal retaliation,
it exasperates into violent repression of this ultimate con-
cern.

62
 After the very first time that the angel Jibreel

(Gabriel) communicated with the Prophet Muhammad
(pbuh) in the cave Hira, he became frightened and con-
fused to the point of rushing to his wife Khadija (RA) and
telling her to cover him with blankets as he shivered with
fear and anxiety. Worried about his state, Khadija (RA)
took the Prophet (pbuh) to her cousin Waraqa ibn Naufal
who was a learned Christian scholar of the scriptures.
Waraqa asked the Prophet (pbuh) to describe what had
happened to him. After explaining what had happened in
the cave, Waraqa immediately having recognized the
signs from the scripture, told him that it was the angel
Jibreel who visited him and that he was chosen by God to
become His messenger. It was then when Waraqa ibn
Naufal stated that if he lived long enough, he would stand
by Muhammad (pbuh) when his people would turn him
out. Waraqa, the learned scholar of the scriptures stated
‘when your people would turn you out,’ because he was
well aware of the pattern of the ultimate retaliation that
was meted out to the bearers of the ultimate concern (of
Tawheed) that had preceded him.
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 According to a hadith tradition, the greatest thing in
paradise will be seeing God’s face every Friday, indicat-
ing the direct link and relationship with the ultimate con-
cern and the ultimate fulfillment.

64
 Badr was to decide the fate of Islam. It precipitated

after thirteen years of severe persecution during the ideo-
logical battle of Islam in the Meccan phase. This battle
was to prove the validity of the victor’s ideology a victory
which would have meant that Allah(t) conferred his grace
on the side of the victor and was on their side from the
beginning. So central it was at this juncture of the revolu-

                                                                              
tion that the Prophet (pbuh) after performing the longest
recorded prostration in his life, prayed to Allah(t), re-
questing victory or else face despair for the future of Is-
lam.

65
 Additional evidences of the merging of the ultimate

will of God with that of humans exist in the hadith as
well.
______________________________________________

THE DIVINE, THE DEMONIC AND THE NINETY-
NINE NAMES OF ALLAH:

TILLICH’S IDEA OF THE “HOLY” AND THE
QUR’ANIC NARRATIVE

Basit Koshul

Building on Rudolph Otto’s insight regarding
the character of the “holy,” Paul Tillich argues that
the common understanding of this term is a depar-
ture from and truncation of its original meaning. The
common understanding of the holy associates it with
unambiguous moral perfection, logical truth, and
absolute good. Such an understanding has deprived
the term of its original, strongly ambiguous charac-
ter. The original meaning of the holy was strongly
ambiguous; insofar as the holy was not merely the
good, the true, and the beautiful, it also included
elements that can be characterized as demonic.

Traces of this ambiguity regarding the holy can
be found in the Hebrew Testament characterization
of God. This ambiguity is most clearly reflected in
“the ritual or quasi-ritual activities of religions and
quasi-religions (sacrifices of others or one’s bodily
or mental self) which are strongly ambiguous” (DF,
14ff.). Following a particular line of interpretation of
the Biblical narrative, the ambiguous character of the
holy has been lost and replaced by an unambiguous
character. Tillich argues that the recovery of the
original meaning of the holy has direct implications
for the modern understanding of the sacred, ultimate
concern and inevitably the dynamics of faith. The
following pages will first outline Tillich’s descrip-
tion of the ambiguous character of the holy and then
move on to a critical evaluation of Tillich’s attempt
to recover the original ambiguous meaning. It will
be argued that such a recovery is very difficult given

the resources at Tillich’s disposal. At this point, the
Qur’anic narrative will be explored as a possible re-
source to take Tillich’s project further.

The Demonic, the Divine, and the Ambiguity
of the Holy

Tillich has used the term “demonic” in a number
of different ways and in different contexts. A de-
monic claim can be “the claim of something condi-
tioned to be unconditioned” (ST, I, 227). A different
description is that “a main characteristic of the de-
monic is the state of being split” (ST, III, 103). Yet,
another description is that “the unclean designated
something demonic, something which produced ta-
boos and numinous awe” (ST, I, 217). The various
uses of “the demonic” should not be taken as evi-
dence that there is inconsistency in Tillich’s use of
the term, only as evidence that the manner in which
he uses the term is determined by the context in
which it is being used. In the context of the present
discussion, the one description of the demonic that is
most relevant is the manner in which Tillich uses it
to highlight the ambiguous character of the holy.
Tillich notes that the “holy can appear as creative
and destructive. Its fascinating element can be both
creative and destructive” (DF, 14). Tillich details the
description of the creative and destructive character
of the holy in these words:

One can call this ambiguity divine-demonic,
whereby the divine is characterized by the vic-
tory of the creative over the destructive possibil-
ity of the holy, and the demonic is characterized
by the victory of the destructive over the crea-
tive possibility of the holy (DF, 15).

The ambiguous character of the holy manifests
itself in the form of its creative and destructive pos-
sibilities and these dual possibilities themselves
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point to the simultaneous presence of the divine and
the demonic in the holy. The divine represents the
creative possibilities of the holy and the demonic
represents the destructive possibilities of the holy.
Consequently, the holy has an ambiguous divine-
demonic character.

The common understanding of the demonic
views it as a form of un-holiness (actually the from
of un-holiness par excellence). Yet, the description
of the (ambiguous) holy provided by Tillich makes it
possible to characterize the demonic as a type of
holy. Tillich employs the term demonic in its origi-
nal mythological connotation: “Demons in mytho-
logical vision are divine-antidivine beings. They are
not simply negations of the divine but participate in
a distorted way in the power and holiness of the di-
vine” (ST, III, 102).

The fact that the demons participate in a dis-
torted way in the power and holiness of the divine
opens up the possibility that they can lay a false
claim to genuine holiness and divinity. When dis-
torted participation in the holy and divine is pre-
sented as a genuine manifestation of the holy and
divine, then idolatry and idolatrous faith are pro-
duced. The demonic becomes idolatrous by “identi-
fying a particular bearer of holiness with the holy
itself” ST, III, 102). Tillich goes on to note:

In this sense, all polytheistic gods are demonic,
because the basis of being and meaning on
which they stand is finite, no matter how sub-
lime, great or dignified it may be. And the claim
of something finite to infinity or to divine great-
ness is the characteristic of the demonic (ST, III,
102).

The emergence of idolatry is the result of the de-
monic holy vanquishing the divine holy, and pre-
senting itself as the genuine holy.

Tillich argues that Biblical religion “most pro-
foundly understood” the ambiguous character of the
holy, and its fight against idolatry has to be viewed
in light of this understanding. The Hebrew prophets
waged a constant struggle against the demonic de-
structive element in the holy in order to forestall the
emergence (or the actual presence) of idolatrous
faith. Evaluating the outcome of this struggle against
the demonic elements in the holy, Tillich notes:

And this fight was so successful that the concept
of the holy was changed. Holiness becomes jus-
tice and truth. It is creative and not destructive.
The true sacrifice is obedience to the law. This is
the line of thought which finally led to the iden-

tification of holiness with moral perfection (DF,
15).

In waging this fight against the ambiguous char-
acter of the holy, Biblical religion was only doing
what comes naturally in the search for and definition
of an unambiguous religious life. After noting that
the demonic potential is present in all forms of re-
ligion, Tillich states:

Demonization of the holy occurs in all religions
day by day, even in the religion which is based
on the self-negation of the finite in the Cross of
the Christ. The quest for unambiguous life is,
therefore, most radically directed against the
ambiguity of the holy and the demonic in the re-
ligious realm (ST, III, 102).

Given what Tillich has already said about the
original meaning of the holy, it appears that “a quest
for unambiguous life” requires the repudiation of the
ambiguity of the holy. But, repudiation in this sense
only means the manner in which one lives one’s life,
not the manner in which one understands the holy.
Even though Tillich does not state the matter in
these terms, it is obvious that the Hebrew prophets
were waging a struggle against the demonic in hu-
man life, not repudiating the destructive (i.e., de-
monic) possibilities/ capacities of Yahweh. Even
though a believer is called upon to continuously seek
the unambiguous religious life, he/she must always
remain cognizant of the ambiguous character of the
holy, or the demonic potential of the holy. This is
because there is a direct relationship between the
potential of idolatry in the religious life and the de-
monic potential in the holy:

Idolatrous faith is still faith. The holy which is
demonic is still holy. This is the point where the
ambiguous character of religion is most visible
and the dangers of faith are most obvious: the
danger of faith is idolatry and the ambiguity of
the holy is its demonic possibility. Our ultimate
concern can destroy us as it can heal us (DF,
16).

In short, the ambiguity of the holy is reflected in
the ambiguity of religious life. A genuine quest for
the unambiguous religious life requires an acute ap-
preciation of the all of its ambiguities. The apprecia-
tion of these ambiguities is the most essential of pre-
requisites (but not the only one) of not mistaking the
ambiguous for the unambiguous. Tillich notes:

One could say that the holy originally lies below
the alternative of the good and the evil; and that
it is [ambiguously] both divine and demonic;
that with the reduction of the demonic possibil-
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ity the holy itself becomes transformed in its
meaning; that it becomes rational and [unambi-
guously] identical with the true and the good;
and that its genuine meaning must be rediscov-
ered (DF, 15).

A rediscovery of the ambiguous character of the
holy is necessary not only for a healthy personal re-
ligious life, but also for a genuine collective relig-
ious life. An appreciation of the fact that the holy
itself has both divine, creative possibilities and de-
monic, destructive capacities will make it easier to
understand and appreciate the fact that religion in all
of its multitude of manifestations has destructive, as
well as creative, possibilities. In fact, the history of
religion reveals that religion has struggled against
religion constantly, in the sense that the creative side
of religion has waged an unending struggle against
the destructive side of religion in the name of the
holy:

One can read the history of religion, especially
of the great religions, as a continuous inner re-
ligious struggle against religion for the sake of
the holy. Christianity claims that in the Cross of
the Christ the final victory in this struggle has
been reached, but even in claiming this, the form
of the claim itself shows demonic traits; that
which is rightly said about the Cross of the
Christ is wrongly transferred to the life of the
church, whose ambiguities are denied, although
they have become increasingly powerful
throughout its history (ST, III, 104).

The foregoing discussion can be summarized as
follows. The original meaning of holy is highly am-
biguous, where the holy is characterized by di-
vine/creative possibilities and demonic/destructive
possibilities. The original meaning has been lost due
to certain developments within Biblical religion, and
the holy has come to be associated with the divine
that is unambiguously good, true, and beautiful. The
original ambiguous meaning of the holy has to be
recovered for a healthy religious life, both at the in-
dividual and collective levels.

Tillich has identified a particular problem. But
given the religio-theological system out of, or to-
wards which, he is arguing, Tillich’s task to recover
the ambiguous character of the holy appears to be
paradoxical. While his task at hand is the recovery of
the original, ambiguous meaning of the holy, the
religious system out of which, or towards which, he
is arguing stands of pillars that are holy in the un-
ambiguous sense of the word. When viewed from
the perspective of Tillich’s definition of the divine

and the demonic, the divinity of Christ, the cruci-
fixion of Christ, and the resurrection of Christ are all
characterized by unambiguous holiness. Interpreting
the divinity of Christ in terms of the meaning of the
holy offered by Tillich, makes Christ unambiguously
holy in the sense that in the person of Christ the
creative divine has completely vanquished the de-
structive demonic. In the person of Christ, there is
no trace of the destructive demonic whatsoever.
Conversely, the crucifixion of Christ is an unambi-
guously holy event in the sense that in this event the
destructive demonic vanquishes the creative divine.
The destructive demonic of finite human culture,
puts the creative, infinite divine in the human world
on the cross. In the history of religious thought, it is
difficult to find examples of unambiguous holiness
that can match the divine holiness of Christ and the
demonic holiness of the crucifixion of Christ. The
poles of unambiguous divinity and unambiguous
demonic remain untouched in the resolution of the
paradox through the resurrection of Christ. The res-
urrection is characterized by a holiness in which the
creative divine completely vanquishes the destruc-
tive demonic.

Tillich is aware of the fact that a particular
reading of Scripture is largely responsible for the
loss of ambiguity of the holy. In the Hebrew Testa-
ment, the holy has the characteristics of divine crea-
tivity and demonic destruction; this understanding of
the holy loses its ambiguity with the progressive ra-
tionalization of religious thought. But, Tillich does
not appear to be aware of the fact that Nicean
Christology and the Doctrine of Atonement affirm
the unambiguous character of the holy more reso-
lutely than any theological or philosophical exposi-
tion of the issue. From this perspective, teleological
development inexorably moves history in a direction
where the creative divine completely vanquishes the
destructive demonic, and nothing remains other than
the holy that is completely divine. In the unfolding
of this drama, the entry of God into human history,
His crucifixion and resurrection, are the pivotal acts:

A more profound preparation for genuine trini-
tarian thinking is the participation of god in hu-
man destiny, in suffering and death, in spite of
the ultimacy of the power he wields and with
which he conquers guilt and death (ST, I, 228).

In light of the unambiguous character of the holy
that is implicit in Nicean Christology and the Doc-
trine of Atonement, it can be said with a fair degree
of confidence that a Christian reading of Scripture
naturally leads to an unambiguous understanding of
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the holy. Whatever value one may see in recovering
the ambiguous character of the holy, the demands of
Christian faith require an affirmation of its unambi-
guous character. Therefore, it is not surprising to
notice that in Tillich’s attempt to recover the am-
biguous meaning of the holy there is paltry reference
to Scripture. For the most part, the exercise is char-
acterized more by philosophical discourse than by
constructive engagement with Scripture. The value
of philosophical discourse/inquiry is evidenced by
the fact that Tillich has presented a strong case for
the necessity of recovering the ambiguous character
of the holy. But while such philosophical dis-
course/inquiry can present the problem with a degree
of clarity that cannot be had otherwise, the resolu-
tion of the problem is hardly possible without con-
structive engagement with Scripture. If it is assumed
that a recovery of the ambiguous character of the
holy is necessary for a healthy personal and collec-
tive religious life, then this recovery will have to be
attempted by other means than the one proposed by
Tillich.

The Jamal and Jalal of Allah: The Holy in
Qur’anic Perspective

In shifting the discussion of the holy from the
Biblical perspective to the Qur’anic perspective, one
faces a number of different challenges. The follow-
ing observation by Robert Bellah highlights a par-
ticularly difficult one:

Without intending any disrespect one can speak
of a certain poverty of symbolic reference to
God in the Qur’an. Ancient Israel…first built up
its conception of a transcendent God on the
model of the ancient Near Eastern great king.
God was above all King, Lord, Ruler. Christian-
ity continued this line of analogical thought, but
added to it a stress on God as Father, which was
much less central in Israelite thought. In the
Qur’an God is understood first of all neither as
king nor as father but simply as God. The only
analogy for God is God (Bellah, 155).

It is indeed the case that the Qur’an does not
contain any analogical references to God. Whereas
the Israelite God, is likened to a (divinely) benign
King who often becomes (demonically) wrathful and
the Christian God, is likened to a (divinely) loving
Father willing to make any sacrifice for His crea-
tures, the Qur’an contains no imagery from the cre-
ated order that can be likened to God. From the
Qur’anic perspective, no analogy is logically possi-

ble because God is so utterly unique that there is
nothing in the created order to compare Him to. But
the absence of analogical references to God in the
Qur’an cannot be mistaken for an absence of sym-
bolic references. If anything, the Qur’an is primarily
composed of symbolic references to God. The
Qur’an considers itself to be composed of ayaat
(signs, symbols) pointing towards God. Even though
it is usually translated as “verse,” the word ayah (pl.,
ayaat) literally means sign, symbol, evidence. The
Qur’an says about itself: These are the ayaat of a
Clear Book: behold, We have sent it down as an
Arabic Qur’an so that you might understand (12:1-
2). Besides itself the Qur’an notes that such ayaat
(signs, symbols) are also to be found in the world of
nature, in the unfolding of history and the depths of
the human soul: Soon We will show them Our ayaat
on the furthest horizons and in the depths of their
own souls, until it becomes clear to them that this is
indeed the truth (41:53). The unfolding of the his-
torical process will lead to further discoveries in the
natural, created world (i.e., “the furthest horizons”)
and in human consciousness (i.e., “the depths of
their own souls”) that will prove to be symbols
pointing towards God. Since these symbols are to be
discovered with the unfolding of the historical proc-
ess, this process itself is an ayah of God. While one
cannot draw an analogy between God and anything
in the created order, there is nothing in the created
order that is not an ayah of God, a symbol pointing
towards God.

Among the variety of sources containing the
ayaat of God, the Qur’an occupies a privileged status
because it is the Word of God. The manner in which
the Word of God speaks about God provides a
unique means of knowing God, in addition to but
also above and beyond other ways of knowing Him.
Whereas God’s proper name in the Qur’an is “Al-
lah,” He is known by many other names, and re-
sponds just as easily to being called by a name other
than His proper name: Say: “Call upon Allah, or
call upon the Most Beneficent: By whatever name
you call upon Him, (it is well): to Him belong the
Most Beautiful Names…” (17:110) The Divine
Word, the Qur’an, refers to the Divine Person, Allah,
by using ninety-nine different names, which the
Qur’an calls the “Most Beautiful Names.” The
names, though not listed in the Qur’an, are found in
the form of a list in the Prophetic traditions (the
hadith). The list of the ninety-nine names has been
divided up differently for the purposes of discussing/
clarifying different issues. For example, one the di-



North American Paul Tillich Society Newsletter Vol. 29, number 1 Winter 2003 46

vision of the list has been to distinguish those
names, which refer to Allah’s attributes and those,
which refer to Allah’s personal self. In the context of
the present discussion the most relevant division of
the list is that which divides the names into the cate-
gories of jamal and jalal. Often translated as
“beauty,” jamal can be understood as fascinating,
irresistible, attractive beauty (i.e., mysterium fasci-
nans in Otto’s terms). Often translated as “majesty,”
jalal can be understood as paralyzing, irresistible,
overpowering majesty (i.e., mysterium termendum in
Otto’s terms). The list of these names begins thus:
Allah, the Most Beneficent, the Most Merciful, the
Royal, the Holy, the Peace. The beginning of the list,
and much of the list in general, names Allah in terms
of His jamal, His beauty. But within the list of the
Most Beautiful Names there are a number of pairs
that directly contrast the jamal of Allah with His
jalal. For example, Allah is:

The Giver of Life/The Giver of Death;
The Harmful/The Beneficial;
The Avenger/The One Who Erases Sin;
The One Who Takes Away/The One Who Gives
Abundantly;
The Most Forgiving/ The Most Irresistible;
The One Who Expands/The One Who Restricts
The One Who Subdues Wrong/The One Supreme
in Pride.

After noting that the “tendency of pairing con-
cepts, of speaking in polarities, seems typical of Is-
lamic thought” (Schimmel, 226), Schimmel, de-
scribes the polar character of the jamal/jalal in these
terms:

God is One, but with creation, duality comes
into existence, and from duality, multiplicity
grows…Polarity is necessary for the existence of
the universe, which, like a woven fabric, is ca-
pable of existence only thanks to the interplay of
God’s jalal and jamal, the mysterium tremendum
and the mysterium fascinans, by inhaling and
exhaling, systole and diastole (Schimmel, 228).

While the turn to Islamic sources does not exactly
match the divine/demonic characterization of the
holy offered by Tillich, there is an overlap between
Tillich’s characterization and the Islamic characteri-
zation. Tillich’s divine and the Islamic jamal corre-
spond to the mysterium fascinans, and Tillich’s de-
monic and the Islamic jalal correspond to the myste-
rium tremendum. In light of this overlap, a relation-
ship is established between Tillich’s attempt to re-
cover the original meaning of the holy, and the use
of Scripture to explore the manner in which Allah is

described in the Qur’an in order to shed light on Til-
lich’s project. The turn to Scripture has comple-
mented Tillich’s project by providing explicit
Scriptural warrants for the philosophical and histori-
cal arguments offered by Tillich.

The turn to Scripture to recover the original am-
biguous meaning of the holy, brings with it the
added benefit of laying bare problematic aspects of
the discussion that were not addressed in philosophi-
cal discourse. While Tillich notes that originally “the
holy lies below the alternative of good and evil”
(DF, 15), he does not detail this point further with
respect to his description of the demonic and the di-
vine. Insofar as the holy has creative potential, it is
related to the creative divine (which is also the
good), and insofar as the holy has destructive poten-
tial it is related to the destructive demonic (which is
also evil). For Tillich, the demonic lacks creative,
life-giving potential by definition: “The demonic is
the perversion of the creative, and as such belongs to
the phenomena that are contrary to essential nature,
or sin.” (IH, 93). While the demonic is always pre-
sent in a creative act, it remains buried in the bottom
and depth of the act. When playing this completely
hidden and passive role in the creative act, the de-
monic “remains within the limits of its uncreative
weakness” (IH, 93). The creative powers of the holy
are unambiguously related to the divine, with the
demonic being present but playing no active-creative
role. Conversely, the destructive powers of the holy
are unambiguously related to the demonic, with the
divine being passively present but playing no active-
destructive role. By depriving the demonic of any
genuine creative possibilities, and depriving the di-
vine of any genuinely destructive possibilities, Til-
lich has problematized his own assertion that the
holy lies below the alternatives of good and evil. In
other words, recovering the ambiguous character of
the holy is logically problematic if the divine is un-
ambiguously creative and the demonic is unambigu-
ously destructive. Logically speaking, this evidences
a deep, irreconcilable split within the holy where the
demonic and destructive elements are forever locked
in a struggle against one another. This logical prob-
lematic is the rational counterpart of the theological
problem that faces Tillich in the recovery of the am-
biguous character of the holy.

In order to recover the ambiguous character of
the holy, it must be posited that the divine is also
ambiguously creative, containing within itself de-
structive possibilities and the demonic is ambigu-
ously destructive, containing within itself creative
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possibilities. A look at the Qur’anic narrative reveals
that the jamal and jalal of Allah are both ambiguous
in terms of their creative and destructive possibili-
ties. The Qur’an notes that while the fascinating
beauty (the jamal of Allah) is predominantly crea-
tive in character, it can be a source of punishment
and destruction under certain circumstances. Simi-
larly, while the paralyzing majesty (the jalal of Al-
lah) is predominantly destructive in character, it can
be a life-giving blessing under circumstances. In
other words, Allah’s jamal (the mysterium fasci-
nans) has destructive life-denying potential, and His
jalal (the mysterium termendum) has creative life-
giving potential.

The fact that the created order proceeds from the
jamal of Allah, is evidenced by the opening ayaat of
Surah Rahman:

The Most Beneficient! It is He who has taught
the Qur’an. He has created the human being: He
has taught the human being speech. The sun and
the moon follow prescribed courses; and the
herbs and the tree both bow in adoration. And
the firmament He has raised high, and He has
set up the Balance (of Justice), in order that you
may not transgress due balance. So establish the
standard of justice, and fall not short in the bal-
ance. It is He Who has spread out the earth for
His creatures: therein is fruit and date palm,
producing clusters (enclosing dates):  also corn,
with (its) leaves and stalk for fodder, and sweet-
smelling plants. Then which of the favors of your
Lord will ye deny? (55: 1-13).

The creation of the human being, human speech,
sun, moon, trees, herbs, etc. etc. are all “favors of
your Lord” and at the same time manifestation of
His creative powers. Allah’s beauty manifests itself
in the created order, and all the blessings contained
in the created order for the benefit of human beings.
But under certain circumstances the creative, en-
dowing powers of Allah become a source of de-
struction for those enjoying the “favors” and
“blessings” of Allah:  Let not the unbelievers think
that Our respite to them is good for them: We grant
them respite that they may grow in their iniq-
uity…(3:178). Allah grants certain individuals lee-
way and respite, not as an expression of His pleas-
ure, but as an expression of His anger. Similarly, He
warns those benefiting from His blessings to be care-
ful about the meaning that they read into the recep-
tion of the blessings:

Do they think that by all the wealth and off-
spring which We provide them We [but want to]

make them vie with one another in doing [what
they consider] good works? Nay, but they do not
perceive [their error]! (23:55)

Allah blesses certain people with His favors so
that they may continue to “grow in their iniquity,”
all the while that they are thinking they are being
showered by God’s favors. The terminating point of
growing in iniquity is that the individual becomes
oblivious and heedless of Allah’s ayaat and the re-
membrance of the One towards Whom the ayaat
point: But You did bestow on them and their fathers,
the good things (in life) until they forgot the message
[contained in revelation] (25:18). These ayaat from
the Qur’an evidence that sometimes Allah manifests
his jamal in the form of opening up the doors of His
favors and blessings in order to lead particular per-
sons/groups to their utter perdition. In this case, the
divine, creative character of the holy (to use Tillich’s
terminology) is actually functioning as the destruc-
tive, demonic.

Conversely, there is clear evidence in the Qur’an
that that which Tillich calls the destructive, demonic
sometimes plays the role of the creative, divine. Un-
der certain circumstances, Allah manifests his jalal
so that the individuals afflicted by Divine wrath may
take heed and repent. The manner in which the
Qur’an frames the discussion of destructive Divine
punishment suggests that at its very core the pun-
ishment is a reparative effort on Allah’s part. This
reparative effort comes after all other attempts of
drawing human attention towards Allah have failed,
but before Allah exercises His final judgment on the
matter. And indeed We will make them taste the
lesser penalty in this life, prior to the ultimate pen-
alty, so that perchance they may (repent and) return
(32:21). The principle of using punishment as a
means of repairing the human-divine relationship
also applies to human-human relationships:

[Since they have become oblivious of Allah],
corruption has appeared on land and in the sea
as an outcome of what men’ s hands have
wrought: and so He will let them taste [the evil
of] some of their doings, so that they might re-
turn [to the right path] (30:41).

The tasting and experiencing of evil, and Allah’s
letting human beings taste and experience evil, can
have creative, life-restoring consequences. An ar-
gument could be made that a “return to the right
path” after having fallen off of it will result in a
qualitatively different religious life, than a religious
life that is the result of faithfully remaining on the
right path and never having departed from it. In
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other words, the religious consciousness that char-
acterizes the second naïveté, is qualitatively different
the religious consciousness of the first naïveté. From
the Qur’anic perspective, the primary function of the
manifestation of the jalal of Allah (in Tillich’s ter-
minology, the demonic side of the holy) is to initiate
the onset of the second naïveté. The following ayaat
from the Qur’an succinctly summarize the foregoing
discussion regarding (in Tillich’s terms) the creative
potential of the demonic and the destructive poten-
tial of the divine:

And, indeed, We sent Our messengers unto peo-
ple before your time [O Muhammad] and af-
flicted them with misfortune and hardship so
that they might humble themselves: yet when the
misfortune decreed by Us fell upon them, they
did not humble themselves, but rather their
hearts grew hard, for Satan had made al their
doings seem goodly to them. Then when they had
forgotten all that they had been told to take to
heart, We threw open the gates of all [good]
things, until, even as they were rejoicing in what
they had been granted. We suddenly took them
to task: and lo! They were broken in spirit; and
[in the end] the last remnant of those fold who
had been bent on evildoing was wiped out. For
all praise is due to Allah, the Lord of all the
worlds. (6:42-5).

The jamal and jalal of Allah, make the holy
highly ambiguous in the Qur’anic narrative. This
ambiguity is further deepened when it is realized that
the jamal of Allah has destructive potential and this
destructive potential of the jamal is such that there
can be nothing more destructive than it. Conversely,
the jalal of Allah has creative potential of such
power that if it succeeds in turning the attention of
the heedless back to Divine guidance, it succeeds
where all other life-giving efforts had failed. Under
what circumstances do the creative powers become
destructive and the destructive become creative: the
manner in which the individual responds to the re-
ceived blessing/ hardship. The foregoing discussion
can be summed up thus: Qur’anic symbolism de-
scribes Allah in a way that is highly ambiguous (as
this term is employed by Tillich in his discussion of
the divine and demonic in the holy). The categories
of jamal and jalal simultaneously express this ambi-
guity and deepen it.

From the Qur’anic perspective, ambiguity is
heaped upon ambiguity and ambiguity. In the midst
of such ambiguity, the question naturally emerges:
Under what circumstances does the divine become

destructive and the demonic become creative? This
question is of direct relevance to the religious life, in
both its individual, personal forms and the collec-
tive, social forms. In light of the Qur’anic ayaat cited
above, the answer is clear and straight forward: the
stance and attitude of those experiencing the di-
vine/demonic will determine if the encounter with
the holy will be a life-affirming encounter or a life-
negating encounter. The ambiguity of the situation is
not transcended by the possession of something un-
ambiguous outside the situation; even in Tillich’s
own framework, it is difficult to unambiguously
posit the presence of something unambiguous that
can be possessed. The ambiguity of the situation is
resolved by first recognizing the nature of the situa-
tion and then adopting the proper relation to the par-
ticular situation that one is facing. Consequently, the
unambiguous is not something that exists outside the
ambiguous, but has to be recognized and located
inside the ambiguous. In the process of trying to
recognize and locate the unambiguous within the
ambiguous, the seeker becomes a party in the be-
coming of the unambiguous. If this line of reasoning
is correct, then the importance of understanding the
holy in all of its ambiguity is more pressing than
even Tillich may have realized.
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A WORD ABOUT DUES

Those members who have paid their 2002 dues
are listed below. If there is an error, please inform
the Secretary Treasurer as soon as possible. If your
name is not on the list and you would like to pay
dues for the year 2001, please do so to the Secretary
Treasurer at your convenience. Thank you.

Name of Member
Ahern, Robert
Arnett, Charlie
Arther, Don
Bandy, Tom
Baumgarten, Barbara
Bondurant, Stephen The Rev
Bone, Michael
Boss, Marie
Brewster, Joan
Burch, Sharon
Cali, Grace
Carr, Paul
Champion, James
Chapman, J. Harley
Choi, Insik
Clingerman, Forrest
Cobb, Kelton
Cooney, Mary Ann
Cooper, Terry
Cruz, Eduardo
Cutler, Carol
De Mey, Peter
Dillenberger, John
Dourley, John
Dreisbach, Don
Driver, Tom
Drummy, Michael
Dubiel, Richard
Dwight, Robert
Evans, Annette
Foster, Joe
Giannini, Robert
Gibson, Boyd
Grigg, Richard
Hammond, Guy
Helrich, Carl
Hughes, Richard

Hummel, Gert
Hunt, Richard
James, Robison
Jansson, Marymae
John, Peter
Jolley, Marc
Kimball, Bob & Lorna
Kaul, Dagny
Laliberte, M.
Lane, Dermot
Lewis, William
MacLennan, Ronald
McElroy, Robert
Murray, Stephen
Nessan, Craig
Olson, Duane
O’Meara, Thomas
Page, John
Parrella, Frederick
Paul, Garrett
Peters, Ted
Pittsburgh Theological Seminary
Price, Joseph
Reeves, Graeme
Riesz, Fred
Richard, Jean
Richerson, Hal
Ristiniemi, Jari
Rodkey, Christopher
Runyon, Theodore
Scharlemann, Robert
Schrag, Calvin
Stackhouse, Max
Stenger, Mary Ann
Stollings, Clifford
Stone, Ronald
Sykes, Britt-Mari
Thatamanil, John
Thim, Paul
Thomas, Owen
Truesdale, Al
Union Theological Seminary
Universitatsbibliothek
Vulgamore, Melvin
Weaver, Lon
Wettstein, Arnold
Whittemore, Paul
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Wright, Karl
Wyman, Walter
Yunt, Jeremy

The Officers of the North American Paul Tillich Society
Michael Drummy, Denver, Colorado

President

John Thatamanil, Milsaps College
President Elect

M. Lon Weaver, Duluth, Minnesota
Vice President

Frederick J. Parrella, Santa Clara University
Secretary Treasurer

Robison B. James, University of Richmond
Past President and Chair, Nominating Committee

Board of Directors

Term Expiring 2003

Paul Carr, University of Massachusetts, Lowell
Don Arther, Ballwin Missouri
Mary Ann Cooney, New York City

Term Expiring 2004

Duane Olsen
Mary Ann Stenger
Lon Weaver

Term Expiring 2005

Doris Lax, Secretary, Deutsche-Paul-Tillich-Gesellschaft
Ron MacLennan, Bethany College
Stephen Butler Murray, Skidmore College

Coming in the Spring Newsletter: More papers from the NAPTS and
AAR/Tillich Group meetings in Toronto.

Please send review, letters, comments, and new publications to the editor at

fparrella@scu.edu
Thank you.


