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An Introduction to his Work
Paul Tillich ranks among the 20th century’s most important Protestant theo-
logians and philosophers of religion. His impact has gone far beyond the 
narrow boundaries of theology and has extended to the areas of religious 
and cultural studies as well as to the interested public. This may primarily be 
attributed to the fact that in his writings Tillich departs from the traditional 
language of Christian religion and pioneers new ways of interpreting that 
language. Particularly his late works written in the US, The Courage to Be1 
or Love, Power, and Justice,2 as well as his three volumes of sermons3 made 
him into one of the most-read contemporary religious authors. Even in his 
early years Tillich looked for religion in the diverse forms of cultural life. The 
variety of themes treated in his works owes itself to this interest. Be it the 
history of religion, art, architecture, politics, or psychology and philosophy, 
Tillich looks at the most diverse aspects of culture and reveals in them that 
which is ultimate in religion. And that is precisely what he seeks to do with 
his famous formulation of religion as ultimate concern. Religion has neither 
to do with a particular area of culture nor with relationships to a higher, 
other world, but rather with the depth of cultural life itself. Tillich addresses 
religion and its ultimate concern in the many facets of human life. The fas-
cination inspired by his writings can thus also be found in the wide-ranging 
contexts in which Tillich addresses religious themes.

1  New Haven 1952, in: P. Tillich, Religiöse Schriften (= Main Works/Hauptwerke, Vol. V), ed. 
R.P. Scharlemann, Berlin/New York 1988, pp. 141-230, Ger. transl.: Der Mut zum Sein, Stutt-
gart 1953, Berlin/Boston 22015. Tillich’s works are cited according to the following editions: 
P. Tillich, Gesammelte Werke Vol. I-XIV, ed. R. Albrecht, Stuttgart 1959-1975 (cited here as 
GW); idem, Ergänzungs- und Nachlaßbände zu den Gesammelten Werken Vol. I-XV, Stutt-
gart 1971ff. (cited here as EGW); idem, Main Works/Hauptwerke Vol. I-VI, ed. C.H. Ratschow, 
Berlin/New York 1987-1998 (cited here as MW); idem, Systematic Theology, Vol. I-III, Chica-
go 1951-1963 (= Ger.: Systematische Theologie, Vol. I-III, Stuttgart 1955–1963; Berlin/Boston 
9/52017.
2  New York/London 1954, in: P. Tillich, Sozialphilosophische und ethische Schriften (= MW 
III), ed. E. Sturm, Berlin/New York 1998, pp. 583-650, Ger. transl.: Liebe, Macht, Gerechtigkeit, 
Tübingen 1955.
3  P. Tillich, The Shaking of the Foundations, New York 1948; The New Being, New York 1955; 
The Eternal Now, New York 1963; Ger. transl.: In der Tiefe ist Wahrheit. Religiöse Reden, 1. 
Folge, Stuttgart 1952; Das Neue Sein. Religiöse Reden, 2. Folge, Stuttgart 1957; Das Ewige im 
Jetzt. Religiöse Reden, 3. Folge, Stuttgart 1964.
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As has been noted time and again, Tillich’s work cannot be separated 
from his biography.4 The following introduction offers a brief look into Til-
lich’s contributions to theology and philosophy of religion.

1  University and Berlin
Paul Tillich was born on 20 August 1886 in what is today Starosiedle, Poland 
(formerly Starzeddel in the province of Brandenburg) where his father 
Johannes Tillich worked as a pastor.5 In 1900, Tillich’s father was called to 
serve in the royal consistory of the church in Berlin, where he then moved 
the family. After completing school in 1904 at the Friedrich-Wilhelm-Gymna-
sium, Tillich began university in the winter of 1904/1905, studying theology in 
Berlin, Tübingen, Halle, and again in Berlin. Formative for his thinking was 
most notably the modern positive theology of his two teachers Adolf Schlatter 
and Wilhelm Lütgert, who influenced his engagement with German ideal-
ist philosophy. In Halle, where beginning in the winter of 1905/1906 Tillich 
studied for four semesters, he became acquainted with the early Fichte-re-
naissance through philosopher Fritz Medicus.6 Tillich initially spent his time 
in intense study of Fichte’s philosophy. This is evidenced not only in one 
of his seminar papers written in Halle on “Fichtes Religionsphilosophie in 
ihrem Verhältnis zum Johannesevangelium”,7 but also in his debates with his 

4  So also the judgment of C.H. Ratschow, Einführung: Paul Tillich. Ein biographisches Bild 
seiner Gedanken, in: Tillich-Auswahl, Vol. 1: Das Neue Sein, ed. M. Baumotte, Gütersloh 1980, 
pp. 11-104.
5  On Tillich’s biography cf. W. Pauck/M. Pauck, Paul Tillich: His Life and Thought, Vol. I: 
Life, New York 1976 (= Ger.: Paul Tillich: Sein Leben und Denken, Vol. 1: Leben, Stuttgart 
1978), R. Albrecht/W. Schüßler, Paul Tillich – Sein Leben, Frankfurt a.M. 1993. An introduc-
tory overview of Tillich’s work is offered by W. Schüßler, Paul Tillich, München 1997; W. 
Schüßler/E. Sturm, Paul Tillich. Leben – Werk – Wirkung, Darmstadt 2007. On the overall 
interpretation of Tillich’s oeuvre cf. G. Wenz, Subjekt und Sein. Die Entwicklung der Theo-
logie Paul Tillichs, München 1979; C. Danz, Religion als Freiheitsbewußtsein. Eine Studie 
zur Theologie als Theorie der Konstitutionsbe dingungen individueller Subjektivität bei Paul 
Tillich, Berlin/New York 2000; S. Dienstbeck, Transzendentale Strukturtheorie. Stadien der 
Systembildung Paul Tillichs, Göttingen 2011.
6  Cf. F.W. Graf/A. Christophersen, Neukantianismus, Fichte- und Schellingrenaissance. Paul 
Tillich und sein philosophischer Lehrer Fritz Medicus, in: ZNThG 11 (2004), pp. 52–78; C. 
Danz, Historicism, Neo-Idealism, and Modern Theology. Paul Tillich and German Idealism, 
in: J. Stewart (ed.), The Palgrave Handbook of German Idealism and Existentialism, Cham 
2020, pp. 287–303.
7  P. Tillich, Fichtes Religionsphilosophie in ihrem Verhältnis zum Johannesevangelium, in: 
idem, Frühe Werke, ed. G. Hummel/D. Lax (= EGW IX), Berlin/New York 1998, pp. 4–19. On 
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friend Friedrich Büchsel8 as well as in his final examination paper in Berlin, 
“Welche Bedeutung hat der Gegensatz von monistischer und dualistischer 
Weltanschauung für die christliche Religion?”9 and his doctoral lecture “Die 
Freiheit als philosophisches Prinzip bei Fichte”10 held in Breslau. His theo-
logical mentor in Halle was not, as Tillich would later claim, Martin Kähler, 
but Wilhelm Lütgert.11 The debates held in Halle over the foundation of the-
ology in idealistic philosophy deeply influenced the development of Tillich’s 
thought. His two dissertations on Schelling’s philosophy of religion, which he 
prepared after completing his theological studies in Berlin in the spring of 
1909, prove as much. The underpinnings of his theological program begin to 
be revealed in these dissertations, both his philosophical dissertation, “Die 
religionsgeschichtliche Konstruktion in Schellings positiver Philosophie, ihre 
Voraussetzungen und Prinzipien”,12 submitted in Breslau, and his licentiate 
of theology dissertation written under the supervision of Lütgert, “Mystik 
und Schuldbewußtsein in Schellings philosophischer Entwicklung”,13 for 
which he received his licentiate of theology on 22 April 1912 from the Faculty 
of Theology at the University of Halle. Both works aim to offer an indepen-

the history of this text cf. ibid., pp. 1–3. However, it is not clear whether Tillich actually wrote 
the paper under the supervision of Fritz Medicus, as the editors claim. Cf. F.W. Graf/A. Chris-
tophersen, Neukantianismus, Fichte- und Schellingrenaissance, p. 52 n. 2.
8  Cf. also the correspondence between Tillich and Friedrich Büchsel, in: P. Tillich, Brief-
wechsel und Streitschriften. Theologische, philosophische und politische Stellungnahmen 
und Gespräche, ed. R. Albrecht/R. Tautmann (= EGW VI), Frankfurt a.M. 1983, pp. 14–27, 
62–74.
9  P. Tillich, Welche Bedeutung hat der Gegensatz von monistischer und dualistischer Welt-
anschauung für die christliche Religion?, in: idem, Frühe Werke, ed. G. Hummel/D. Lax (= 
EGW IX), Berlin/New York 1998, pp. 20–93 (original version); pp. 94–153 (improved version).
10  P. Tillich, Die Freiheit als philosophisches Prinzip bei Fichte, in: idem, Religion, Kultur, 
Gesellschaft. Unveröffentlichte Texte aus der deutschen Zeit (1908–1933). Erster Teil, ed. E. 
Sturm (= EGW X), Berlin/New York 1999, pp. 55–62.
11  Cf. Tillich’s CV found in his doctoral records from Halle, in: G. Neugebauer, Tillichs 
frühe Christologie. Eine Untersuchung zu Offenbarung und Geschichte bei Tillich vor dem 
Hintergrund seiner Schellingrezeption, Berlin/New York 2007, pp. 402f. Tillich received an 
honorary doctorate in theology on 24 December 1925 during Wilhelm Lütgert’s tenure as 
dean. Cf. P. Tillich, Impressionen und Reflexionen. Ein Lebensbild in Aufsätzen, Reden und 
Stellungsnahmen (= GW XIII), Stuttgart 1972, pp. 582f.
12  P. Tillich, Die religionsgeschichtliche Konstruktion in Schellings positiver Philosophie, 
ihre Voraussetzungen und Prinzipien, in: idem, Frühe Werke (= EGW IX), Berlin/New York 
1997, pp. 156–272. Cf. also idem, Gott und das Absolute bei Schelling, in: ders., Religion, Kul-
tur, Gesellschaft (= EGW X), pp. 9–54. On the backgrounds of Tillich’s philosophical disserta-
tion cf. G. Neugebauer, Tillichs frühe Christologie, pp. 146–161.
13  P. Tillich, Mystik und Schuldbewußtsein in Schellings philosophischer Entwicklung, in: 
idem, Frühe Hauptwerke (= GW I), Stuttgart 21959, pp. 13–108.
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dent answer to the “crisis of historicism” (Ernst Troeltsch) by constructing 
a theological history of philosophy (Geschichtsphilosophie) that takes up the 
motifs of German idealism. Tillich continued in this direction in his writings 
preceding the First World War, such as in his lecture “Die christliche Gewiss-
heit und der historische Jesus”14 held in Kassel in 1911 and his Systematische 
Theologie of 1913.15

Tillich underwent his pastoral training from 1911 to 1912 and completed 
his final theological examination in July 1921 before receiving his ordination 
in August 1912. Afterwards Tillich worked as assistant preacher in Moabit 
until September 1914. In the same month he married Greti Weber and entered 
voluntary military service on 1 October. Tillich experienced the First World 
War as a chaplain on the western front. Like many of his contemporaries, 
he perceived the war with ambivalence, i.e., with a sense of euphoria, but 
also as a moment of crisis. The actual experience of war stood in juxtaposi-
tion to euphoria for the war. On 10 December 1916 Tillich wrote to his father, 
“We are witnessing first hand one of the most terrible catastrophes, the end 
of the entire state of the world, a state which people will one day refer to 
as the growth and expansion of European culture. This state of the world is 
ending and it is accompanied by the worst labor pains”.16 On 30 May 1914 
Tillich had already applied to pursue his Habilitation at the Faculty of The-
ology in Halle.17 Only under difficult circumstances and with the support of 
his teacher Wilhelm Lütgert was his thesis, “Der Begriff des Übernatürlichen, 
sein dialektischer Charakter und das Prinzip der Identität, dargestellt an der 
supranaturalistischen Theologie vor Schleiermacher”,18 ultimately accepted 
by the faculty in Halle, with Tillich receiving his professorial qualification on 
22 July 1916.

14  P. Tillich, Die christliche Gewißheit und der historische Jesus, in: idem, Briefwechsel 
und Streitschriften (= EGW VI), pp. 31–50. A critical edition of his theses on the same topic is 
found in: Theologische Schriften, ed. G. Hummel (= MW VI), Berlin/New York 1992, pp. 21–37.
15  P. Tillich, Systematische Theologie von 1913, in: idem, Frühe Hauptwerke (= EGW IX), 
Berlin/New York 1998, pp. 278–434. On the history of the text cf. ibid., pp. 273–277.
16  Letter from Tillich to his father dated 10 December 1916. Translated from the text in C.H. 
Ratschow, Einleitung, p. 38.
17  On the historical backgrounds of Tillich’s Habilitation in Halle cf. F.W. Graf/A. Christo-
phersen, Neukantianismus, Fichte- und Schellingrenaissance, pp. 55–59; E. Sturm, An der 
engen Pforte der historischen Methode vorbei … Paul Tillichs Habilitation in Halle (1916) 
und seine Umhabilitierung nach Berlin (1919) und Marburg (1924), in: Ethics and Eschatolo-
gy. International Yearbook for Tillich Research, Vol. 10 (2015), pp. 273–331.
18  P. Tillich, Der Begriff des Übernatürlichen, sein dialektischer Charakter und das Prinzip 
der Identität, dargestellt an der supranaturalistischen Theologie vor Schleiermacher, in: 
idem, Frühe Werke (= EW IX), Berlin/New York 1998, pp. 435–592.
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During the First World War Tillich’s theology underwent a revision. His 
writings around the time of his Habilitation19 in Halle as well as his corre-
spondence with his friend Emanuel Hirsch between 1917 and 1918 attest to 
the transformations. Most prominently, Tillich altered the earlier under-
pinnings of his theology in consciousness theory by adopting the concept of 
meaning. Tillich wrote to Hirsch on 9 June 1918, “So I teach to monism of 
meaning, which is set against absurdity – the irrational – on two sides: being 
and beyond being!”20 His correspondence with Hirsch and others shows that 
during the war, Tillich had become familiar with contemporary philosophy, 
namely neo-Kantianism and phenomenology. In December 1917 he wrote to 
Hirsch that he had begun to fill his “greatest gap” in energetically tackling 
modern philosophy, and he had come so far that “the literature has become 
transparent, the directions more or less clear, the main problems under-
standable”.21 The lectures and writings of the young theologian after the war 
focus on the individual’s (or personal) appropriation of religion in conscious-
ness. Tillich discusses this topic within the context of his thoughts on reve-
lation. This problem began to take the place of earlier speculations on the 
relationship between the absolute and individual spirit.22 Religion viewed 
in terms of justification is now understood as an act of disclosure or revela-
tion in one’s consciousness and is no particular act itself. In this act, human 
consciousness becomes aware of the relationship to the absolute, a relation-
ship that is already inherent in humankind and is implicit in every concrete 
human act. Religion, whose emergence in a person is bound to a revelation of 
the transcendent God, is not a particular act of consciousness. The disclosure 
or revelation of “the unconditional” can only manifest itself in conscious-
ness as the negation of the determined human consciousness. The religious 
consciousness directs itself toward the absolute by moving through forms 
of consciousness (which itself is not made up of content matter) negated by 

19  Cf. P. Tillich, Theodicee (1st and 2nd versions), in: idem, Religion, Kultur, Gesellschaft. 
Unveröffentlichte Texte aus der deutschen Zeit (1908–1933), 1. Teil (= EW X), ed. E. Sturm, 
Berlin/New York 1999, pp. 101–113; idem, Der Begriff des christlichen Volkes (1st and 2nd 
versions), in: idem, Religion, Kultur, Gesellschaft (= EW X), pp. 114–126.
20  Letter from Tillich to Hirsch dated 9 June 1918, EGW VI, p. 127. Cf. C. Danz (ed.), Theologie 
als Religionsphilosophie. Studien zu den problemgeschichtlichen und systematischen Vor-
aussetzungen der Theologie Paul Tillichs (= Tillich-Studien Vol. 9), Wien 2004.
21  Letter from Tillich to Hirsch dated December 1917, EGW VI, pp. 98f. On the backgrounds 
of Tillich’s theory of meaning cf. U. Barth, Die sinntheoretischen Grundlagen des Religions-
begriffs. Problemgeschichtliche Hintergründe zum frühen Tillich, in: idem, Religion in der 
Moderne, Tübingen 2003, pp. 89–123.
22  Cf. F. Wittekind, „Allein durch Glauben“. Tillichs sinntheoretische Umformung des 
Rechtfertigungsverständnisses 1919, in: C. Danz/W. Schüßler (ed.), Religion – Kultur – Gesell-
schaft. Der frühe Tillich im Spiegel neuer Texte (1919–1920), Wien 2008, pp. 39–65.
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revelation and onward to the absolute. The result of this is Tillich’s definition 
of faith as the affirmation of the absolute paradox.

After suffering a mental breakdown in April 1918, Tillich was reassigned 
in August to a rearguard chaplaincy in Berlin-Spandau. On 1 January 1919 he 
was released from military service. Due to adverse hiring conditions at the 
faculty in Halle, at the advice of Lütgert he had his professorial qualification 
transferred from Halle to the theological faculty in Berlin in February 1919.23 
He considered presenting himself to the faculty with an extensive outline of 
his theological thought. He entitled his draft “Rechtfertigung und Zweifel”, 
though he neither presented it to the faculty in Berlin nor ever published 
it.24 His 1924 lecture “Rechtfertigung und Zweifel” held in Gießen took up 
the central ideas of this early sketch. The 1919 manuscript lays out a theology 
according to the absolute paradox and in it Tillich seeks to establish a theo-
logical principle that at the same time serves as a principle for a culture based 
on autonomy. This principle forms the theoretical background of a lecture he 
held before the Berlin chapter of the Kant Society on 16 April 1919, which he 
gave the programmatic title, “Über die Idee einer Theologie der Kultur”. In 
it Tillich suggests the conflict between modern culture and religion has to 
be overcome by means of a theology of culture. “The purposes of theological 
ethics in the recent past can only be fulfilled in a theology of culture which 
bears not only upon ethics, but upon all functions of culture. Not theological 
ethics, but theology of culture.” (AT 29) The methodological basis of this the-
ology is Tillich’s understanding of religion, which he developed during and 
after the war.

During his time as adjunct lecturer in Berlin from 1919 to 1924 Tillich 
was assigned to teach a course on the “History of the Philosophy of Religion”. 
Tillich’s Berlin lectures edited during the last few years evince the further 
development of Tillich’s theology of culture as outlined in “Rechtfertigung 
und Zweifel” and in his 1919 lecture.25 Both in these and other lectures and 
articles written during his time in Berlin, Tillich elaborates upon his defi-
nition of religion, which he had already devised after the First World War, 

23  Cf. Lütgert’s letter to Tillich dated 28 November 1918, in: Die Korrespondenz zwischen 
Fritz Medicus und Paul Tillich, ed. F.W. Graf/A. Christophersen, in: ZNThG 11 (2004), pp. 
126–147, here pp. 145f. Cf. also E. Sturm, An der engen Pforte der historischen Methode, pp. 
273–331.
24  P. Tillich, Rechtfertigung und Zweifel (1st version), in: idem, Religion, Kultur, Gesell-
schaft (= EGW X), pp. 128–185 (1st version), pp. 185–230 (2nd version). On the history of the 
text cf. ibid., pp. 127f.
25  P. Tillich, Berliner Vorlesungen I (1919–1920) (= EGW XII), edited and introduced by E. 
Sturm, Berlin/New York 2001, idem, Berliner Vorlesungen II (1920–1924) (= EGW XIII), edited 
and introduced by E. Sturm, Berlin/New York 2003.
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and its cultural-theological implications. During this period, the methodolog-
ical basis of his theology remained his religious philosophy of history, which 
seeks to establish the normativity of one’s own vantage point. According to his 
1922 article in Kairos, Tillich wanted this philosophy of history to be “more” 
than a “logic of historiography” (AT 43). During this period in Berlin Tillich 
also became engaged in religious socialism, activity that represented the 
outward realization of the theology of culture that he had been developing 
in the 1920’s. He belonged to a group of religious socialists in Berlin known 
as the Kairos group, including Carl Mennicke, Adolf Löwe, Alexander Rüstow, 
Eduard Heimann, and others.26 In 1923, Tillich published a programmatic 
paper in Mennicke’s Blättern für Religiösen Sozialismus entitled “Grundlinien 
des Religiösen Sozialismus. Ein systematischer Entwurf”. In it he describes 
religious socialism as a historically conscious avant-garde responsible for 
overcoming the crises of modern society: “Religious socialism is a community 
of those who are conscious of the kairos and who are striving for our destiny, 
the grace of theonomy.” (AT 107)

Tillich’s most important writings from his time in Berlin are his extensive 
Das System der Wissenschaften nach Gegenständen und Methoden27 published 
in 1923 and Religionsphilosophie28 written in 1923 but first published in 1925. 
The former was written in the context of the early 20th century debate over 
scientific systems, and in it Tillich summarizes his thoughts on this debate in 
the early 1920’s.29 Yet both works are of fundamental importance to the devel-
opment of Tillich’s thought. Here for the first time Tillich elaborates upon his 

26  Cf. A. Christophersen, Kairos. Protestantische Zeitdeutungskämpfe in der Weimarer Re-
publik, Tübingen 2008.
27  P. Tillich, Das System der Wissenschaften nach Gegenständen und Methoden, Göttingen 
1923, reprinted in: idem, Philosophische Schriften, ed. G. Wenz (= MW I), Berlin/New York 
1989, pp. 113–263. 
28  P. Tillich, Religionsphilosophie, in: idem, Frühe Hauptwerke (= GW I), Stuttgart 21959, 
pp. 297–364. Cf. also idem, Religionsphilosophie (Summer Semester 1920), in: idem, Berliner 
Vorlesungen I (1919–1920) (= EGW XII), edited and introduced by E. Sturm, Berlin/New York 
2001, pp. 333–584.
29  Cf. P. Tillich, Enzyklopädie der Theologie und Religionswissenschaft (Winter Semester 
1920), in: idem, Berliner Vorlesungen I (1919–1920) (= EGW XII), Berlin/New York 2001, pp. 
259–295; idem, Theologie als Wissenschaft, in: Vossische Zeitung. Nr. 512. Sunday, 30 October 
1921. Pp. 2f. (no pagination). Cf. also P. Ziche, Orientierungssuche im logischen Raum der Wis-
senschaften. Paul Tillichs System der Wissenschaften und die Wissenschaftssystematik um 
1900, in: C. Danz (ed.), Theologie als Religionsphilosophie. Studien zu den problemgeschicht-
lichen und systematischen Voraussetzungen der Theologie Paul Tillichs (= Tillich-Studien 
Vol. 9), Wien 2004, pp. 49–68; F.W. Graf, Ein unbekannter Systementwurf Paul Tillichs. Zur 
Entstehungsgeschichte von Tillichs Das System der Wissenschaften nach Gegenständen und 
Methoden, in: ZNThG 27 (2020), pp. 26–170.



8  Christian Danz, Werner Schüßler, Erdmann Sturm 

foundational principles for theology and places them into a larger scientific 
system. Das System der Wissenschaften and Religionsphilosophie represent a 
conclusion to the early phase of Tillich’s theology. However, his vocational 
situation remained extremely precarious.

2  Marburg, Dresden, and Frankfurt:  
A Religious Philosophy of History and Culture
Tillich’s career circumstances changed in 1924. On 1 May 1924 he received 
a paid teaching post at the theological faculty in Marburg and that summer 
semester began teaching as associate professor. After his divorce from Greti 
Wever, Tillich had married Hannah Werner on 22 March 1924, but he did not 
feel particularly at home in Marburg and remained aloof from his colleagues 
in the faculty. On 1 May 1925, after two semesters of teaching in Marburg, he 
accepted a professorship for religious studies at the Technische Hochschule in 
Dresden, where he taught until accepting the chair for philosophy and sociol-
ogy in Frankfurt in the spring of 1929. At the same time, he was fulfilling the 
duties of an honorary professorship for philosophy of religion and culture at 
the University of Leipzig, which he had held since 1927. In his writings from 
the Marburg and Dresden period, Tillich continued to develop his theology 
based upon a philosophy of history. Philosophy of religion and theology stand 
for Tillich in reciprocal relationship with one another, intermediated by a 
history of religious ideas. Such a tripolar approach is already apparent in his 
1919 lecture on the theology of culture, where Tillich understands theology 
as a “concrete-normative” aspect of religious studies (AT 27) and philosophy 
of religion as a general definition of the essence of religion. This mapping of 
the relationship between philosophy of religion and theology find expression 
in Tillich’s lectures on dogmatics, which he began offering in Marburg and 
continued in Dresden from 1925 to 1927.30 According to the lectures, which 
were edited and published posthumously, Tillich understands dogmatics 
as a concrete-normative aspect of religious studies based on the concept of 
religion that he had been developing since the end of the First World War. 
However, he no longer defines religion as a direction toward the absolute, 
but as that which is of ultimate concern. The object of study in dogmatics is 
the revelation of God, which forms the foundation of a history of revelation 
that is structured according to the distinction between foundational revela-

30  P. Tillich, Dogmatik-Vorlesung (Dresden 1925–1927) (= EGW XIV), edited and introduced 
by W. Schüßler/E. Sturm, Berlin/New York 2005.
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tion and salvation revelation.31 On this understanding of revelation, Tillich 
arranges his dogmatics in a trinitarian manner under three headings: cre-
ation, redemption, and consummation.

Tillich unfolds the fundamental aspects of his theology of revelation in 
the articles “Das Dämonische”, “Die Idee der Offenbarung”, “Gläubiger Real-
ismus”, and “Das religiöse Symbol”, all of which he wrote in the second half of 
the 1920’s. His 1926 article “Das Dämonische” combines his thoughts from his 
lectures on dogmatics together with the interpretation of history.32 His concept 
of revelation is summarized in his inaugural lecture in Leipzig, “Die Idee der 
Offenbarung”. Revelation is for Tillich here, just as in his lectures on dogmat-
ics, the “breakthrough” of the absolute into the conditional. Tillich writes, the 
absolute “breaks in as a foreign element into that which is its own: it reveals 
itself.” (AT 169) Revelation is, however, not a specific act. Rather, revelation 
describes the disclosedness of the relation to the absolute that already exists 
in consciousness. This relation is disclosed in the consciousness exclusively 
in this act, namely – because Tillich rejects any specific act of revelation – as 
a negation of consciousness, which is always defined concretely. The absolute 
itself always remains undefined, since only in this way can it remain generic. 
The concrete cultural forms through which the absolute presents itself do 
not function to produce objects. They rather picture the self-referential act 
of disclosure in consciousness and the individual refers back to oneself with 
these images and represents oneself in them. Since the early 1920’s Tillich had 
described these religious images as religious symbols.33 As he lays out in “Das 
religiöse Symbol” in 1928, such symbols do not refer to just any objects, but 
they are the “illustration of that […] which absolutely exceeds the sphere of 
perception, the illustration of the ultimate in the religious act, the absolutely 
transcendental” (AT 184). Tillich uses the term symbol in order to describe 
the relationship of religious consciousness with the content of that conscious-
ness so that symbols have less to do with their referential character. In the 
second half of the 1920’s, Tillich expanded his theory of religion and culture 
into a theory of Protestantism. For him, the term Protestantism functions less 
as a term for a Christian confession and more as a category for interpreting 

31  Tillich first introduced this distinction in his lecture “Rechtfertigung und Zweifel” held 
in June 1924. Cf. F. Wittekind, Grund- und Heilsoffenbarung. Zur Ausformung der Christo-
logie Tillichs in der Auseinandersetzung mit Karl Barth, in: Jesus of Nazareth and the New 
Being. International Yearbook for Tillich Research 6 (2011), pp. 89–119.
32  Cf. C. Danz/W. Schüßler, Das Dämonische. Kontextuelle Studien zu einer Schlüsselkate-
gorien Paul Tillichs, Berlin/Boston 2018.
33  Cf. C. Danz, Symbol, Dämonie, Angst. Paul Tillich und die kulturwissenschaftliche Bi-
bliothek Warburg (forthcoming); L. Heinemann, Sinn – Geist – Symbol. Eine systematisch-
genetische Rekonstruktion der frühen Symboltheorie Paul Tillichs, Berlin/Boston 2017.
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history. It stands for a concrete, reflective type of thinking that is historically 
conscious. As Tillich asserts in his article “Der Protestantismus als kritisches 
und gestaltendes Prinzip” published in 1929 in the second book of the Kairos 
group, Protestantism as an attitude of consciousness binds within itself both 
critique and creativity.

On 1 April 1929 Tillich took over the chair for philosophy and sociology 
as well as social education at the University of Frankfurt am Main.34 Tillich, 
who was never called to a chair for systematic theology in Germany, owed his 
call to Frankfurt primarily to the Prussian minister of culture Carl Heinrich 
Becker, who had already advocated for Tillich in Marburg. With the full pro-
fessorship in Frankfurt, Tillich reached the height of his activity in Germany. 
In an article in the Neue Zürcher Zeitung, his former teacher in Halle, Fritz 
Medicus, wrote of Tillich’s call to Frankfurt as one of great promise.35 His 
inaugural lecture “Philosophie und Schicksal” was devoted to a topic whose 
historico-philosophical dimensions Tillich had already dealt with in many 
other texts. That Tillich chose to speak on the philosophy of history shows 
just how central the topic was to his thinking in the 1920’s.36 In 1932 Medicus 
asked Tillich whether he would like to write the section on philosophy of 
religion for Medicus’ Grundriß der philosophischen Wissenschaften. Tillich 
responded that he was unable to do so at the time and instead suggested 
writing a contribution “that would be called perhaps ‘Truth and History’”.37 
In his collection of essays Religiöse Verwirklichung38 published in 1932 Tillich 
included two articles, “Christologie und Geschichtsdeutung” and “Eschatolo-
gie and Geschichte”, in which he draws together his reflections on philosophy 
of history from the 1920’s. In the Christology article he lays out Christology as 
a reflection on history: “‘Christology and history’ is the combination of two 
terms that cannot be fully treated in separation from one another. At some 
point, the examination of Christology necessarily encounters the concept of 
history, and at some point the analysis of the essence of history necessarily 
encounters the question of Christology.” (AT 238) His Christological interpre-

34  Cf. G. Schreiber/H. Schulz (eg.), Kritische Theologie. Paul Tillich in Frankfurt (1929–1933), 
Berlin/Boston 2015.
35  F. Medicus, Paul Tillichs Berufung nach Frankfurt, in: P. Tillich, Impressionen und Re-
flexionen. Ein Lebensbild in Aufsätzen, Reden und Stellungnahmen (= GW XIII), Stuttgart 
1972, pp. 562–564.
36  P. Tillich, Vorlesungen über Geschichtsphilosophie und Sozialpädagogik (Frankfurt 
1929/30), edited and introduced by E. Sturm (= EGW XV), Berlin/New York 2007. 
37  Letter from P. Tillich to Fritz Medicus dated 7 July 1932, in: Die Korrespondenz zwischen 
Fritz Medicus und Paul Tillich, p. 134.
38  P. Tillich, Religiöse Verwirklichung, Berlin 1930.
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tation of history as developed in his lectures on dogmatics and in the Chris-
tology article would later receive treatment in Tillich’s Systematic Theology.

Tillich’s time in Frankfurt lasted only four years. On 13 April 1933 he was 
suspended from his professorship. Already at the beginning of 1933 his book 
Die sozialistische Entscheidung had been banned shortly after its publication 
and the remaining copies destroyed.39 In the summer of 1933 Tillich received 
an offer to teach as guest professor at Union Theological Seminary in New 
York and to hold lectures at Columbia University. After long hesitation Tillich 
finally left Germany in October 1933. One month later he arrived with his 
family in New York still hoping to be able to return soon to Germany and to 
assume a chair for systematic theology in Berlin.40 But those hopes shattered. 
Not long after his arrival in the US, he received his final dismissal from public 
service in Germany.

3  Tillich’s Teaching Activity in America and 
His Later Writings
Tillich had major difficulties finding his way in the US.41 It was not only his 
poor English skills that contributed to the problem, but also his theological 
and religious-philosophical thought. From the very beginning his approach 
was embedded in specifically German debates over the fundamental ques-
tions of doing theology in light of German idealism, neo-Kantianism and phe-
nomenology. His first larger publication abroad was also devoted to a topic 
that was central to him during his time in Germany: the religious interpreta-
tion of history. In 1936 his essay collection The Interpretation of History42 was 
published. Tillich introduced the volume with his autobiographical sketch 
“On the Boundary”, in which Tillich seeks to present himself to his Amer-
ican audience as one straddling various borders. The other articles in the 
volume had already been published in Germany. They treat the philosophi-
cal, political, and theological elements of his philosophy of history developed 
in the context of religious socialism. In the preface to the volume, Tillich 
writes, “I think that every thought, even the most abstract, must have a basis 

39  P. Tillich, Die Sozialistische Entscheidung, in: Sozialphilosophische und ethische Schrif-
ten (= MW III), Berlin/New York 1998, pp. 273–419.
40  Cf. F.W. Graf, Paul Tillich im Exil, in: C. Danz/W. Schüßler (ed.), Paul Tillich im Exil, Ber-
lin/Boston 2017, pp. 11–77.
41  Cf. C. Danz/W. Schüßler (ed.), Paul Tillich im Exil, Berlin/Boston 2017.
42  P. Tillich, The Interpretation of History, New York/London 1936.
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in our real existence, which, in our period, not only in Europe but also in 
this country, is our historical existence. The fundamental question in philoso-
phy and theology today lies in a proper understanding of our historical exis-
tence.” Tillich hoped that even on the western side of the Atlantic the book 
would make a contribution to this question on the basis of “the experience of 
the crises and catastrophes of the last three decades in middle Europe”.43 The 
book was only minimally successful, however.

In his 1935 lecture “Natural and Revealed Religion” Tillich once again 
addresses the theme of historical revelation in light of the religious situa-
tion in Germany and Karl Barth’s critique of so-called natural theology. In the 
lecture Tillich further develops the distinction between foundational revela-
tion and salvation revelation that he had introduced eleven years earlier in 
“Rechtfertigung und Zweifel”. The two types of revelation stand in dialectical 
relationship, with the human question on the one side and the divine answer 
in revelation on the other. “Revelation is an answer which is understandable 
only if there has been a question. Answers without preceding questions are 
meaningless. Therefore the questioning for revelation must precede revela-
tion, but this questioning is not possible without a certain knowledge of the 
subject for which the question is asked.” (AT 272) As becomes clear in this 
context, Tillich’s understanding of divine revelation is the basis for his later 
method of correlation. In contrast to Barth, who proceeds from the idea of the 
special revelation of God in Jesus Christ, Tillich insists upon a general divine 
revelation, within which he locates salvation-revelation as the overcoming 
of the ambiguity of general revelation. Because for Tillich, like Barth, there 
is no human path to God, the question of God already owes itself to divine 
revelation. 

In September 1940 Tillich became a tenured Professor of Philosophical 
Theology at Union Theological Seminary. After seven years of career insta-
bility, working first as lecturer and then as associate professor, Tillich had 
thus finally received a permanent appointment. During the war Tillich was 
active in and ultimately led the Council for a Democratic Germany. However, 
the council had little real influence in terms of practical politics. Conflicting 
interests within the council as well as the Yalta Conference and the Potsdam 

43  Ibid., pp. VIIf. (Preface).
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Agreement led to its dissolution in 1945.44 From 1942 to 1944 Tillich gave 109 
addresses on Voice of America radio directed to his fellow Germans.45

Ever since the late 1920’s Tillich had continued to work on the ontologi-
cal implications of his approach to theology via consciousness theory.46 This 
ontology has from its outset a theological function and serves as a critique 
of the soteriological reductionism in Protestant theology that Tillich over-
comes through a general revelation of God. Accordingly, the concept of being 
overhauls the fundamental structure of consciousness and forms the general 
basis of all theoretical and practical acts of consciousness.47 Tillich’s ontology 
concerns being in consciousness and for consciousness. Being itself consti-
tutes a new description of the basic structure of consciousness, for which 
Tillich initially had used the concept of the absolute. In this and no other 
sense, God is not a being beside or above other beings, but being-itself. In 
this way, Tillich distinguishes in his 1946 article “The Two Types of Philoso-
phy of Religion” between a cosmological and an ontological type of philoso-
phy of religion. Here too the concern is not with the adoption of premodern 
metaphysical traditions, but the basic structure upon which theology is built. 
“The religious and philosophical Absolutes, Deus and esse, cannot be uncon-
nected!” (AT 290)

Many of Tillich’s writings in the 1940’s are related to the drafting of the 
first volume of his Systematic Theology published in 1951.48 His magnum 
opus arose out of lectures he had held regularly since 1936 at Union Theo-
logical Seminary entitled “Advanced Problems in Systematic Theology”.49 In 

44  Cf. P. Liebner, Paul Tillich und der Council for a Democratic Germany (1933–1945), Frank-
furt a.M. 2001; C.-D. Krohn, Der Council for a Democratic Germany, in: U. Langkau-Alex/T. M. 
Ruprecht (ed.), Was soll aus Deutschland werden? Der Council for a Democratic Germany 
in New York 1944–1945. Aufsätze und Dokumente, Frankfurt a. M./New York 1995, pp. 17–48.
45  A selection of these addresses is found in: P. Tillich, An meine deutschen Freunde. Poli-
tische Reden Paul Tillichs während des Zweiten Weltkrieges über die „Stimme Amerikas“, 
ed. K. Schäfer-Kretzler (= EGW III), Stuttgart 1973.
46  Cf. P. Tillich, Das System der religiösen Erkenntnis (1st Version), in: idem, Religion, Kul-
tur, Gesellschaft. Unveröffentlichte Texte aus der deutschen Zeit (1908–1933). Zweiter Teil, 
ed. E. Sturm (= EGW XI), Berlin/New York 1999, pp. 79–116.
47  On Tillich’s ontology cf. G. Neugebauer, Tillichs frühe Christologie, pp. 349–353; F. Witte-
kind, Das Sein und die Frage nach Gott, in: C. Danz (ed.), Paul Tillichs ‚Systematische Theo-
logie‘. Ein werk- und problemgeschichtlicher Kommentar, Berlin/Boston 2017, pp. 93–115.
48  P. Tillich, Systematic Theology, Vol. I, Chicago 1951, Ger.: Systematische Theologie, Vol. 
1, Stuttgart 1955; revised 21957. Cf. C. Danz (ed.), Paul Tillichs ‚Systematische Theologie‘. Ein 
werk- und problemgeschichtlicher Kommentar, Berlin/Boston 2017.
49  P. Tillich, Advanced Problems in Systematic Theology. Courses at Union Theological Se-
minary, 1936–1938, (= EW XIX), ed. E. Sturm, Berlin/Boston 2016. On the origins and trans-
lation history of Tillich’s Systematic Theology cf. F.W. Graf, Zur Publikationsgeschichte von 
Paul Tillichs „Systematic Theology“. Teil 1, in: ZNThG 30 (2016), 192–217; Teil 2, in: ZNThG 
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these lectures Tillich takes up the dialectic relationship between question 
and answer and answer and question, which replaced his earlier differen-
tiation in the 1930’s between foundational revelation and salvation revela-
tion. However, he begins in the first lecture with the answer given in divine 
revelation and only thereafter treats the human question. Starting in 1938, 
the second time he held the lectures, Tillich reversed the order of these two 
in his presentation, which is reflected and retained in Systematic Theology. 
In the outline of his dogmatics, Tillich maintains the three-part structure of 
his concept of revelation that underlay his first Systematische Theologie of 
1913 as well as his lectures on dogmatics in Marburg and Dresden, namely: 
creation, redemption, and consummation. Not until 1940 did Tillich expand 
this outline into four parts with the addition of his own pneumatology. In 
his 1947 article “The Problem of Theological Method”, Tillich summarizes the 
methodological considerations at the basis of his dogmatics.

With the publication of The Courage to Be in 1952 Tillich achieved his 
breakthrough in the US.50 The book is his most well-known work, and its pub-
lication made a name for Tillich among the interested public beyond the con-
fines of theology. It offers a religious interpretation of reality as a whole and 
culminates in a definition of faith as the courage to be in the face of non-be-
ing. A God “above” God corresponds to this faith and portrays the reflexive 
nature of faith,  understood, just as in his early work, as a disclosure of the 
basic structure of consciousness. Tillich’s 1954 book Love, Power, and Justice 
likewise received a wide reception.51 Here Tillich defines historical existence 
as a reflection on the ground of meaning and being, which can only reveal 
itself to humanity but is already inherent to it. In existence love, power, and 
justice are separated from one another and oppose one another. In God’s new 
creation, that is, in the disclosure of the basic structure of consciousness in 
consciousness, the three are reunified.

Tillich reached the pinnacle of his success in the US in the 1950’s. In 1955 
he became University Professor at Harvard. He was a much sought-after 
speaker, receiving invitations to countless lectures and sermons. In 1957 the 
second volume of Systematic Theology was published.52 The book is devoted 

31 (2017), pp. 51–121, C. Danz, Textgeschichtliche Einleitung zur deutschen Übersetzung der 
Systematischen Theologie, in: P. Tillich, Systematische Theologie, Vol. I/II, Berlin/Boston 2017, 
pp. XV–LXV.
50  P. Tillich, The Courage to Be, in: idem, Religiöse Schriften (= MW V), Berlin/New York 
1988, pp. 141–230.
51  P. Tillich, Love, Power, and Justice, in: idem, Sozialphilosophische und ethische Schrif-
ten (= MW III), Berlin/New York 1998, pp. 583–650.
52  P. Tillich, Systematic Theology, Vol. II, Chicago 1957; Ger.: Systematische Theologie, Vol. 
2, Stuttgart 1958.



Paul Tillich Online. An Introduction to his Work   15

to Christology and consolidates the results of Tillich’s Christological thinking 
since the 1920’s. The central concept of his late Christology, the new being, 
dates back to his time in Germany. Tillich makes the concept into the point 
focus for his theology in his programmatic lecture “Das neue Sein als Zen-
tralbegriff einer christlichen Theologie” held in the Summer of 1954 at the 
Eranos Conference in Ascona and published one year later. His book Dynam-
ics of Faith, which was designed for a wider readership, was published in 
1957.53 Tillich treats a wide range of themes in the writings and lectures from 
this time period. He also returns to some of his earlier questions, such as his 
theory of symbols. In 1940 he published an English translation of his 1928 
article on symbols in the Journal of Liberal Religion, sparking criticism from 
the American side of the debate.54 Tillich responded in various articles, such 
as “Existential Analyses and Religious Symbols” published in 1956. Tillich 
sees in contemporary philosophy, literature, and art a turn toward existen-
tial questions that open up a new approach toward understanding religious 
symbols. “For religious symbols are partly a way of stating the same situation 
with which existential analyses are concerned; partly they are answers to the 
questions implied in the situation.” (AT 369)

Ever since his time in Dresden Tillich had followed an interest in psy-
choanalysis aided by his friend Heinrich Goesch. This was another topic that 
Tillich returned to in New York. In his 1960 article “The Impact of Psycho-
therapy on Theological Thought”, he pursues the question of the significance 
of psychotherapy for theology. Also in the 1960’s he continued to address 
cultural-theological topics such as art and architecture. At the opening of 
the eleventh conference for Protestant church architecture in June 1961 in 
Hamburg he held a lecture entitled “Zur Theologie der bildenden Kust und 
der Architektur”. With a view to the period following the First World War, 
Tillich writes, “I owe the honor of holding the opening lecture of this confer-
ence ultimately to an experience that occurred immediately after my return 
from the First World War in the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum in Berlin: I stood 
before one of Botticelli’s Madonnas. And in a moment that I can describe as 
nothing other than a moment of inspiration, I realized what a painting can 
reveal. It can reveal a new dimension of being, but only if it at the same time 
has the power to open up the corresponding level of the soul.” (AT 407)

53  P. Tillich, Dynamics of Faith, in: idem, Religiöse Schriften (= MW V), Berlin/New York 
1988, pp. 231–290. See also the new German translation: P. Tillich, Dynamik des Glaubens 
(Dynamics of Faith), ed. W. Schüßler (De Gruyter Texte), Berlin/Boston 2020.
54  P. Tillich, The Religious Symbol, in: Journal of Liberal Religion, Vol. 2, No. 1, 1940, pp. 
13–33. The text is included in: P. Tillich, Religionsphilosophische Schriften, ed. J. Clayton (= 
MW IV), Berlin/New York 1987, pp. 253–269.
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Tillich’s position as University Professor at Harvard ended in 1962, but 
in the same year he became John Nuveen Professor of Theology at the Uni-
versity of Chicago. In 1963 the third and final volume of Systematic Theology 
was published.55 In the final years of his life, Tillich turned more intensely 
to questions that he had dealt with at the beginning of his academic career, 
namely the history of religions and the place of Christianity among world 
religions. His work on the history of religions was now undergirded by per-
sonal contact with practitioners of non-Christian religions. From May to June 
1960 Tillich visited Japan and held intense conversations with adherents to 
Shintoism and Buddhism.56 At Chicago he held joint seminars with phenom-
enologist of religion Mircea Eliade. In his Bampton Lectures in 1963, “Chris-
tianity and the Encounter of the World Religions”, Tillich laid out once more 
his view of the place of Christianity among the world’s religions. The basis of 
his interpretation of the history of religions in these lectures is still his old 
idea of a history of revelation and its foundation in consciousness. From this 
basis arises the construction of religious types, which describe forms of the 
disclosedness of the general structure of consciousness in consciousness as 
well as their representation. These types, which represent performances of 
religion, both give structure to the diffuse boundaries of the field of religion 
as well as support interreligious dialogue. Tillich was convinced a religio-his-
torical typology could reveal foreign facets in one’s own religion and facets of 
one’s own religion in foreign religion. “If the Christian theologian discusses 
with the Buddhist priest the relation of the mystical and the ethical elements 
in both religions and, for instance, defends the priority of the ethical over 
the mystical, he discusses at the same time within himself the relationship 
of the two in Christianity. This produces (as I can witness) both seriousness 
and anxiety.” (AT 439) Even Tillich’s final lecture, “The Significance of the 
History of Religions for the Systematic Theologian”, held on 11 October 1965, 
was devoted to the problem of the religio-historical foundation of theology. 
The day after the lecture Tillich suffered a heart attack from which he never 
recovered. He died on 22 October 1965.

55  P. Tillich, Systematic Theology, Vol. III, Chicago 1953; Ger.: Systematische Theologie, Vol. 
3, Stuttgart 1966.
56  Cf. T. Fukai (ed.), Paul Tillich – Journey to Japan in 1960, Berlin/Boston 2013.


