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Anotace 

Tato práce analyzuje způsob, jakým používá německo-americký teolog Paul 

Tillich koncept „přijetí“ (acceptance) v kázáních ze svého amerického období. 

Pro Tillichovu teologii je příznačná snaha hledání nových pojmů, které podle 

jeho názoru lépe přiblíží obsah křesťanské zvěsti soudobým čtenářům. V této 

své snaze neváhá používat pojmy ze sféry filosofie, sociologie nebo 

psychologie. Tento přístup se velmi silně projevuje i v jeho kázáních a koncept 

„přijetí“ byl zvolen jako jeho modelový příklad: Tillich se jím snaží přiblížit 

tradiční luterské učení o ospravedlnění Boží milostí (sola gratia). Zároveň se 

ovšem tím, že „překládá“ tradiční teologické pojmy do jazyka obvyklého 

v jiných vědních oborech, vystavuje kritice a otázkám, nakolik je tato jeho 

snaha legitimní. Proto se tato práce zabývá i třemi hlavními způsoby kritiky 

Tillichova užití konceptu „přijetí“: (a) kritickou mířící proti „korelování“ 

teologie a psychologie, (b) kritikou zabývající se podstatou Tillichova učení o 

ospravedlnění/přijetí, (c) kritikou o přílišně aktivní či pasivní povaze „přijetí“ 

v Tillichově teologii. 
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Summary 

This thesis attempts to analyze the way in which German-American 

theologian Paul Tillich uses the notion of “acceptance” in sermons from his 

American period. Tillich’s theology is distinguished by his search for new 

terms that, according to his opinion, could better approximate the message of 

Christianity for contemporary readers. In this search he does not hesitate to use 

terms from the sphere of philosophy, sociology or psychology. This approach 

is strongly reflected also in his sermons and his use of “acceptance” was 

selected as its model example: Tillich uses “acceptance” to approximate 

traditional Lutheran teaching on justification by God’s grace (sola gratia). At 

the same time, as he “translates” traditional theological vocabulary into the 

language common in other disciplines, he exposes himself to criticism and 

questions regarding the legitimacy of his endeavour. Therefore, this thesis also 

deals with three main streams of criticism directed towards Tillich’s use of 

“acceptance”: (a) criticism of the “correlation” between theology and 

psychology, (b) criticism of the nature of Tillich’s teaching on 

justification/acceptance, (c) criticism of excessively active or passive nature of 

“acceptance” in Tillich’s theology.  
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Introduction 

Paul Tillich (1886-1965), a German-American theologian and a philosopher, is 

considered to be among the most important theologians of the 20
th

 century. In 

recent years, as Russell Re Manning notes, Tillich’s work is being rediscovered 

by scholars, “only to find that his impact on late twentieth-century theology has 

been more profound than expected”.
1
 A brief search among the recently 

published scholarly articles about Tillich reveals that this impact is not limited 

only to theology – his works have been studied and cited by philosophers, 

psychologists, religious scientists, cultural studies scholars and even 

economists.
2
 

This thesis is also a part of this renewed interest in Tillich, however its aim 

is substantially more modest than to provide any overall reinterpretation or 

evaluation of his work. The thesis’ scope is limited in three ways. First, 

regarding the topic: it focuses only on Tillich’s use of the notion of 

“acceptance”. Second, regarding the genre: limits itself only to one specific 

form of Tillich’s work, namely his sermons. And third, regarding the time 

period: among all the sermons by Tillich that have been published, it chooses 

only those belonging to his “American” period. 

Based on these limitations, the aim of the thesis is thus to explore and 

critically evaluate the theological significance and usage of the notion of 

“acceptance” in Paul Tillich’s American sermons. 

Let me conclude this introduction with a personal note. One of the greatest 

joys of studying theology for me is the ability to engage in it with a personal 

interest. Also the topic of this thesis was selected by me based on this interest – 

I still remember the first time I was reading Tillich’s sermons a few years ago 

                                                 
1
 Manning, “Preface”, in Manning (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Paul Tillich, xv. 

2
 As for the latest group of scholars listed, see for example Karen I. Vaughn’s paper 

“Theologians and Economic Philosophy: The Case of Paul Tillich and Protestant Socialism”, 

History of Political Economy 24(1), 1992, 1-29. 
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and how striking his ideas about acceptance were for me. I hope the present 

work reveals at least a part of my respect and admiration I have for their 

author. 

The rest of the thesis is structured as follows. In the first chapter, the 

importance of Tillich’s sermons in the context of his work is explored and the 

basic structure of the three books of his American sermons is outlined. The 

second chapter focuses on Tillich’s use of the notion of “acceptance” in these 

sermons. The third chapter tries to critically asses the theological significance 

of “acceptance” for Tillich. The final part summarizes the main findings of this 

thesis and concludes. 
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Chapter 1: Tillich’s Sermons 

Werner Schüßler in his account of Tillich’s life and work notes that “Tillich 

wrote only a very few books”.
3
 Besides his three-volume Systematic Theology 

published between 1951 and 1963, most of his other books consist of selection 

of articles, essays or sermons written or delivered in dialogue with his 

colleagues or critiques or at some special occasion. This is not coincidental – 

the topic of dialogue and the necessity of speaking “in context” are one of the 

main and recurring themes in Tillich’s work.
4
 When he tries to explain who is a 

theologian and what should he or she do, he recalls the verses of Paul the 

Apostle from 1 Cor 9:19-23 and claims that also “the theologian, in his 

theology, must become all things to all men”.
5
 This however does not mean 

that his highly contextual sermons can be treated as separated from the rest of 

his work. As Ermann Sturm claims in his article about Tillich’s sermons, 

“Tillich’s homiletic theory is firmly embedded in his understanding of 

systematic theology; even as a preacher, Tillich remained above all a 

systematic theologian.”
6
  

Thus, reading the sermons poses a specific challenge for the reader. On one 

hand, as they are rooted in Tillich’s systematic theology, one has to keep in 

mind “the bigger picture” of his theological system. On the other hand, as they 

are intentionally contextual, one has to be aware of the adjustments regarding 

the context in which the particular sermon was delivered. And it is precisely 

this combination of universal message presented in a contextualized form that 

                                                 
3
 Schüßler, “Tillich’s life and work”, in Manning (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Paul 

Tillich, 14. 
4
 See O’Neill, Tillich, 1. 

5
 Tillich, “The Theologian (Part II)”, in The Shaking of the Foundations, 123. Emphasis 

original. Tillich does not use inclusive language and this has been respected in direct 

quotations from his works.   
6
 Ermann Sturm, “‘First, read my sermons!’ Tillich as Preacher”, in Manning (ed.), The 

Cambridge Companion to Paul Tillich, 105. 
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will allow us to use the sermons to demonstrate how Tillich uses his notion of 

“acceptance” to speak about old theological ideas and doctrines. 

Tillich himself was aware of the importance of sermons in the context of his 

work and the specific role they play – when asked, what is the best introduction 

to his work, Tillich would allegedly usually respond: “First, read my 

sermons.”
7
 This is also consistent with the attention he paid to pastoral care in 

general. As we shall see later, he thought that the main objective of pastoral 

care is what he called “healing”. But it cannot be substituted for health care or 

psychological treatment, because it mediates unique healing power. Also, the 

nature of pastoral care is necessarily universal (no one can take care of him- or 

herself alone in every respect and everyone exercises some form of care for 

others) and necessarily mutual (the one providing pastoral care also receives it, 

otherwise the care turns into humiliating subject-object relationship).
8
 

Preaching also allowed him to reach new audience, especially among 

American university students. Tillich is quoted by Schüßler as saying: 

“Speeches and essays can be like screws, drilling into untouched rocks […]. 

My attempts to relate all cultural realms to the religious centre had to use this 

method.”
9
   

Tillich’s career as a preacher can be according to Sturm divided in three 

distinct periods: (a) his early (pre-war) parish sermons, delivered between 1909 

and 1914, when he was working as a preacher in the suburbs of Berlin, (b) “the 

battlefield sermons”, delivered between 1914 and 1918, when Tillich 

volunteered as an army chaplain in the World War I, (c) his late, or 

“American”, sermons, given during different occasions, usually as an invited 

preacher in academic environment in the United States of America between 

                                                 
7
 Schüßler, “Tillich’s life and work”, in Manning (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Paul 

Tillich, 12. 
8
 Tillich, “The Theology of Pastoral Care”, Pastoral Psychology 10(7), 1959, 21-26. 

9
 Schüßler, “Tillich’s life and work”, in Manning (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Paul 

Tillich, 15. 
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1933 and 1965.
10

 We will focus only on the third period. The reasons for this 

limitation is threefold. First, these sermons represent “mature” Tillich. They 

were written in the same time as his most important systematic work 

(Systematic Theology) and they seem to be most important for our 

observations of Tillich’s attempt to invent new theological speech, since it is in 

these sermons where “Tillich is most clearly speaking as a theologian […] to 

the new situation of the ‘sacred void’, characteristic of mid-twentieth-century 

humanity”.
11

 Second, they represent the best known part of Tillich’s homiletic 

work and as such had the greatest impact on other theologians as well as on 

Tillich’s perception by later authors – Tillich cannot be understood without 

them. And third, they were written and delivered in English, so, given the 

language constraints of the author of this thesis, the risk of mistranslation 

and/or misunderstanding is relatively smaller. 

Finally, one more caveat regarding the corpus of the American sermons 

should be noted. Although the three books that are used in the rest of this text 

were published during Tillich’s life and under his supervision, they do not 

represent the whole body of sermons he had delivered during his life in the 

United States. As Jan Štefan writes, the process of selection for publication was 

based on the popularity of the sermons among the audience (mainly university 

students, who themselves also participated on preparing the sermons for 

publication): “The printed sermons thus do reflect the echo and reactions of 

their first listeners; the sermons that did not achieve this response were not 

selected for publication by Tillich.”
12

 In other words, what we have is a pre-

selected collection of sermons. That would be certainly limiting if we were 

trying to assess the homiletic work of Tillich as a whole. But, for our present 

                                                 
10

 Sturm, “‘First read my sermons!’ Tillich as Preacher”, in Manning (ed.), The Cambridge 

Companion to Paul Tillich, 109. 
11

 Ibid. 
12

 Štefan, Karl Barth a ti druzí, 329. 
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purpose, we can also see this fact as an advantage: because this pre-selection 

reflects the “popularity” of the sermons, it can tell us what topics did Tillich’s 

listeners consider important for their lives. And as we shall see, the theme of 

“acceptance” is certainly among them. 

 

* * * 

 

The total of 61 sermons
13

 from the American period were published in three 

separate books: The Shaking of the Foundations (1948), The New Being (1955) 

and The Eternal Now (1963).
14

 We shall now turn to each of them for a brief 

survey of their content. 

 

1.1. The Shaking of the Foundations 

The first of the collections of Tillich’s American sermons, published in 1948, 

takes its name from the first sermon on several texts from Jeremiah and Isaiah 

– even the title itself is borrowed from Isaiah 24,18. Tillich applies them to the 

situation of the world after the nuclear weapons were used for the first time. 

For the first time in the history human kind has the power to destroy the whole 

planet and all its life. This represents a serious shock for modern mentality, 

drunk with the idea of “infinite progress,” “universal peace” and “happiness for 

everyone”.
15

 In a way, this sermon provides the ground for all the subsequent 

texts: no matter how optimistic Tillich is in them, there are always some dark 

                                                 
13

 The actual number of sermons is bigger, however, because some of the sermons were 

delivered consecutively in parts and some of them probably also during different occasions in 

various forms. Since the information about when each particular sermon was delivered is not 

available, I count each chapter of each of the books as one sermon (despite the fact that it can 

have several parts and from the content it is obvious that these parts were delivered at different 

moments). 
14

 Further referred to as SF (The Shaking of the Foundations), NB (The New Being) and EN 

(The Eternal Now). 
15

 Tillich, SF, 5. 
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overtones in the background, reminding the reader of the breaking event of 

World War II and its cataclysmic conclusion. But for Tillich this is not a source 

of despair – as neither was the destruction of Jerusalem a source of despair for 

the prophets. He interprets these events as a reminder that anything from the 

world is transient and changeable and that we should, through this transience 

and change, see the Eternal.
16

 

He further elaborates on this idea of “living in two orders” – the human, 

political and historical order; and the divine, eternal order – in subsequent 

sermons. However, he does not fall in the trap of dualism, for he presents 

human beings as belonging and living in both of these orders. People are able 

to conceive that which transcends them and participate on it. For Tillich, these 

two orders are necessarily and inseparably related: “What is new in the 

prophets and in Christianity, beyond all paganism, old and new, is that the 

eternal order reveals itself in the historical order.”
17

 For Christians, the figure 

of Jesus Christ represents such a break-through of the divine into the human 

order, as is most visible in the “paradox of the beatitudes”. They seem so 

paradoxical to us precisely because they represent different reality than that 

creating our, human world.
18

 Other sermons also work with the idea of two 

orders, each in a bit different yet mutually consistent way – with the general 

message of the transitoriness of our life and the need to search for deeper, 

eternal base of our existence. 

The most important part of this book for our purposes is the sermon “You 

Are Accepted” (Chapter 19), which we will deal with in detail later. 

                                                 
16

 Tillich, SF, 11. 
17

 Tillich, SF, 23. 
18

 Tillich, SF, 27. 
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Each of the chapters/sermons (with one exception) is introduced with a 

biblical quotation.
19

 The single most used biblical book is Isaiah (used 7 times; 

other Old Testament prophets 3 times), followed by Psalms (used 5 times) and 

the Letter to Romans (also 5 times). This selection reveals Tillich’s focus on 

prophetic books and topics, which is understandable given the immediate post-

war context in which these sermons were written – the time during which the 

foundations of the world were shaken. 

 

1.2. The New Being 

The second collection of American sermons was published in 1955. Unlike the 

previous one, dealing with the “shaking of the foundations” during the war, the 

New Being focuses on, so to speak, “post-war reconstruction”. Just the title of 

the very first sermon in this book, “To Whom Much Is Forgiven”, speaks for 

itself. After the horrors of the war, we need to (re)discover the principles on 

which we should base the post-war world, our “New Being”. In the 

homonymous sermon, introduced by a quote from Apostle Paul’s letter to 

Galatians 6,15, from which the phrase “new being” comes, we meet the 

familiar topic of two orders. But this time Tillich speaks not only about living 

within them, but he puts emphasis on our active participation on the divine 

order – on our creation of the New Being: “The New Creation—this is our 

ultimate concern; this should be our infinite passion—the infinite passion of 

every human being.”
20

 This New Being, or New Creation, can be achieved 

through three principles: reconciliation, reunion and resurrection. In all of 

them, the motivating power is love. The themes of reconciliation, healing and 

                                                 
19

 According to Sturm (“‘First read my sermons!’ Tillich as Preacher”, in Manning (ed.), 

The Cambridge Companion to Paul Tillich, 109), Tillich was choosing the topic of his sermons 

(and the corresponding biblical passage) not according to liturgical prescriptions, but freely by 

his own deliberation. 
20

 Tillich, NB, 19. 
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love are dominant in the rest of the book as well. Tillich speaks about the 

power of love as the nature of God (Chapter 3), about the “golden rule” of 

loving one’s neighbour (Chapter 4), about the power of love to heal (Chapter 

5), “wasting” one’s resources and life motivated by love to others (Chapter 6) 

and about the impossibility of separating us from love of God by the forces and 

powers of the created world (Chapter 7). The next chapters are loosely 

connected through the topics of truth, wisdom and joy. Love returns again in 

Chapter 22 (“Love Is Stronger than Death”) as a prelude to the final chapter of 

the book, in which Tillich preaches about “universal salvation”. 

 The shift in focus between the first and this second collection can be also 

demonstrated on the texts used as introductions to each of the 

chapters/sermons. In this collection, the single most used biblical book is the 

Gospel according to John (used as introduction 5 times; plus First Letter of 

John 3 times), followed by the Gospel according to Matthew and Luke (each 

used 4 times). Unlike in the previous case, here the focus is on the New 

Testament and mainly on the texts associated with John, the apostle who 

proclaimed that “God is love” (1 John 4,16).  

 

1.3. The Eternal Now 

The last of the collection of Tillich’s American sermons was published in 

1963, two years before his death. In the preface to this volume Tillich notes 

that “the title ‘The Eternal Now,’ taken from a sermon in the second section of 

the book, indicates that the presence of the Eternal in the midst of the temporal 

is a decisive emphasis in most of the sermons”.
21

 So again we meet the division 

between two orders, the temporal, human; and the eternal, divine. Besides this 

general unifying theme, the topics of particular sermons are quite diverse and 

reflect the variety of Tillich’s preaching engagements in this period of his life: 

                                                 
21

 Tillich, EN, 4. 
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loneliness, forgetting, inequality, sin, healing, environmental issues, relation of 

people to God, salvation and various qualities of Christian life (strength, 

maturity, wisdom, thankfulness). 

Also when looking at the biblical texts used as introductions to the 

chapters/sermons, no clear message can be discerned. The single most used 

biblical book is the Gospel according to Matthew (4 times), but when we look 

at the passages quoted we see that most of them are rather short (one or two 

sentences) and are not specific only for Matthew. Besides that Paul’s letters are 

used often (in total 6 times, out of which 1 Cor two times). 

 

* * * 

 

After this brief survey of the whole body of Tillich’s published American 

sermons we can conclude that in the case of the first two volumes we can see a 

clear influence of the situation in which these sermons were written: the first 

volume reflects largely on the experience of war, while the second one 

considers the post-war situation and looks into the future. The third volume is 

the most diverse, reflecting various situations in which the sermons were 

delivered.
22

 Despite the variety of topics, we can find certain recurring themes, 

among which the theme of the “two orders” is the most prevalent. In a way, the 

whole homiletic work of Paul Tillich in this period could be interpreted as 

various examples of how the divine order breaks into the human order and 

what is the human position and task in relation to both. This theme, as we shall 

see in the next chapter, will also be important for Tillich’s use of the notion of 

                                                 
22

 Sturm also notes there is a correlation between the three books of sermons and three 

volumes of Tillich’s Systematic Theology, published simultaneously with them (Sturm, “‘First 

read my sermons!’ Tillich as Preacher”, in Manning (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Paul 

Tillich, 112). 
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“acceptance” – as a dynamic relation between the human and the Divine order, 

between human beings and God. 
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Chapter 2: Tillich on “Acceptance” 

The only sermon in the American period in which Tillich addresses the topic of 

“acceptance” most explicitly is his famous sermon “You Are Accepted”, 

published as Chapter 19 of the Shaking of the Foundations. Our understanding 

of the topic must therefore start there. After summarizing the content of this 

crucial sermon, we then turn to Tillich’s  other sermons to illustrate how the 

idea of grace as acceptance permeates his entire published homiletic work from 

the American period. In doing this, we will follow the structure delineated in 

the sermon “You Are Accepted”: first, we will deal with one’s relations to the 

“Ground of being”, then with one’s relations to one’s self, and, finally, with 

one’s relations to other people. 

 

2.1. “You Are Accepted” 

Tillich’s sermon on acceptance starts with a quote from the letter of Apostle 

Paul to the Romans 5,20.
23

 For Tillich, these words “summarize his [Paul’s] 

apostolic experience, his religious message as a whole, and the Christian 

understanding of life”.
24

 There is therefore no doubt that for Tillich this 

passage was of crucial importance, which is not surprising given his Lutheran 

background. By using this quote as an introduction to his sermon on 

acceptance, Tillich makes clear that the notion of acceptance is for him closely 

related to more traditional notions of law, sin and grace, which all are featured 

in this brief quotation of Paul. 

Tillich shows certain hesitance in using this scriptural quote and also in 

using these “big” theological concepts. He claims that they are “are so well-

known”, but at the same time “during the centuries they have received 

                                                 
23

 In the translation used by Tillich: “Moreover the law entered, that the offence might 

abound. But where sin abounded, grace did much more abound.” 
24

 Tillich, SF, 153. 
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distorting connotations, and have lost so much of their genuine power” so that 

it is not sure, whether we should or should not use them at all.
25

 He 

nevertheless immediately rejects the idea of replacing these terms with some 

other, claiming that any replacement of terms as crucial as “sin” or “grace” is 

going to fail.
26

 What he suggests instead of replacing them is to “rediscover 

their meaning” by rediscovering the roots of these concepts in the “depth of our 

human existence”.
27

 It is in this depth where these words are conceived and 

where they gain their power. This power must be rediscovered by each 

generation – simply talking about “sin” or “grace” without experiencing them 

does not do justice to them and without this experiential content these words 

become only empty shells. 

Tillich starts rediscovering the meaning of “sin” first. Sin for him “does not 

mean an immoral act” and “should never be used in the plural”.
28

 The word 

that he suggests as its contemporary correlate is “separation”. Separation, 

claims Tillich, is “an aspect of the experience of everyone”
29

 and it takes three 

forms: separation from other people, separation from one’s self, and separation 

of people from the “Ground of Being”.
30

 This separation is a universal fact of 

everything that exists, but only human beings are aware of it. As a result, not 

only that we suffer like other creatures because we are separated from 

something we should be united with, but only we know why we suffer. And 

because of that, we also feel guilt. “Separation which is fate and guilt 

constitutes the meaning of the word ‘sin’”.
31

 In other words, sin should be, 

according to Tillich, treated more as a “state” than an “act”. 

                                                 
25

 Tillich, SF, 153. 
26

 Tillich, SF, 153. 
27

 Tillich, SF, 154. 
28

 Tillich, SF, 154. Emphasis original. 
29

 Tillich, SF, 154. 
30

 Tillich, SF, 155. 
31

 Tillich, SF, 155. Emphasis original. 
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The notion of “grace” is treated analogically, for these two terms are bound 

together. Grace is by Tillich seen as “unity of life”.
32

 He rejects such notions of 

grace that would parallel it with kindness of a divine king and father and his 

willingness to overcome weaknesses of his subjects and children. Such notion 

of grace is not, in Tillich’s eyes, compatible with human dignity. Also the idea 

of grace as some “magic power” does not appeal to him – it has no significance 

for practical life. It is neither benevolence, nor mere gifts one receives from 

nature or society. Grace is more than all these things – grace contains an 

element of overcoming something and it appears in spite of something: “in 

spite of separation and estrangement”.
33

 For the first time in this sermon Tillich 

uses the word “acceptance” in connection with grace: “Grace is the acceptance 

of that which is rejected.”
34

 Grace has transformative power – it changes fate 

into meaningful destiny, guilt into confidence and courage. 

All these words gain their meaning from experience and it is everyone’s 

experience of the threefold separation to which Tillich turns next. It is 

inevitable that people are separated from each other, because no one, despite 

one’s closeness to and love for another person, is able to “penetrate the hidden 

centre of another individual”.
35

 If we were to try to expose our innermost core 

to someone else, we risk losing our own identity. We would become too 

vulnerable, we would be “without form or strength, a self without self, merely 

an object of contempt and abuse”.
36

 The most tragic result of this separation for 

Tillich is the animosity between various social groups and nations, leading to 

events such as World War II. 

Similarly as we are separated from others, we are also separated from 

ourselves. Traditional moral teaching, based on rejection of some central 

                                                 
32

 Tillich, SF, 155. 
33

 Tillich, SF, 156. 
34

 Tillich, SF, 156. 
35

 Tillich, SF, 157. 
36

 Tillich, SF, 157. 
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bodily drives, has partly contributed to this separation. “We are wont to 

condemn self-love”, but we should condemn the opposite: self-contempt.
37

 

Without proper love of one’s self, one cannot love the other. Tillich here refers 

to Apostle Paul again, pointing out the consistency of some of his statements 

with the findings of modern psychology. Paul according to him also 

experienced the split between unconscious life and conscious personality – 

wanting to do good, but ending up doing evil instead. Paul calls this condition 

“sin”; Tillich sees its basis in his separation from his own self. 

Both of these kinds of separations are, however, only a result of the third, 

most fundamental separation: estrangement from the “Ground of our being”, 

from “the origin and aim of our life”.
38

 Tillich’s wording suggests causal 

relationship: we are separated from others and ourselves because we are 

separated from the Ground of our being. Similarly as we cannot escape 

ourselves and others, we cannot escape the Ground of our being. This is the 

ultimate ground of sin for Tillich: the paradox of being separated, yet being 

unable to escape. Not even death is a solution, for we are bound to the Ground 

of our being for all eternity. If this was the ultimate state, the necessary result 

would be despair, “the sickness unto death”.
39

  

However, this is not the end. Tillich recalls Paul and his conversion 

experience. When his separation from other people, himself and God was the 

greatest, Paul “found himself accepted in spite of his being rejected”.
40

 Paul 

was “struck by grace”, he was accepted by God. This acceptance overcame his 

estrangement and as a result he “was able to accept himself and to be 

reconciled to others”.
41

 Grace is for Tillich something external and he warns 
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people against trying to induce it. The result would be the opposite – if we 

accept God and Christ without grace, just by our own decision in the state of 

separation, it leads to even greater separation. Transformation of our lives by 

grace “happens; or it does not happen”.
42

 It usually comes in the time of the 

greatest despair. Tillich describes the experience of grace in the following 

much-quoted passage: 

 

“Sometimes at that moment [of great despair] a wave of light 

breaks into our darkness, and it is as through a voice were saying: 

‘You are accepted. You are accepted, accepted by that which is 

greater than you, and the name of which you do not know. Do not 

ask for the name now; perhaps you will find it later. Do not try to 

do anything now; perhaps later you will do much. Do not seek for 

anything; do not perform anything; do not intend anything. Simply 

accept the fact that you are accepted!’”
43

 

 

The experience of grace is thus to a large extent passive – we are accepted. 

But at the same time not entirely passive – we ourselves have to accept that we 

are accepted. This is the only thing that is required from us. Once we accept 

this acceptance, the acceptance becomes transformative – we realize we belong 

to the same accepting Ground of being as other people and we are able to 

accept them despite all their shortcomings. We are also able to accept ourselves 

despite our own shortcomings. So the acceptance by that “which is greater than 

we”
44

 allows us to reconcile with ourselves and the world. The power of grace, 

the power of acceptance, is thus greater than any power of separation. 

 

* * * 
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Even from this brief summary of Tillich’s crucial sermon we can conclude one 

important thing: “acceptance” is for Tillich a relational concept with several 

dimensions. Therefore, in order to understand his use of acceptance fully, we 

need to explore its relational nature along its all three dimensions – in relation 

to the “Ground of being”, in relation to one’s self and in relation to other 

people. 

 

2.2. Relation to the “Ground of being” 

As we have noted, one of the key characterizing features of Tillich’s thought 

reflected in his American homilies is his idea of “living in two orders”. While 

the relations with one’s self and with other people take place in the first, 

human, historical order, we are at the same time related to what transcends us, 

to the Ground of our being, to that which is our ultimate concern. “Man 

transcends everything in the historical order,” claims Tillich, and the “infinite 

within him is touched” when one “listens to the prophetic word, when he hears 

of the everlasting God”.
45

 The divine order is “always coming”; one can never 

grasp it, but only “can be grasped by it”.
46

 The continuous presence of the 

Divine can be seen as undesirable by many, and many indeed try to escape it. 

Tillich in this connection uses Psalm 139, where the author tries to escape from 

the all-knowing Lord, and concludes that such escape is vain. As he says, every 

psychiatrist or confessor would confirm that people do not want to be known: 

there is “tremendous force of resistance in each personality against even 

trifling self-revelation”.
47

 But God’s inescapable presence is God’s defining 

element: “only that which is inescapable is God”.
48

 But we can realize this 

nature of God only by trying to escape it – thus the attempt to escape, 
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somewhat paradoxically, helps us to experience the true nature of God. The 

continuous tension and an urge to flee God’s presence also assure us that this 

God is “the God who is truly God”: we would not feel this urge in front of 

“comfortable God” of our own creation.
49

 In their flight from God, people have 

also tried to construe their own heavens, heavens “without the judging presence 

of the Divine Face”. But also these have always been only a utopia, “no place”, 

and all such attempts must fail.
50

 The traditional notions of “Divine 

Omnipresence” and “Divine Omniscience” that are often used in this context 

are not very fortunate, continues Tillich. They give us an idea of God as “a 

thing with superhuman qualities”.
51

 But that is misleading – God cannot be 

thought of as “a thing”. What is meant by these concepts is that nothing that we 

think or do will remain hidden. In this we can possibly again see Tillich’s 

inspiration in psychology: whatever we try to burry in the depth of our souls, 

will nevertheless be reflected in the way we think and act, even if 

subconsciously: “Omniscience means that our mystery is manifest. 

Omnipresence means that our privacy is public.”
52

 

God is not a thing or an object. Yet the concept of a personal God suggests 

God is a person to which we can have a personal relationship. Tillich tries to 

avoid the “objectification” of God. He advises his listeners who are struggling 

with this problem to “translate” their talk about God in different terms. He 

suggests, as we have seen, the “Ground of being”, or several other terms, such 

as “the depths of your life”, “source of your being”, “your ultimate concern”, 

or “what you take seriously without any reservation”.
53

 Such depth is in each of 

us, although only some would call it “God”. It is in this depth where we can be 

true to ourselves, where our most hidden intentions and thoughts are judged. 
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There we know whether we are true, or not. There we can be “grasped by a 

peace which is above reason […]. The true – namely the truth of our life and of 

our existence – has grasped us.”
54

 We cannot earn it or deserve it – we are 

grasped regardless of our own merits. 

Perhaps somewhat surprisingly for a theologian, Tillich criticizes the notion 

of “religion”. The crucial problem of religion is in his eyes its association with 

law and its imposition of various requirements on its believers. So it distorts 

our relationship to the “Ground of our being”. Our striving to meet all these 

requirements imposed by religion and religious authorities, he asserts, is quite 

the opposite to what Jesus wanted to achieve – “Jesus is not the creator of 

another religion, but the victor over religion; He is not the maker of another 

law, but the conqueror of the law.”
55

 The message of Christianity for Tillich is 

not in meeting the requirements of Christianity: 

 

“Forget all Christian morals, your achievements and your failures, 

when you come to Him [Jesus]. Nothing is demanded of you – no 

idea of God, and no goodness in yourself, not your being religious, 

not your being Christian, not your being wise, not your being 

moral. But what is demanded is only your being open and willing 

to accept what is given to you […].”
56

 

 

The power of Jesus is liberating power. Tillich compares Jesus with 

Puritans, who are in their attitudes similar to Pharisees. They must be shocked 

by Jesus’ approach towards the sinners of his times. Both would require the 

sinners to overcome their sinfulness first in order to be loved, but Tillich points 

out that Jesus’ approach is based on the opposite causality. Tillich uses the 

biblical story of Jesus’ feet being washed by a sinful woman (Luke 7,36-47) as 
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an illustration of this approach: “It is not the love of the woman that brings her 

forgiveness, but it is the forgiveness she has received that creates her love.”
57

 

Sinners are forgiven by God whose forgiveness is unconditional. But people 

often refuse to accept such a great gift. Some feel humiliated by it and want to 

contribute something – and because they cannot contribute anything positive, 

they try to contribute at least something negative, “the pain of self-accusation 

and self-rejection”. Because these people see that their good deeds play no role 

in their acceptance by God and that God does not punish them, they try to 

punish themselves. But this is contrary to forgiveness: “genuine forgiveness is 

participation, reunion overcoming the powers of estrangement”, not 

punishment, nor release from punishment.
58

 

Our exploration of the nature of relation to the “Ground of our being” could 

not be complete without considering the nature of the relation itself. Because 

we cannot flee from this Ground, nor can we abandon our ultimate concern, we 

are eternally exposed to it. This would be impossible to stand for anyone, had 

we not known that the nature of God is love: “God knows me, because He 

loves me. […] It is a seeing love, a knowing love, a love that looks through 

into the depth of the Heart of God, and into the depth of our hearts.”
59

  We 

cannot love if we feel rejected, even if this rejection is done in righteousness. 

Any judgment implies hostility in those who are judged towards those who 

judge them. The image of a judging God is also a source of hostility. Many 

people and even many Christians do not love God – they only fear God. They 

do not feel God’s grace, because they do not feel accepted by God. The result 

is often that people try to reject such a God – a law-giving and judging God, 

whose nature is righteousness, but not love.
60

 How crucial is the term 
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“acceptance” for Tillich is also indicated by the fact that the love of God, the 

nature of God’s relation to all creation, is by Tillich again defined in the terms 

of this concept: “For the love of God means that God accepts him who knows 

that he is unacceptable.”
61

  

This distorted image of a wrathful and judging God is one of the main 

sources of a revolt against God for Tillich. Because he claims that the “Ground 

of being” or “ultimate concern” are universally applicable to any human being, 

he must somehow incorporate those who think their escape from God has been 

successful – the atheists. Tillich does so in the following way: for him “even 

the atheists stand in God – namely, that power out of which they live, the truth 

for which they grope, and the ultimate meaning of life in which they believe”.
62

 

Perhaps they refuse to speak about this “ultimate meaning” in theistic terms, 

but they still mean the same reality as Christians speaking about God. For 

Tillich there is no place “outside of God” – God is not something “to be argued 

for or against” because God is “nearer to us than we ourselves” and we cannot 

step outside from the relation with God.
63

 Some people claim that they have 

never encountered God, nor heard God’s word. But this cannot not the case. 

According to Tillich, God speaks to everyone without distinction. It is the 

ability to “perceive something ultimate” that makes human beings human. 

“Human existence is never without that which breaks vertically into it.”
64

  

Tillich’s “translation” of the usual theological terminology into less 

conventional terms borrowed from psychology (such as treating “grace” in 

terms of “acceptance”) is noticeable also when he speaks about Jesus and his 

role. In Tillich’s system, Jesus, of whom traditional theology speaks as 
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“Saviour”, is treated primarily as a “healer”.
65

 He refers to many instances of 

Jesus healing someone in the Bible and he interprets these cases of healing in 

connection to Jesus forgiving the sin of those healed: for Tillich, the physical 

diseases these people suffered were caused by their mental problems (or in 

other words, were of psychosomatic nature), because body and soul are an 

inseparable unity. He regrets that most of these stories were in the history of 

Christianity often interpreted as superstitious miracles, not instances of 

healing.
66

 Tillich, in his de-mythologizing approach, stresses the continuity 

between Jesus’ healing and modern psychology and reminds us that Jesus’ 

healing was always preceded by the forgiveness of sin: “We are told how 

Jesus, knowing this, pronounces to the paralytic first the forgiveness of his sins 

and then his regained health.”
67

 This message is extremely urgent for our time, 

as our medicine can deal with physical symptoms and diseases quite well, but 

usually leaves aside the mental or psychological roots of these diseases. And 

even worse – some people today escape to mental illness because they cannot 

withstand the pressure of our world, driven by unceasing competition and its 

orientation on success, creating anxiety that often turns into a disease.
68

 There 

are also limits to healing: if those who should be healed refuse to be healed: 

“Without the desire for delivery from the evil one there is no liberation; 

without longing for the healing power, no healing!”
69

 Sometimes healing is 

refused because people are afraid of liberation, afraid of the “man’s heaviest 

burden: that of making responsible decisions”.
70

 Nevertheless, even in this case 
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the relation to the “Ground of being” is not severed – one is still offered grace, 

one is still accepted – the only thing one has to do is to accept this acceptance. 

 

2.3. Relation to one’s self 

Tillich’s sermons are replete with references to one’s relation to one’s self. 

Almost in every sermon he feels the need to stress that one must be in proper 

relation to one’s self. As we have seen in our treatment of his sermon “You Are 

Accepted”, he – unlike many theologians at this time or even today – is not 

afraid to speak about self-love – but not in condemning terms, as is often the 

case in Christianity, but in affirmation. We have already noted that he did not 

fall prey to Pauline dualism, but insisted on treating body and soul as one unity, 

as can be seen for example by decreasing the difference between physical and 

mental illness, which he saw as connected. We cannot say that only certain part 

of us (for example, the body) is sinful, while the rest is not. A human being is a 

unity of both body and soul: “Our whole being, every cell of our body, and 

every movement of our mind is both flesh and spirit, subjected to the power of 

sin and resisting its power.”
71

 So when Tillich speaks about the “self”, we need 

to keep in mind that it does not refer only to one’s psyche, but to one’s body 

too. 

The link between one’s acceptance by the “Ground of being”, by the Divine 

and the Transcendent, and one’s acceptance of one’s self is direct for Tillich. 

No one who feels rejected by God can properly love one’s self. We may try to 

appease this rejecting authority by increasing our obedience of its orders, but 

we likely fail. If we fail, we start to look for the source of our failure not in the 

authority’s orders, but in ourselves. And because we realize our imperfections, 

we start to hate ourselves. We no longer see the problem in the orders or rules 
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that we cannot meet, but in our own weaknesses. Thus our striving for 

perfection has its dark side: our hostility towards ourselves, our disgust over 

ourselves, our self-rejection. This must also be the case when we try to appease 

God. Because we believe God is perfection itself, we cannot compare with 

God. We must fail in this comparison. We try to obey religious orders and 

requirements that we believe must be met in order for us to be “good 

Christians”, but we fail again, for no one can fulfil all the requirements that 

people created in their belief such practice is required by God. Religious 

asceticism can be, according to Tillich, not motivated by love of God, but by 

fear of God and resulting self-hate of those who are trying to mortify 

themselves. The ascetics require “moral obedience, inhuman self-control and 

asceticism, devotion to man and things beyond our possibilities, surrender to 

ideas and duties beyond our power, unlimited self-negation, and unlimited self-

perfection”.
72

 We are constantly reminded of our imperfection by our spiritual 

guides or superiors, perhaps with the good intention to do something about it. 

But because we are by our nature estranged from the “Ground of our being”, 

there are limits to what we can do on our own. If these limits are reached, we 

must be frustrated by our inability to do anything about our imperfections. The 

result in this situation is not improvement, but denial. The more we are 

reminded of how imperfect we are by the ascetics, the less we want to see it. 

We try to hide it in front of ourselves. But when we are finally forced to see it, 

the result is not our acceptance of it, but our hate towards ourselves, towards 

those who made us see it. “Not in love but in hate are we united with ourselves, 

and perhaps we want to deprive ourselves of our eyes like Œdipus […]”.
73

  

Because the roots of this state are in our belief that we are judged and 

rejected by God, we cannot overcome this state by ourselves. Even if we tried, 
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we would be only dealing with the symptoms (our self-hate), not with the cause 

(our presumed rejection by God) and, once again, we would fail. As Tillich 

puts it, “break the power of sin by the power of good will has been described 

by Paul as the attempt to fulfil the law, the law in our mind, in our innermost 

self that is the law of God”.
74

 No matter how hard we try, we must end in 

despair. This is why the solution must come from God – by God’s accepting us 

despite our unacceptability. This “reunion overcoming estrangement”
75

 

provides us with a ground to feel secure about ourselves. If we accept God’s 

acceptance, if we reunite with the “Ground of our being” – only then we can 

also accept ourselves despite all our shortcomings. Tillich describes this 

experience of reunification in the following words: 

 

“Then one has the astonishing experience of feeling reunited with 

one’s self, not in pride and false self-satisfaction, but in a deep self-

acceptance. One accepts one’s self as something which is eternally 

important, eternally loved, eternally accepted. The disgust at one’s 

self, the hatred of one’s self has disappeared.”
76

 

 

This, of course, does not meant that we would stop being sinful or that our 

weaknesses and separation from God would cease to exist. All this is still there, 

but it does not control us anymore. Our sin, our separation is not forgotten, but 

it is forgiven, it is overcome. “For forgiveness means reconciliation in spite of 

estrangement; it means reunion in spite of hostility; it means acceptance of 

those who are unacceptable, and it means reception of those who are 

rejected.”
77

 Note the repeated use of “in spite of” – the underlying condition of 

separation and hostility are still there, but they are embraced, and thus 

                                                 
74

 Tillich, EN, 22. 
75

 Tillich, EN, 21. 
76

 Tillich, NB, 22. 
77

 Tillich, NB, 7-8. 



 

32 

overcome. This passage nicely shows the tension on which Tillich builds his 

theological construction. We are accepted, despite being unacceptable. He does 

not say that we would be accepted because we would make ourselves 

acceptable: acceptance comes first, our acceptability comes second, as its 

result. The first step is always God’s. 

This also shows the difference between the experience of reunification and 

any psychological self-scrutiny or psychological therapy. They certainly share 

common points in that they help us find way into our depth and, if done with 

honesty, can lead us to discover truths about ourselves. But even the best 

psychotherapy “cannot guide us to the deepest ground of our being and of all 

being, the depth of life itself”, which is called God.
78

 Our mind and our spirit 

certainly play a role in this search for the Depth – but they themselves are not 

enough. “Our spirit, that is, our natural mind, our thought, our will, our 

emotions, the whole of our interior life, cannot give us the certainty that we are 

the children of God.”
79

 Despite all our achievements, we need “God Who is 

Spirit” to overcome our separation. This, as Tillich does not forget to note, 

does not mean that he (or Apostle Paul, on whom he comments) would 

depreciate human nature. All Paul was trying to say, claims Tillich, was the 

fact that we need Spirit to “bear witness” of our connection with God.
80

 

Does this emphasis on the Spirit, one person of the Christian Trinity, 

however mean that only Christians can be fully reunited with the “Ground of 

being” and, eventually, accept themselves? Are others to remain in the state of 

despair, until their eventual conversion to Christianity? Not necessarily, says 

Tillich. As we noted above, the search for the “ultimate concern” or “Ground 

of being” is open to anyone who is willing to do it with all seriousness. The 

Spirit also works within all people. It gives them joy, yet also throws them in 
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despair over the emptiness of their lives. But the Spirit is present and works in 

anyone and anyone can receive from the Spirit “the certainty that life has 

accepted you just when you felt totally rejected, and when you rejected 

yourself totally”.
81

 

 

2.4. Relation to others 

“Acceptance” is for Tillich a relational phenomenon, but it does not happen 

only between a person, a person’s self and the “Ground of being”, but it has a 

social dimension as well. What needs to be overcome in this case is the 

separation and estrangement among human beings and among them and the 

rest of creation. This separation has, so to speak, two causes. First, every 

human being is embodied. It is the borders of one’s body that separate us from 

the outer world and other people. The second reason for this separation is the 

impossibility to fully penetrate the thoughts of another person. Both of these 

separations are inevitable, yet both of them can be attempted to be overcome. 

The separation between two people is, according to Tillich, present in the 

narrative of creation in the Book of Genesis. By creating Eve from the body of 

Adam, the editor(s) of Genesis try to suggest that “originally there was no 

bodily separation between man and woman; in the beginning they were one”.
82

 

After their fall, the first human beings realize their strangeness and God 

addresses them separately. Despite this separation, they long for each other and 

want to overcome it. The creation of the woman thus did not overcome the 

isolation of the first man – he and she are both alone. Though they are helping 

each other, at the end they are both locked in their solitude. Since that time the 

relation between two person is characterized by short periods of bodily reunion 

(in shared moments of intimacy), but although this is as close as two people 
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can get physically to each other, they never fully overcome this bodily 

separation. It is impossible to overcome it. If one tried to fully merge with 

someone else, either voluntarily or under external pressure, this individual 

would lose its individuality. S/he would not only cease being a separated 

individual, but s/he would cease at all. S/he would become, as we have noted 

above, “a self without self”.
83

 

This form of separation from others of which we are constantly reminded in 

our interactions with them, can lead us to try to escape their presence. Those 

who are escaping see the solution of their separation in self-seclusion. They 

escape the world and life.
84

 Tillich distinguishes between “loneliness” and 

“solitude”: while loneliness is the act of escaping the world caused by non-

acceptance of people among themselves and it leads to despair, solitude is 

protective – it helps to quiet us down, become creative and reconnect to the 

centre of our being.
85

 

Does this mean that we do not need other people? Not at all: quite the 

contrary is true for Tillich. He claims we need others to fully recognize and 

develop ourselves. Even when we talk about our innermost self, we can learn 

about it only through interactions with other people: “we can discover our souls 

only through the mirror of those who look at us”.
86

 If we were left alone, we 

would not become human beings, we would not be able to develop ourselves 

and we could have false ideas about us. Facing the other is a test that shows us 

whether our own self-image corresponds to their perception of us, or not. But 

this does not mean that we have to necessarily conform to the image others 
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have (or want to have) of us. Everyone is “a unique and incomparable self”
87

 

and this individuality and uniqueness should be defended. (Non)conformity, 

that is the nature of our relation to other people, is a topic on which Tillich 

comments repeatedly. The world and the relations in which we live usually 

include both good and evil things. Precisely because of this mixture, it is 

difficult to discern the true nature of our (non)conformism. Is our 

nonconformity to our family (based perhaps on following Matthew 10,35-37 

speaking about the revolt against one’s closest family members) really us 

following God, or is it only wrong conformity to ourselves? And is our 

conformity to the world and our neighbours based on our love towards them, or 

on our surrender and resignation? We are always facing a risk of a wrong 

decision and it is a sign of a strong mature personality that we can bear this 

tension.
88

 

The same applies to our relations to other groups of people, be it our church 

or our nation. Such relations are always ambiguous; at the same time both a 

blessing and a curse. They allow us to become mature and fully developed 

human beings. They protect us and offer us safe space to meet other people. 

They provide us with certainty and with identity. But all this has a price: they 

also force us to be dependent and conformable. At a certain point in our life we 

need to break free of them, to leave them behind. This can be achieved only by 

our experience with the Ultimate, which is the only true source of the meaning 

of our life and of our identity. Only this experience can allow us to distinguish 

what are the curses and what are the blessings of our social life.
89

 The Spirit 

always works beyond and exceeds every man-made social group. 

Also, we should realize that our world does not comprise only of other 

people, but the whole of creation. Tillich is aware of various environmental 
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tensions that human presence and activity on the Earth creates – from the threat 

of ending of all life following a nuclear cataclysm, to our everyday decisions 

that have impact on the environment. Tillich’s environmental consciousness is 

rooted in his belief in the universal salvation. Resurrection of Christ has for 

him a universal meaning, transforming the whole universe and its history.
90

 

Because of humanity’s power to destroy the Earth, the Earth is no longer self-

evidently a safe place for sustaining life. Although Tillich admits that 

technology has been used for many good goals, he is also aware of its risks, 

mainly in supporting a conviction that human beings are “God-like”. Tillich 

casts away this notion and calls for a realization of the fact that people and all 

of the created universe share the same “Ground”. It is not our technology that 

makes us most important among all things created, but the fact that we are 

aware of this shared “Ground”. As long as we retain this consciousness, we 

remain the great among all creatures.
91

 

Tillich’s vision of relation between an individual and other people and 

social groups does not run just one way – from these groups to the individual –, 

but also in the opposite direction. People have responsibilities towards their 

communities, chief among them is the responsibility to heal. People are sick, 

but not mainly because of a physical sickness, but – as we have seen before – 

mainly due to their mental conditions caused by their estrangement from the 

“Ground of being”. Some people are aware of this fact and look for a solution. 

Those are already on the right way to healing. But some people consider 

themselves healthy. Those are, according to Tillich, blind towards 

themselves.
92

 Most of them realize their sickness only when they reach the 

deepest level of despair, despair that in their outwardly successful lives has no 

objective cause. These people primarily need to be healed. The task of healing 
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is appointed to everyone: “Everyone is potentially a tool of healing for anyone 

else.”
93

 Such healing is not associated only with the position of a priest or a 

pastor. This is a misleading idea based on superstitious understanding of 

healing as employment of some magical power or miracles. Although the ways 

through which God works can be mysterious, the nature of healing is not. For 

Tillich, healing means reconnecting people with the Ground of their existence, 

with the divine Spirit. Christians are not necessarily supposed to be physicians, 

psychotherapists, or political reformers, but they at all times should “pronounce 

and represent […] the message of the Christ, the message of forgiveness and of 

a new reality”
94

 that is in theological terms called the kingdom of God. 
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Chapter 3: Critical Discussion  

As we saw in the previous chapter, in his sermons Tillich uses the notion of 

acceptance as a correlate of several other, perhaps more usual theological 

notions, namely those of grace and forgiveness. We have also seen that he 

treats acceptance as a highly relational concept. In order to understand his use 

of acceptance, we needed to explore all three of its relational dimensions. This 

showed us that acceptance had an important place in Tillich’s theological 

system. Without the accepting nature of our relation to God (both God’s 

acceptance of us and also our acceptance of God’s acceptance), we would not 

be able to explain Tillich’s conception of an individual and of social dimension 

of the individuals’ life. Given this central position of acceptance, however, it 

can be subject to most criticism that some theologians have expressed towards 

Tillich’s work. From the rich contemporary secondary literature on Paul 

Tillich’s theological legacy, I first choose some of the critical arguments that I 

find relevant for our topic, and secondly I use Tillich’s sermons to address 

them.   

 

3.1. Method of Correlation – Lack of Theology? 

Tillich’s theological method of “correlation” has been a centre of critical 

interest for scholars interested in his works since at least 1950’s.
95

 One of the 

possible definitions of this approach is, according to Guyton B. Hammond, an 

attempt “to ‘correlate’ the various analyses of the human predicament produced 

in modern culture with the ‘answers’ provided by the ‘symbols used in the 
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Christian message’”.
96

 These “analyses” are usually seen as employment of 

existentialist philosophy, but can be extended to other social sciences too (for 

example, to psychology or psychoanalysis).
97

 Their goal is to formulate the 

“‘question’ of existence”.
98

 Hammond sees this method most distinctly 

manifested in the case of Tillich’s use of (originally Hegelian) concepts of 

“estrangement” and “reconciliation”.
99

 O’Neill agrees with this view when he 

claims: “The method of correlation functions [...] as the ‘elevation’ of 

inherently religious ideas of estrangement (sin) and reconciliation (salvation), 

into the framework of Christian theology”.
100

 Because these two concepts are 

also at the heart of our topic, a critical analysis of Tillich’s use of “acceptance” 

cannot be complete without paying some (necessarily brief) attention to his 

theological method.
101

 

Tillich’s method of correlation has been criticized from many viewpoints, of 

which we are selecting only the problem of relation of Tillich’s theology to 

other disciplines, which we see as most relevant for our inquiry. In this respect, 

the critics say that Tillich’s method is insufficient, because his understanding 

of sin as “estrangement” is “pre-formed” and “philosophical”. It lacks 
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sufficient biblical roots and risks turning the “unsettling message” of the Bible 

into a “closed philosophical system”.
102

 Oswald Bayer summarizes this point: 

“Rather than remaining true to the theological task of listening to the biblical 

text, Tillich acts as a judge dictating what the Bible is and is not allowed to 

instruct”.
103

 Or, in O’Neill’s words: “Tillich moulds the situation to fit the 

message and vice versa.”
104

 As a result of Tillich’s reliance on philosophy, his 

theology is not “afforded sufficient autonomy”.
105

 The same could be said 

about relation between Tillich’s theology and psychology, in which “his 

conception of regeneration, a divinely enabled self-acceptance in the light of 

one’s continued unacceptability becomes the psycho-theological equivalent of 

the traditional theological doctrine of simul justus et pecator”.
106

 In other 

words, one could say that Tillich draws his ideas related to acceptance from 

psychology and psychoanalysis, and he later (perhaps too artificially) grafts 

them onto Lutheran teaching about justification by grace. Is this accusation true 

and did Tillich in his sermons sufficiently strive to avoid this impression? 

As we noted above, one of major concerns of Tillich was the fact that the 

old theological concepts had lost their meanings, or, even worse, are burdened 

with connotations that distort their original meanings.
107

 Therefore, Tillich 

preferred to use their correlates or approximations that would be more 

understandable for people of his time and that would mediate God’s reality 
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better to them. This need is probably the greater in his sermons, in front of a 

university audience, that is often more familiar with contemporary psychology 

than Christianity. To start with his sermon “You Are Accepted”, Tillich 

included an attempt to interpret Apostle Paul’s quote from Rom 7,17,
108

 there 

saying that this passage could “well be the motto of all depth psychology”.
109

 

The idea behind Tillich’s correlation of theology and psychology is 

anthropological: because both the writers of the Bible and psychologists deal 

with human beings, they must necessarily come to certain similar conclusions 

about them, though they may express them in different words. He claims that 

even “Jesus and the New Testament writers” were aware of “the psychological 

and sociological factors which determine human existence”, such as “the 

universal and inescapable dominion of sin over this world”.
110

 Yet we today 

“understand more and better than many generations before us”,
111

 so it is 

perhaps only natural that we use vocabulary that takes into account the 

advances in science and in our knowledge. Tillich recognizes that the writers of 

biblical stories did not use psychoanalysis, but they also did not “deny human 

motives which could be psychoanalyzed”.
112

 Therefore, with our knowledge of 

human psychology and behaviour, we can try to look for similarities between 

psychology and our religious texts and traditions. 

Also our religious practice can benefit from the knowledge of psychology. 

For example Christian prayer or meditation has over the centuries developed 

some techniques that can be compared to the methods of depth psychology. 
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Both meditation and methods of depth psychology can help us understand 

ourselves and lead us into the depths of our inner self.
113

 

Despite this generally positive attitude towards the use of psychological and 

psychoanalytical concepts in theological discourse, he is also aware of its 

shortcomings. Psychoanalyzing biblical authors or their stories, though it can 

provide certain information, can never provide the ultimate answer and can 

never persuade anyone to become a Christian. Quite the contrary, sometimes it 

can represent an obstacle and the follower of psychology or psychoanalysis can 

really miss the point about which Christians speak. He illustrates how 

misleading psychologising can be on the example of Jesus Christ: 

 

“When in our time Jesus became an object of biographical and 

psychological essays and was portrayed as a fanatic and neurotic, 

or as a pious sufferer, or as a social benefactor, or as a moral 

example, or as a religious teacher, or as a mass leader—He ceased 

to be the one in whom we can believe, for He ceased to be the one 

in whom we do not believe, if we believe in Him. He was no longer 

the Jesus who is the Christ.”
114

 

 

Moreover, anyone trying to relate psychology and theology should be aware 

of the limitations of such approach. They both deal with human beings, but 

theology also deals with the Transcendent. It is therefore more suitable to 

answer certain type of questions related to the “ultimate concern” of human 

beings. Psychology can provide us with explanation about acceptance by one’s 

self or by other human beings, but only theology can properly speak about 

acceptance by the “Ground of being”, about the acceptance “by the power of 

acceptance which is greater than he, greater than his friends and counsellors 
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and psychological helpers”.
115

 Biblical stories also, according to Tillich, can be 

read in the psychologising manner, but there is always more to them. Jesus 

himself acted as a healer, but at the same time the stories about his healing, 

unlike treatment in the modern scientific way, always include an element of 

faith. By faith Tillich does not mean simply believing in things without proofs 

(that is not genuine religious faith for him), but a state of “being grasped by a 

power that is greater than we are, a power that shakes us and turns us, and 

transforms us and heals us. Surrender to this power is faith.”
116

 Therefore, a 

psychologist “can keep us alive”, but can he or she truly heal us?
117

 Tillich’s 

answer is: no. 

 

“They [psychologists] cannot [heal us] because they themselves 

need wholeness and are longing for salvation. Who heals the 

healer? There is no answer to this in the old reality. Everybody and 

every institution are infected, the healer and the healed. Only a new 

reality can make us whole, breaking into the old one, reconciling it 

with itself.”
118

 

 

Although Tillich would probably agree that it is useful for a pastor or a 

theologian to know something about psychology, he insists that the tasks of a 

psychotherapist and of a theologian are different. As was said above, the task 

of a theologian is to pronounce and represent “the message of the Christ, the 

message of forgiveness and of a new reality” with which one can cooperate, 

but never substitute it for our-self.
119
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To summarize Tillich’s use of his method of correlation in connection with 

psychology in his sermons, it is obvious that he saw many potential benefits 

from re-stating the Christian message in terms more understandable by his 

listeners and also closer to their authentic life experience. Tillich thought it 

important to show that despite the burden of tradition enwrapping theological 

concepts in hard-to-understand words, concepts like “sin” or “salvation” are 

still relevant. It was not just an attempt to popularize Christianity or make it 

more digestible – Tillich was first of all trying to link these old terms with the 

experience of his audience. Without this link even the best sermon would fall 

on infertile ground. Yet at the same time he was well aware of the risks of this 

approach, mainly that Christianity could be perceived as some antiquated, 

empirical and imperfect version of psychology that was overcome by 

development of modern science. To fight against this reductionism, he 

repeatedly stresses the fact that theology and psychology/psychoanalysis are 

different in their tasks and methods and that only theology can provide us with 

answers to the questions regarding the “ultimate concern”.
120

 

 

3.2. Grace without Consequences? 

Another stream of criticism is directed towards Tillich’s use of the Lutheran 

dictum of sola gratia in his notion of acceptance. It is argued that it is not clear, 

or it is in contradiction with the Lutheran tradition. For example Štefan in his 

book Karl Barth a ti druzí criticizes primarily two aspects of Tillich’s post-war 

work. First, he claims that “in the series of accumulated paradoxes, Tillich 

sometimes goes beyond the borders of a meaningful theological statement” and 
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his “theology is swallowed up by vague mysticism”.
121

 And secondly, and 

more pertinently for our topic, he claims Tillich’s “universalist soteriology”
122

 

in his sermons leads to the fact that 

 

[…] grace has perhaps no preconditions and nearly no 

consequence. Or is its precondition life in depth and its 

consequence is the acceptance of acceptance? Then we would be 

facing only new questions: What will happen to those who only 

live on the surface? Or there are no such people? And what will 

happen to those who will not accept that they were accepted? Or 

there will be no such people?”
123

 

 

Štefan’s criticism of Tillich originates in his comparison to Karl Barth and 

based on this criticism, Štefan concludes: “If we had to think Tillich out 

thoroughly to these questions, Karl Barth would be a more universalistic 

theologian than Paul Tillich.”
124

 

The first comment on “vague mysticism” is provoked by two expressions 

that Štefan uses as an illustration: “absolute faith” and “God beyond the god of 

theism”.
 125

 None of these terms appears in any of the American sermons, so 

our response will be only general.
126

 Tillich was aware that any talk about God 
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must be symbolic. And “all symbols concerning God are absurd if taken 

literally”.
127

 Tillich was also inspired by apophatic theology – for example, he 

speaks about God as the “Infinite Void”, though he admits that this symbol is 

ambiguous: the “void” can be both light and darkness.
128

 The symbol of “God 

beyond God” thus points towards the fact that Tillich’s ideas about God always 

contains “something more”, something “beyond God”. Thatamanil notices this 

and concludes that “Tillich’s theology of God as being-itself can be understood 

rightly only if his indebtedness to apophatic theology is not forgotten.”
129

 

The second comment on the nature of grace relates to “acceptance” directly. 

We have noted that Tillich explicitly stated that there are no conditions of 

God’s acceptance of us: “nothing is demanded of this experience [of God’s 

acceptance], no religious or moral or intellectual presupposition, nothing but 

acceptance”.
130

 In this sense, our acceptance by God is not conditioned by 

anything, for even if we refuse to accept this acceptance, God “accepts our 

refusal to accept and thus conquers us”.
131

 This paradox is fully reflected in 

Christ: if He came only to give us new law, to “impose upon us His power, His 

wisdom, His morality, and His piety”, He could force us into compliance with 

His new rules, but “He would not be able to win our hearts”.
132

 

The logical implication of this view is that no one can really refuse God. As 

we have seen, Tillich was convinced that genuine atheism was impossible – 

even the atheist, if he or she takes his or her atheism seriously, is ultimately 

concerned – and as such is actively searching for and participating in God. 
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Despite our estrangement from God, there always exists a connection of which 

we are aware and which influences us. Tillich allowed only for one possibility 

of “atheism” in practice – the state of indifference. The one “who is indifferent, 

when hearing the name of God, and feels, at the same time, that the meaning of 

his life is being questioned, denies his true humanity”.
133

  

The fact that even those who seriously deny God are in some way 

“ultimately concerned”, however, does not mean that it becomes completely 

irrelevant what one does and in what one believes. Despite the (seemingly) too 

universalist and overwhelming concept of God as “ultimate concern” or the 

“Ground of being”, not every concern is in itself genuinely “ultimate” and not 

every ground is necessarily the “Ground of being”. Tillich was aware of the 

possibility of false beliefs and of replacing God with gods, as “all people desire 

false prophets who, through the glorification of their gods, glorify their 

followers and themselves”.
134

 Nevertheless, those who are concerned by some 

non-ultimate things or who would try to root their existence in some superficial 

grounds, must – if they are serious in their searching – soon realize that there is 

something above their current concerns and below their current grounds. False 

prophets must be unmasked and false gods, objects of idolatry, must be 

deposed. That is a task that Tillich assigns to a theologian, who should 

challenge them through “the power of the Divine Logos”
135

 and thus become 

“an instrument of the Divine Judgment against a distorted world”.
136

 

Finally, it does not seem accurate to argue that grace as acceptance does not 

have nearly any consequences in Tillich’s thought – quite the opposite seems to 

be the case. In his key sermon on acceptance he says that the result of 

acceptance, of overcoming our estrangement, is transformation of 
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everything,
137

 in another sermon he speaks about the resulting healing,
138

 in yet 

another about liberation and salvation.
139

 Also, as we have seen above, this 

acceptance is also the basis and starting point for self-acceptance and for the 

acceptance of others, with their respective consequences. 

 

3.3. Too Passive, or Too Active Acceptance? 

The last critical points that we will deal with are related to the nature of one’s 

acceptance of God’s acceptance. For some authors, represented here by several 

feminist theologians, Tillich’s concept of acceptance still retains a lot of the 

undesired passivity of sola gratia. On the other hand, some others argue that 

Tillich’s emphasis on one’s active acceptance represents a deviation from the 

Lutheran tradition. 

Rachel S. Baard in her article introduces two eminent feminist critics of 

Tillich – Judith Plaskow and Mary Daly.
140

 For both of them Tillich’s 

contribution is problematic. Despite his message of God’s acceptance of 

everyone, they argue that the way Tillich approaches this topic is too passive. 

They both agree that while the Protestant teaching on grace may suit men, 

whose sin is usually excessive activity or pride, women, on the other hand, 

often sin by being too passive. Reinforcing passivity in women is therefore 

contrary to the interest of women. As Baard puts it: 

 

“Plaskow and Daly are united in their concern that Tillich’s 

doctrine of acceptance might be hindering the agency that women 

need to exercise on their own behalf. Therefore, both call for a 
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stronger affirmation of female agency in the understanding of the 

divine-human relationship.”
141

 

 

On the other hand, Carl E. Braaten, an American Lutheran scholar, voices 

opposite concerns. For him, Tillich’s idea of the need to accept one’s 

acceptance may not be faithful to Luther’s teaching, where human beings 

cannot contribute anything towards their salvation: “How can I accept God’s 

acceptance of me? [...] how is that different from the synergistic evangelicals 

who make faith a cause of justification?”
142

 

It is difficult to decide whose concerns have stronger ground. Tillich’s 

formulation “Simply accept the fact that you are accepted!”
143

 offers room for 

both extreme interpretations. On one hand, the feminist critics can point to the 

second part of the sentence and stress the passive position of human beings 

towards God’s acceptance. If we focus only on the fact that there is nothing we 

can contribute towards our acceptance, or, to put it even more strongly, as 

Tillich does, that we are simply unacceptable,
144

 yet despite our 

unacceptability we are still accepted, the notion of acceptance gains a distinctly 

passive character. On the other hand, if we stress, together with Braaten, the 

need to accept our own acceptance, it seems that the use of the notion of 

acceptance by Tillich can be interpreted more along the lines of synergism with 

God’s acceptance. 

Does this “problem” have any solution and do we, while searching for it, 

have to prefer one extreme interpretation over another? Not necessarily.
145

 The 
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criticism of Baard and Braaten is useful, because it makes us realize the tension 

in Tillich’s formulation. As we have said above, although genuine refusal of 

God’s acceptance (for example by an atheist) is seen as impossible by Tillich, 

yet he allows for the possibility of indifference. But is indifference, that is a 

lack of activity, itself a form of activity? The answer is not clear. Tillich thus 

remains ambiguous. This ambiguity is nevertheless not seen as a disadvantage 

or a fault, but results in a creative and productive tension. Among other things, 

it allows Tillich to change focus in his sermons depending on the occasion of 

their delivery and the pastoral situation in the communities in which he was 

preaching.
146

  

This fruitful ambiguity seems also to be taken into account and further 

elaborated in the work of both Baard and Braaten. Baard tries to respond to the 

accusations of excessive passivity in Tillich’s notion of acceptance by pointing 

to his doctrine of sin as estrangement, separation and brokenness, which is, as 

we have seen, inseparably linked to acceptance. In this Tillich’s “move away 

from an exclusively moral understanding of sin” Baard sees a great potential 

for feminist thinking: “The notion of brokenness in need of healing is quite 

similar to what many feminist theologians would espouse.”
147

 Other “feminist 

friendly” aspects of Tillich’s work include, according to her, his rejection of 

“monarchic monotheism”, in which God is seen as the Highest Being. This 

further eliminates the notion of passivity in receiving acceptance “from above”, 

because God as the “Ground of being” is “transcending-yet-immanent reality” 
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in which a person “is accepted just as she is, without having to exert herself 

first in order to become acceptable”.
148

 

Braaten in his response to those who accuse Tillich of synergism points to 

Tillich’s careful use of language. Instead of “justification by faith”, Tillich 

preferred to use the phrase “justification through faith”, which is more likely to 

retain the message that the cause of God’s justifying act is grace.
149

 Besides 

other instances where Tillich emphasises the unmerited and unearned character 

of acceptance mentioned above, we can also find Tillich’s use of through 

relatively frequently in his sermons: For example, theologians are able to 

answer question “through the power of his foundation, the New Being in 

Christ”,
150

 our knowledge that other people belong to the same “Ground of 

being” comes to us “through grace”,
151

 and God prays “through us”, when we 

pray to God.
152
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Conclusions 

The goal of this thesis was to analyze the use of the notion of “acceptance” by 

Paul Tillich in his American sermons. As a Lutheran theologian, he uses 

“acceptance” to approximate (or “correlate”) more traditional terms with a 

similar meaning, namely grace and forgiveness. He also uses it as basis for 

further development of his theology: God’s acceptance of an individual is the 

ground of individual’s acceptance of his or her self and also of other people. 

“Acceptance” thus becomes a central point of Tillich’s theology expressed in 

his sermons. This theology can be characterized by its two features – first, it is 

relational, and second, it is dynamic. Tillich focuses on the basic existential 

situation of each human being – of the estrangement of an individual from 

God, from one’s self and from other people. This is, for him, the true meaning 

of the traditional concept of sin. Acceptance is, then, a way of overcoming this 

estrangement. The dynamics of this view lie in the fact that it does not cancel 

the estrangement – we remain estranged; our acceptance by God, and our 

acceptance of God’s acceptance, overcome it. Only a person that accepts his or 

her acceptance by God can truly accept him- or her-self and other people. 

As any new contribution to theology, also this approach has been criticized. 

The third chapter of this thesis deals with three streams of such criticism. First, 

it reviews some objections against Tillich’s theological method, also known as 

the method of correlation. Based on the material from Tillich’s sermons, we 

tried to show that he was aware of the critical issues of trying to correlate 

theology and other social sciences, namely psychology. Despite his favourable 

attitude to the use of psychological concepts by theologians, he always reminds 

his listeners that this approach has its limits and that psychology and theology 

are suited for answering different types of questions. Second, we addressed the 

criticism related to alleged distortions of traditional Lutheran teaching about 
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grace in Tillich’s approach. As we have seen, Tillich’s sermons provide 

answers to these issues too: for Tillich, grace treated as acceptance has radical 

consequences and he, despite his idea of universal salvation, allows for the 

existence of people who are indifferent towards God’s acceptance. And finally, 

third, we discussed criticism related to overtly active or passive nature of one’s 

acceptance of God’s acceptance. We concluded that Tillich’s formulation 

offers possibility for both extreme interpretations, but in his sermons he was 

stressing the unconditionality of acceptance and he saw one’s acceptance as a 

result of God’s acceptance. Yet, despite being faithful to the Lutheran tradition, 

his re-statement of its teaching tries to avoid some problems and opens the 

door for positive re-interpretations of this tradition, for example by feminist 

theologians. 

 

* * * 

 

Most of Paul Tillich’s work was written more than fifty years ago. Although 

it remains interesting even for a contemporary reader, there are further 

questions that can be asked. Both psychology and theology have developed 

since Tillich’s times considerably. Any further critical reflections on Tillich’s 

work could therefore deal with the relevance of his theology in these changed 

circumstances. Is the kind of psychology and psychoanalysis, that Tillich knew 

and used, still relevant today? And also, is Tillich’s theology, formulated at the 

high point of modernity, still relevant for our postmodern situation, full of 

fragmentation and ambiguities? These questions, of course, go beyond the 

scope of the present thesis, yet the notion of “acceptance” could probably be 

fruitfully employed as a starting point in answering them. 

Despite this, one of the legacies of Paul Tillich that is probably still relevant 

today is his vision of truth. It does not matter what tradition we belong to, nor 
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in what words we express what we believe in. What matters is whether we take 

our search for the truth seriously.
153

 If we do, we can hope that we all are on 

the way to our “Ground of being”, to that which is greater than us and to that 

which accepts us without any reservations. 
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