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PHILSOPHICAL PROFILE 

PAUL TILLICH  

 

PERIOD/CATEGORY: German/American Theologian & Christian Existentialist Philosopher 

DATES: August 20
th

 1886- October 22
nd

 1965 

PLACE OF BIRTH: Starzeddel, Germany 

MAJOR WORKS: The Courage to Be, Dynamics of Faith, Systematic Theology, The Religious 

Situation, The Socialist Decision, Love, Power, and Justice, Theology of Culture 

 

BIOGRAPHY: Paul Johannes Tillich was born August 20, 1886 in a German village named 

Starzeddel in the province of Brandenburg. His father was a conservative Lutheran pastor and his 

mother was a liberal, appreciator of the arts. He was instilled a love for philosophy from his 

father and a love for new ideas from his mother. Tillich grew up in the countryside of East 

Germany until moving to Berlin in 1900. At age seventeen, Paul’s mother died of melanoma 

which left the young man psychologically and spiritually destitute. From 1904 to 1909 he studied 

at the universities of Berlin, Tubingen, and Halle. After receiving his degrees, he was ordain in 

the Lutheran Church in 1912 and served as an army chaplain for four years. He began his years 

of teaching in 1919 at the University of Berlin. Through his lectures, he received a lot of positive 

attention in the philosophical and theological community of the day. In 1923, Tillich left Berlin 

for a position at Marburg. Through the influence of Martin Heidegger, he was introduced to 

existentialism. From 1926-1929 he was a professor of religion at Dresden and Leipzeg. Because 

of his disdain for Hitler, he was forced into leaving the country to serve in a position at Union 

Seminary in New York. He served in various positions throughout the United States and gained 

considerable notoriety in the theological and philosophical community. He died from a heart 

attack in 1965 in Chicago.  

 

PHILOSOPHY: 1. Metaphysics. Paul Tillich is a Christian Existentialist who utilizes 

psychology, philosophy, and theology to convey the truths about man’s existence within himself 

and in the world around him. Tillich’s basic ontology includes the following: essence, existence, 

and essentialization. Essence is seen as both the principle of man’s unity with God, and the basis 

of the intelligible and the good in man and creation. Essence is used in two distinct ways within 

Tillich’s works: 1) essence is that which appears in an imperfect and distorted way in a thing and 

which carries the stamp of value and 2) what a thing should be but is not in its appearances. In 

existence, man departed from this essential unity and so invited disruption. Man still retains 

essence in existence. The dynamic of man’s own life thrusts him toward essentialization. 

Essentialization is through the “New Being” where there is a return to the integration of 

Trinitarian life and a unity from which man never fully departs in so much as he retains essence 

even in existence.  

 

2. Epistemology. Following other Christian existentialists, “knowledge” is based in or on one’s 

own subjective experience of existence where one focuses on an individual’s emotions, actions, 

beliefs, purpose, and meaning within the world . Paul Tillich believed that “truth is bound to the 

situation of the knower.” Tillich’s view that God is unable to speak to humans meant that God 

must therefore reveal truth not only in the biblical records or in Jesus Christ alone, but also 

through other means, including the human predicament and human expressions such as art and 

literature.  
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3. Human Nature. Tillich defines man within the world utilizing Christian revelation with issues 

raised by existential, psychological, and philosophical analysis. Believing the characteristic 

experience of our day to be one of disruption and meaninglessness, Tillich suggests that a 

relevant norm to be found in  the reality is the “New Being.” The New Being is asked for 

because of man’s present experience of the meaninglessness of life. Man is finite and is 

continually threatened by non-being. Humans feel themselves and the world to be estranged from 

God. He understands his present situation as the consequence of a “fall” from his essential being, 

and he is engaged in a quest for “salvation.” The fall is a non-temporal transition from essence to 

existence. Man is free, because he is a self; and man is finite freedom because his freedom is 

exercised within a world which limits him. The meaning of sin is estrangement from essential 

being. In existence man is estranged from the ground of his being, from other beings, and from 

himself. It is man’s turning away from God, and it leads to all the evils of man’s existence. New 

Being must precede new acting. Salvation must come from the side of God.  

 

4. Ethics. Some posit that Tillich’s ethics is an ontologically based self-realization theory which 

is neither logically nor linguistically tied to his theology but is in some way epistemologically 

dependent on theological conclusions. The fundamental feature of moral principles is a material 

one in that they are unconditionally imperative because they follow directly from facts about all 

persons’ essential nature. Tillich asserts that religion and morality are independent (because they 

are not linked simply by the formal feature) and that morality is intrinsically religious (because 

of the ontological relationship between morality and religion). Tillich certainly wishes to affirm 

the Kantian position on the categorical imperative. He also wishes to avoid positing ethics as a 

body of moral doctrines.  
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