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There are many prominent names associated with the liberal religious theologies of the 19th and 20th centuries, all responsible for bringing in new ways to explore how God, Jesus and the Bible could enrich our lives in ways we may not have previously considered.  Their interpretations of the Bible were explained in a way which seemed more relevant to the experiences people were having during that period, and were influenced by events, social and economic developments, and the ever growing interests in ideas of ‘the self’.  One such theologian was Paul Tillich.  German born in 1886, to a Lutheran pastoral family observance; which holds its belief in the three Solas of ‘grace’, ‘faith’, and scripture,[footnoteRef:1] Tillich also studied the likes of Schleiermacher, Kant and Fichte. [1:  ‘What Do Lutherans Believe: An Overview of Core Beliefs and Practices’, Our Saviour Live Love, (November 2024), Exploring Core Lutheran Beliefs and Practices, [accessed 2 August 2026].] 

 As was popular in his time, Romanticism also influenced his way of thinking; bringing in considerations for art, literature, nature, and inner experience.  His chaplaincy during World War 1 seemed to have produced a distinct effect on the way in which he viewed society, religion and the self, and his post-war experiences were a catalyst into religious philosophy and theology of culture.  
His eventual emigration to the United States of America led him into teaching positions at seminaries, schools and universities, and to publications of literature on theology.[footnoteRef:2]  The following essay will examine how he came to profess the significance of ‘ultimate concern’, and attempt to describe what he meant by the term. [2:  Koo Choon-Seo,Foreword in Charles Amarkwei, Paul Tillich and His System of Paradoxical Correlation: Forging a New Way for Science and Theology Relations, (Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 2020), pp.15-20.] 


Tillich’s God
Tillich had a very interesting perspective of God, which was in opposition to the classical interpretations of a divine supreme being.  Tillich suggested that God was not a ‘being’ of any kind, but was instead being itself, a state out of which everything was produced, with Jesus as the ‘New Being’.[footnoteRef:3]  He argued that seeing God as a being, and devoting oneself to the religious practices and the ‘places’ of worship, resulted in a …’narrowing of the scope of religiosity to a gray-haired man in the sky or to certain prescriptive behaviors and institutions, in other words, limited belief to tangible objects and rituals.’[footnoteRef:4]  This seems to be his basis on which he describes his ‘ultimate concern’, or the understanding of what God really represents, and our place as humans in that ‘ being’ of which God is. To understand this concept better, it helps to consider the difference between ‘being’ as a noun, and ‘being’ as a verb. [3:  Andrew Finstuen, Original Sin and Everyday Protestants: The Theology of Reinhold Niebuhr, Billy Graham, and Paul Tillich in an Age of Anxiety, (North Carolina: The University of North Carolina Press, 2009), p.64.]  [4:  Ibid., p.158.] 


Influences
Growing up observing the Lutheran faith, and with a father who was a pastor under the Lutheran church, Tillich’s understanding of faith was from a three hundred year young protestant perspective – Lutheranism being the first recognised protestant faith.[footnoteRef:5]  At age eight however, he began to question the ‘Infinite’, and by his teenage years it was a cause for anxiety.[footnoteRef:6]  The next notable influence upon Tillich came in the form of Romanticism; a movement which emerged from Europe during the end of the eighteenth century, using emotion, spirituality, individualism and passion to examine art, literature, music and philosophy.[footnoteRef:7]  The consideration of how Romanticism could be part of theology seems to have been avoided by most, but there were some who could see the value in its principles which will be discussed later.  Like many during this period, Tillich found himself on a path which he may not have intended due to World War 1.  He became a German military chaplain, and was exposed to experiences which undoubtedly changed his views on many things, including religion.  He suffered during this period, not only with the trauma of war, and crisis of faith, but also with the understanding of the proponents of war. [5:  Kirsi Stjerna, Lutheran Theology: A Grammar of Faith, (Lindon: T&T Clark, 2021),pp.63-64.]  [6:  Andrew Finstuen, Original Sin and Everyday Protestants: The Theology of Reinhold Niebuhr, Billy Graham, and Paul Tillich in an Age of Anxiety, (North Carolina: The University of North Carolina Press, 2009), pp. 52-53]  [7:  John Gray ‘Children of Two Worlds’ in Isaiah Berlin, The Roots of Romanticism,2nd edition, ed. by Henry Hardy, (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2013), Foreword.] 


Lutheran influence
The Lutheran belief systems that Tillich grew up with still hold significance, it seems, in his modernist views.  It was already a system which had ‘protested’ against the strict papal dogmatic principles of Catholicism, and it seems that he was now also protesting against his Lutheran background.  His concerns regarding ‘the infinite’ was one of the areas he spent time considering, which may have been compounded by the loss of his mother, and later by the death and destruction experienced during the war.[footnoteRef:8] It seemed that he understood our dualistic existence, and the mechanisms by which we experience; for example, we are only aware of what ‘up’ is because we are aware of there being a ‘down’, and vice versa. In his book The Eternal Now, he talks about an absent God. ‘…we feel his absence as the empty space that is left by something or someone that once belonged to us and has now vanished from our view.  God is always infinitely near and infinitely far’.  We are fully aware of Him only if we experience both of these aspects.[footnoteRef:9]  This seems relevant to his ‘ultimate concern’ in that he appears to view faith as outside of finite boundaries, which is sported by the Lutheran faith, but frames it within acceptance of the two states being equally relevant. [8:  Wilhelm Pauck & Marion Pauck, Paul Tillich: His Life and Thought, (Oregon: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2014),p.2]  [9:  Paul Tillich, The Eternal Now, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1963), p.88.] 






Romanticism
Tillich, like many of his era, became interested in Romanticism, a movement promoted in Germany by, amongst others, Friedrich Schlegel, Friedrich Hölderin and Novalis.[footnoteRef:10]  In his book The Courage To Be, Tillich wrote that, ‘…the romantic movement produced both a radical form of the courage to be as oneself and the (unfulfilled) desire for a radical form of the courage to be as a part.’[footnoteRef:11]  This way of considering oneself may have contributed to his sense of recognising the self, whilst also semi-unconsciously being within being; which is God.  Through Romanticism, Tillich also looked for answers in nature, emotions, mysticism, and one’s inner life; for Tillich, everything came from and is in being (God), so in understanding how these things function, perhaps he felt they could be applied to his understanding of faith, and possibly discover if their ultimate concern aligned with what he proposed.  [10:  Manfred Frank, The Philosophical Foundations of Early German Romanticism, (New York: State University of New York Press, 2004), p.24.]  [11:  Pail Tillich, The Courage To Be, (Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1952), p.118.] 

 Later on, Tillich also considered existentialism, however, the ‘I exist therefore I am’ concept did not seem to adequately account for the infinite.  He argued that any kind of gained knowledge, even that derived from thought, including religious knowledge, is a cognitive functioning which is limited to the physical.[footnoteRef:12]  He writes that, ‘You may have a precise detached knowledge of another person, his psychological type and his calculable reactions, but in knowing this you do not know the person, his centered self, his knowledge of himself.’[footnoteRef:13]  This seems to suggest that there is ‘more’, more than knowing, and that this is perhaps, reserved for the Holy Father.  [12:  Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1951), p.81.]  [13:  Pail Tillich, The Courage To Be, (Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1952), p.125.] 




Chaplaincy
During World War 1, Tillich’s chaplaincy exposed him to situations of trauma, morality, immediacy, and destruction, which was undoubtedly extremely difficult to justify to the soldiers in relation to God.  As was the position by the Lutheran church, Tillich’s belief in ‘Simul iustus et peccator’ (simultaneously justified and a sinner), would have no doubt assisted the soldiers who were struggling with concern over their souls because of the killing they undertook; whether they believed in the cause or not.  After the war, Tillich began speaking out about the antisemitism speech which had proliferated much of Germany, eventually leading to his dismissal from the Nazi regime when Hitler came to power in 1933, and his subsequent emigration to the United States. His support of the Jewish religion, or moreover, the Jewish people could be seen as another element of ultimate concern, putting experience of faith before religion, and that we are all part of God’s ‘being’. He asserted that Christianity was borne from Judaism, that Jesus was born a Jew, and that Christianity shares the Old Testament with Judaism.[footnoteRef:14]  It seems that Tillich’s ‘ultimate concern’ was less interested in doctrine and concentrated on existential experience, viewing therefore the Jewish people as existing in the same way as anyone from any other faith.  However, he appears to maintain that existential questions could be answered by studying scripture.  Tillich’s view on Judaism was heavily influenced by Schelling, who proposed the ‘three potencies’ of subject, object and spirit, or as he describes as ‘what can be’, ‘what must be’, and ‘what ought to be’.[footnoteRef:15] Again, the ‘subject’ here in relation to a Jewish person, as is for anyone, seems to be their born out of ‘being’ in a state of tabula rasa (blank state), the ‘object’ is how we are due to things such as conditioning, environment, and belief systems, and what we could become, or ought to be, which is the possibility of our development through ‘spirit’.  Tillich did not seem to put a distinction between faiths, but rather an ‘ultimate concern’ in God which transcends limitations and divisions in different religious beliefs.  Interestingly, speaking on Romanticism, which as we have discussed, was influential in the development of his system, Tillich wrote of it as, ‘an attempt to overcome the subject-object structure of reality…’.[footnoteRef:16] [14:   Christian Danz, Marc Dumas, Werner Schüßler, Mary Ann Stenger and Erdmann Sturm, Eds.,  in Robert E. Meditz, The Dialectic of the Holy: Paul Tillich’s Idea of Judaism Within the History of Religion, Vol. 7, (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016), p.3.]  [15:  Ibid., p.49.]  [16:  Paul Tillich,’ Religion and Culture by Paul Tillich: Lecture XXI’, trans. by JJ Warren and Michaela Durst, (Vienna: [n.pub.], 2026 ), p.2.] 


Post-War influences
Although expressionism emerged prior to World War 1, it gained substantial traction in post-war Germany,  until the start of the Nazi regime.  Expressionism afforded a perspective on inner thinking which allowed for an absence of the definitive, concrete, and absolute.  It was abstract not only in its art, but also blurred the lines of conceptualism, offering depth to understanding, in place of conformity and accepted thinking.  When discussing personality, which is very much in line with expressionism, Tillich writes, ‘…we must deny that man’s essential nature is identical with the rational character of his mind.’[footnoteRef:17] This points to an understanding that a related logic does not always correlate with a person’s true nature[footnoteRef:18] - their state of being prior to conditioning.  As traditional religious practices follow established, and accepted adherences to faith, Tillich suggests that ultimate concern is more easily understood outside of the church, as the person’s true nature is able to be expressed without resistance.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith, (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1957), p.6.]  [18:  Paul Tillich, Love, Power, and Justice: Ontological Analyses and Ethical Applications, (London: Oxford University Press, 1974),p.18.]  [19:  Angus Slater, ‘Modern Christian Theology; Tillich 1’, lecture from HPRS5905/6905, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, June 2026), 4 - HPRS5905-6905 Modern Christian Theology - Ritschl 1.pdf, [accessed 19 August 2026].] 


When describing ultimate concern, Tillich references Deuteronomy 6:5, ‘“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might”, and states that this is what the term is explaining.[footnoteRef:20]  It seems here that Tillich is explaining something beyond thought.  He also makes a distinction between the courage involved in what a person’s ultimate concern is.  If for example their ultimate concern is of a material nature, or of how they are viewed, there is a risk of failure within that finite realm, but it is just that, ‘finite’, there is a ‘start’ and a ‘stop’, with opportunity to re-establish and start again, whereas to risk not considering faith as one’s ultimate concern, is to lose all that is you within being.[footnoteRef:21]   [20:  Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith, (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1957), pp.2-.3.]  [21:  Ibid., pp.17-18.] 


Whether ‘ultimate concern’ is the best definition of religion is a matter of opinion.  Ultimate concern in faith, in God, the everlasting and infinite would seem appropriate, and if Tillich is correct, and we are beings within being, which is God, then ultimate concern is a fitting description.  ‘Concern’,  however, implies thought, something which Tillich separates from infinite being, and attributes to the physical.  Likewise, ‘ultimate’ infers an end, which does not correlate with the infinite.  Combined, the words also express ‘worry’, or ‘interest’, and it would seem that both may be applicable.  However one wishes to consider the phrase, the theological work Tillich undertook to arrive at this term, provides us with wonderful perspectives on how we may consider faith.
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