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German Idealism’s Long Shadow: 

The Fall and Divine-Human Agency in Tillich’s Systematic Theology 

 

Summary 

This article shows that the central problems of Tillich’s doctrine of sin result from 

Tillich’s adoption of aspects of German Idealist philosophy. Placing Tillich’s 

treatment of sin in light of the development of a crucial philosophical problem of 

agency that begins in Kant’s doctrine of radical evil, it traces this problem from 

Kant through Idealism to Tillich, arguing that Tillich’s theology should be seen as 

a profound instance of a broader theme: the role and significance of German 

Idealist philosophy in modern theology.  

 

Zusammenfassung 

Dieser Beitrag zeigt, dass die zentralen Probleme der Sündenlehre Tillichs durch 

seine Übernahme einiger Aspekte des deutschen Idealismus beeinflusst wurden. 

Indem Tillichs Sündenlehre in den Zusammenhang der Entwicklung des 

entscheidenden philosophischen Problems der Handlungsfähigkeit, das in Kants 

Lehre vom Radikalen Bösen seinen Ursprung hat, gesetzt wird, kann die 

Entwicklung von Kant über den Idealismus bis zu Tillich verfolgt 

werden. Dadurch wird gezeigt, dass Tillichs Theologie als tiefsinniger Ausdruck 

eines umfassenderen Themas verstanden werden kann: die Bedeutung und Rolle 

des deutschen Idealismus in der modernen Theologie. 
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I. Introduction: Modern Theology, Ancilla Philosophiae?  

 The relationship between philosophy and theology has long been vexed. 

Fraught with fierce disagreement and deep historical, philosophical, and 

theological complexity, the road from Athens to Jerusalem, or there and back 

again, has been neither straight nor safe for the wayfarer brave - or reckless – 

enough to make the journey. This relationship takes on a new importance in the 

period of modern Protestant theology. At least two causes for this new situation 

should be mentioned. First, broader cultural changes lead to the declining authority 

of theology in the German university.1 Second, the rise of the Aufklärung, which 

found its most theologically and philosophically potent expression in Immanuel 

Kant, created a context in which philosophy gained increasing influence over 

theology, particularly in its capacity to set the terms of cultural and intellectual 

debate. Since neither tradition nor authority could adjudicate fundamental 

disagreements,2 it was before the tribunal of Reason that the central questions of 

the period were argued, and theology, too, had to makes its case in terms 

acceptable to this stern judge. Yet for all the importance of philosophy for 

theology, modern theology has not been notably attentive to its philosophical 

sources.  

 One important reason for this lack of attention and care has been the 

widespread, and indeed structural,3 acceptance of nineteenth and early- twentieth 

                                                           
1 A particularly insightful and detailed study of the role of theology in the German university is 

Thomas HOWARD, Protestant Theology and the Rise of the Modern German University (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2006). 
2 How this came about is a complex story, one feature of which is undoubtedly the role of the 

Thirty Years War in shaking people’s faith in the capacity of religion to mediate fundamental 

disputes. Stephen Toulmin, Cosmpolis: The Hidden Agenda of Modernity (Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 1992), emphasizes this background as essential for understanding Descartes 

search for a universal and reliable method. The scientific revolution also played a crucial role, 

particularly as “apologetics” came to be framed in the scientific language of the times, leading, 

in the analysis of Michael J. Buckley, At the Origins of Modern Atheism (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1990), to the rise of modern atheism. Amos Funkenstein, Theology and the 

Scientific Imagination: From the Middle Ages to the Seventh Century (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1986), 346, comes to a similar conclusion: “It seems as though the secular 

theology of the seventeenth century was bound to dig its own grave, because it often stressed, 

however ambiguously, the self-sufficiency of the world and the autonomy of mankind.” Thus the 

displacement of theology by philosophy, faith by reason, stemmed partially from Christianity 

itself. 
3 By structural I mean not merely the piecemeal adoption of individual content, but rather 

indebtedness to philosophy such that the philosophy affects not only individual theological 

concepts, but also the frameworks within which individual concepts interrelate and gain their 

particular meaning and in light of which some alternatives are viewed as impossible or 

implausible. 
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century German philosophical assumptions, positions, and sensibilities; these form 

the unquestioned foundations, as it were, on which modern – especially Protestant 

– theology has been built. Originally the widespread acceptance of German 

philosophy in theology began with the equation of modern German theology with 

an essentially Kantian theology, that is, theology that did not fundamentally 

question the epistemological limitations Immanuel Kant put on the human knower, 

limitations which were a concomitant of his rejection of what theologians 

sometimes call “classical metaphysics,” the metaphysics that, from Plato through 

most Christian theology until Kant, assumed not only the existence but the 

knowability of supersensible objects, objects beyond the limits of “possible 

experience” in Kant’s terms.4 Whether it was the more directly  Idealist and 

Romantic influenced theology of Friedrich Schleiermacher, or the more 

specifically Neo-Kantian theology of Albrecht Ritschl and his influential students 

– e.g. Wilhelm Herrmann and Adolf von Harnack – such theology assumed that an 

“uncritical” return to, or acceptance of, pre-Kantian philosophical positions was 

not only illegitimate but not truly possible. Since apparently the entirety of the 

Christian tradition, certainly in its central creedal expressions, seemed to assume 

precisely the now-unacceptable pre-critical metaphysics, modern theology had the 

task of somehow remaining Christian theology, and thus making use of its texts, 

creeds, practices, while also rejecting the background assumptions in light of 

which the pre-modern tradition gained its coherence and intellectual integrity.5  

 The variegated forms of Kantianism that supported this theological project 

seemed to enable an adherence to some kind of ahistorical and universal religious 

content – usually derived, following Kant, from ethics6 – while simultaneously 
                                                           
4 A notable illustration of this is how modern theology on the one hand, and analytic philosophy 

of religion and philosophical theology on the other, function like independent enterprises. While 

the latter fields have seen a remarkable resurgence of interest and vitality in the Anglophone 

philosophical world, modern theology proceeds apace, with seeming little concern for that fact 

that almost no one in the latter fields would accept their tacit assumptions about, e.g. knowledge 

of God and metaphysics, just as few in these latter fields seem anxious that many theologians 

may look skeptically on what they are doing.  
5 See Michele René BARNES, “Ebion at the Barricades: Moral Narrative and Post-Christian 

Catholic Theology,” MoTh 26:4 (2010), 511-548, especially, 518-523, who offers a trenchant 

critique of the way in which modern theology uses pre-modern texts. A critique that derives from 

a similar spirit is found in the concluding chapter of Lewis AYRES, Nicaea and Its Legacy: An 

Approach to Fourth Century Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 

384-435.  
6 Stefan ATZE, Ethik als Steigerungsform von Theologie? Systematische Rekonstruktion un Kritik 

eines Strukturprocesses im neuzeitlichen Protestantismus (Berin/New York: de Gruyter, 2008), 

offers a thorough analysis of what he sees as a single tradition running from Kant to Trutz 

Rendtorff in which ethics replaces traditional dogmatic theology. As he notes, 3: “Die 

Originarität eines Programms, das Ethik als Steigerungsform von Theologie begreift, ist somit 
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rejecting the original assumptions and self-understandings of earlier forms of 

Christianity. This first phase of this project, however, was brought to a jarring halt 

with the decline of Neo-Kantianism and its theological analogues after the First 

World War and the rise of what Peter Gordon has called “philosophical 

expressionism” in Weimar Germany. Gordon sees philosophical expressionism 

originating in the crisis-culture that was prominent in the beginning of the 1920s.7 

While theologians are more familiar with Barth’s break from liberalism and thus 

the theological component of this cultural shift, it is important to locate the 

changes in theology within the broader, remarkably similar, changes occurring at 

the same time in German philosophy.8 This recognition is especially crucial 

because, far from rejecting the philosophical shift that Gordon traces in Franz 

Rosenzweig and Heidegger, modern Protestant theology largely accepted and 

indeed could be viewed as the theological expression of the new, “post-

metaphysical” philosophy.9 This philosophy vehemently rejected the Greek 

metaphysical tradition, and thus classical Christian theology, while also 

emphasizing a kind of radical primitivism borne out of an acceptance of the 

historical narrative in which their intellectual fathers, whether a Neo-Kantian like 

Herrmann Cohen or a Ritschlian like Adolf von Harnack, were seen to culminate a 

tradition now revealed as a failure. One need here think only of, on the 

philosophical side, Heidegger’s return to the pre-Socratics or, on the theological 

side, Barth’s return to Paul. In both cases these seminal thinkers wrote texts that 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

nicht singulär zu verstehen, sondern vielmehr als eine eigene Entwicklungslinie protestantischer 

Theologie.” 
7 Peter E. GORDON, Rozenzweig and Heidegger: Between Judaism and German Philosophy 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), xvii. IDEM, Continental Divide: Heidegger, 

Cassirer, Davos (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010), 52-86, provides a concise 

summary of Southwestern and Marburg Neo-Kantianism.  
8 This is particularly the case because the dependence of modern theology on philosophy usually 

means there is a time-lag between when an issue registers in philosophy and when it registers in 

theology. Neo-Kantianism provides a good example of this, as it registered the profundity of the 

problem of historicism, for example, long before historicism became a major issue in systematic 

theology. On Neo-Kantianism’s confrontation with historicism, see the excellent article by 

Frederick BEISER, “Historicism and Neo-Kantianism,” in Studies in History and Philosophy of 

Science 39 (2009), 554-564.  
9 Mark LILLA, in The Stillborn God: Religion, Politics, and the Rise of the Modern West (New 

York: Knopf, 2007), is one author who places Barth’s early work into the broader philosophical 

and cultural context of Weimar Germany and reads Der Römerbrief alongside Franz 

Rosenzweig’s Star of Redemption .See also John R. BETZ, “Beyond the Sublime: The Aesthetics 

of the Analogy of Being (Part One),” in MoTh 21:3 (2005), 369-411, which closely (and 

polemically) connects Heidegger and Barth. Even if one disagrees with Betz’s position on the 

analogy of Being, the way he traces its rejection, particularly in Heidegger and Barth, illustrates 

and supports my point about modern theology’s relationship to modern philosophy.  
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assumed the need for a fresh, original hearing of a forgotten or clouded-over 

source, and that this need justified ignoring whatever traditions would normally be 

seen as essential for undertaking such retrieval, e.g. Plato and the subsequent 

philosophical tradition or historical-critical biblical studies and the history of 

theology. The assumption rather was an access unmediated – and thus undistorted 

– by tradition to a pristine source whose power to speak to the present was 

overshadowed by Seinsvergessenheit for Heidegger and, one might say, a 

forgetting of the Deus dixit for Barth. Yet even in Barth, famous for his dim view 

of “metaphysics,” there was no fundamental interrogation, much less rejection, of 

the philosophical foundations on which modern theology had been built, but 

simply a rejection of one of its theological expressions, viz. the 

Kulturprotestantismus of Wilhelmine Germany.10   

 As the dominance of Barth and the movement of dialectical theology 

associated with him began to wane, however, Paul Tillich’s star began to rise, and 

German philosophy found finally a prominent theologian who explicitly and 

gratefully acknowledged his German, and specifically Idealist, philosophical 

inheritance.  It is in part precisely Tillich’s use and view of philosophy that makes 

him so helpful for understanding the role it has played in modern theology. Yet in 

recent decades there has been a noticeable decline in the influence and perceived 

relevance of Tillich, such that Bruce McCormack has judged his theology to be 

“seriously dated.”11 Indeed, more than half of a century has passed since Paul 

Tillich published the first volume of his Systematic Theology, 12 and in the time 

elapsed the theological world has changed dramatically, reflecting shifts in culture, 

politics, and the shape of the humanities. Indeed, what I argue is part of his 

importance, viz. his foundations in German Idealist philosophy, is for many part of 

his irrelevance. For German Idealism represented a way of thinking that, while 

exerting a significant subterranean influence through theology, was never at home 

in American soil in spite of some luminous American proponents, like Josiah 

Royce.13 Moreover, as McCormack notes, Tillich carried on the distinctively 

                                                           
10

 One example of this lack of critical investigation is Barth’s remarkably sparse first-hand 

knowledge of Hegel, arguably the most theologically influential philosopher of the twentieth 

century. On this point see Michael WELKER, “Barth und Hegel. Zur Erkenntnis eines 

methodischen Verfahrens bei Barth,” Evangelische Theologie 43 (1987), 307-328.  
11 Bruce L. MCCORMACK, “Why Should Theology Be Christocentric? Christology and 

Metaphysics in Paul Tillich and Karl Barth,” WTJ 45 (2010), 42-80, here: 80. 
12 Tillich’s Systematic Theology will hereafter be cited as “ST” followed by volume and page 

number.  
13 See, for example, the excellent overview of Tillich’s thought by Wilhelm PAUCK, “Paul 

Tillich: Heir of the Nineteenth Century,” in Marion Pauck, ed. From Luther to Tillich: The 

Reformers and Their Heirs (New York: Harper & Row, 1984), 152-209. Cf. also Werner 
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nineteenth-century German tradition of mediating theology.14 Even in Tillich’s 

own time his thought, sitting astride Continental and Anglophone traditions, did 

not permit easy categorization; but it was unquestionably relevant, and it spoke to 

the concerns of many people inside and outside of the academy. Now, however, 

one cannot write about Tillich without asking where or whether he fits in our 

context: why should we care about Tillich? Is he really worth returning to, even 

though his own era has passed, theology has moved on to new concerns, grown 

less comfortable with systems and ontology, and more at home with a stunning 

plurality of voices in theology, ranging from feminisms to eco-theologies?  

 How this question is answered will be significantly determined by how one, 

perhaps unconsciously, assesses the general influence of Idealism on modern 

theology, and its specific influence on Tillich. Tillich’s indebtedness to German 

Idealism, especially the philosophy of F.W.J Schelling, is well known. Indeed, in a 

lecture on the 100th anniversary of Schelling’s death, Tillich described Schelling as 

“[his] great teacher in philosophy and theology,” and one without whom “[his] 

work on the problems of systematic theology would be unthinkable.”15 Tillich 

himself understood that, in 1954, “the spirit of Anglo-Saxon theology and 

philosophy is not favorable to the understanding of Schelling,”16 and, one might 

add, Idealism in general. Yet at roughly the same time that Tillich has been losing 

influence in theology, scholarship on German Idealism has been experiencing a 

renaissance in the English-speaking world.  This scholarship has established what 

was never widely understood in the English-speaking world, viz. that Idealism was 

one of the most creative and important periods in modern philosophy.17 Indeed, it 

is practically impossible to understand the intellectual developments of the 

nineteenth and twentieth-centuries without understanding the ways in which they 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

SCHLÜßLER, “Tillich’s Life and Work” in Russell R. MANNING, ed., The Cambridge Companion 

to Paul Tillich (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 3-17. 
14 MCCORMACK, “Christology and Metaphysics” (see above, n. 10), 49. 
15 Paul TILLICH, “Schelling und die Anfänge des Existentialistichen Protestes,“ in ZPhF.B 9 

(1955), 197-208, here: 197 (translations from German are my own, unless otherwise indicated). 
16 Ibid. Tillich’s perceptive comments about America’s cultural resistance to the spirit of 

Schelling’s work should be of interest to those curious about the reception of Idealism in the 

Anglophone world, on which topic see below, n. 17. 
17 Explaining why Idealism has been neglected and why it has experienced a renaissance is a 

complicated story, involving the rejection of Absolute Idealism in Britain and America, the rise 

of “analytic” philosophy with its general distrust of metaphysics, and now the growing suspicion 

amongst Anglophone philosophers that the naturalism and anti-metaphysical stance of analytic 

philosophy is inadequate, on strictly philosophical grounds, to address certain crucial 

philosophical problems. For a good overview of some of these factors, see the opening three 

essays in Espen HAMMER ed., German Idealism: Contemporary Perspectives (New York: 

Routledge, 2007). 
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are reactions to German Idealism.  For Idealism, as Robert Pippin has emphasized, 

is arguably the defining source of modernity. 18 If Idealism’s crucial role in 

modernity is appreciated at all, it is often only with reference to Hegel, for the 

traditions that run through Feuerbach and Marx, Kierkegaard and Existentialism, 

and Schopenhauer and Nietzsche are associated with reactions to Hegel. Yet Kant, 

Fichte, and Schelling also played central roles in defining, defending, and 

advancing some of the distinctive ideas of modernity, not least the idea of freedom 

as autonomy, a peculiar and radical understanding of free agency that now 

pervades our culture and, one could add, modern theology.19  Beyond this, 

philosophy and theology from Kant to Hegel are, as I have suggested above, the 

foundations of most modern theology. Yet in spite of both the influence of 

Idealism on theology and its intrinsic philosophical significance, I would suggest 

that there has never been an adequate reckoning of the importance of Idealism and 

its influence on modern theology.20 As a consequence, there has been a tendency to 

treat problems in theology as if they were “purely” theological, and that their 

philosophical antecedents and structures did not need to be uncovered and 

understood in order to offer a careful theological assessment. This failure to attend 

to philosophical sources both evinces and reinforces the tendency of modern 

theologians to avoid looking at the nature and history of their fundamental 

concepts. 

 Tillich, as a profound proponent of certain Idealist themes and an 

interlocutor with many others, remains relevant not least because a central 

difficulty in German Idealism also plays a crucial role in his theology, and Tillich’s 

treatment of this problem provides a powerful example of the determinative role 

that Idealism has played in structuring crucial dogmatic problems. This is the 

                                                           
18 See Robert PIPPIN, Modernism as a Philosophical Problem, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1999) and Idealism as Modernism: Hegelian Variations (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1997), 1-25.  
19 Terry PINKARD, German Philosophy 1760-1860: The Legacy of Idealism (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2002), provides an good history of Idealism and its relation to 

modernity, focusing on autonomy as Idealism’s central and unifying concept.  
20 An example that supports this claim is the recent article by Martin WENDTE, “Monarchie des 

Geistes? Gegen den impliziten Hegelianismus in der gegenwärtigen Theologie,” NZSTh 49:1 

(2007), 86-103. Wendte argues that Hegel’s principle of absolute mediation provides the 

fundamental structure of modern Trinitarian theology, which, often in a desire to avoid the 

alleged monarchy of the Father in pre-modern doctrines of God, adopts (often unwittingly) 

Hegel’s philosophy with, so Wendte argues, philosophically and theologically compromising 

results. It should also be noted that a book, unfortunately not yet available as of this writing, has 

been written that seeks to redress the inadequate attention to German Idealism: Gary DORRIEN, 

Kantian Reason and Hegelian Spirit: The Idealistic Logic of Modern Theology (Oxford: Wiley-

Blackwell, 2012).  
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problem of the Fall which, we shall see, becomes a problem of agency, both divine 

and human, and the nature of freedom. Understanding this problem as it emerges in 

Kant, develops in Idealism, and is inherited in Tillich’s theology enables a deeper 

appreciation not only of Tillich’s theology and its relevance, but also of the 

importance of understanding Kant and the Idealists for interpreting modern 

theology. Thus, this article argues that Tillich inherits and attempts to modify 

certain Idealist conceptions of human agency, that he encounters some of the same 

problems that confronted the Idealists, and that these problems, far from lying on 

the periphery of his theology, are central to his system as a whole, for they both 

dramatically shape Tillich’s ideas about human and divine agency and lead to one 

of, if not the, central problem in Tillich’s theology: the “transition from essence to 

existence,” Tillich’s doctrine of the Fall. To make this argument, this article will 

offer an overview of the origins and development of the Fall in Kant and the 

German Idealists, paying special attention to Kant’s treatment of radical evil. Then 

it will analyze Tillich’s treatment of the cluster of problems surrounding the Fall 

and show how Tillich inherits and transforms the Idealist tradition in light of his 

specific concerns. Implicit throughout this article’s treatment of Tillich is the belief 

that one of the great virtues of his system – and indeed something that makes it as 

relevant now as it was in the past – is precisely its striving for a systematic, 

coherent view of things which attempts to lay bare its philosophical assumptions; 

that this systematicity opens Tillich to serious criticism is to his credit. For many of 

Tillich’s problems were not unique to him, and his solutions, regardless of how 

they are judged in the end, point towards the necessity of engaging these problems 

with the philosophical self-consciousness, if not the tools, of Tillich. Due to 

limitations of space and scope, this article does not seek to offer an overview of 

Tillich’s relations to Kant and German Idealism, as such, or to present an overview 

of the recent Anglophone literature on Idealism.21 The theme of Idealism and 

modern theology is, of course, one that deserves substantive independent 

treatment; nevertheless, I conclude the article by returning to this theme and 

reflecting on the broader theological implications of Tillich’s entanglements with 

Idealism. 

II. Agency and Fall in Kant and the Idealists22 

                                                           
21 I interact with a substantial amount of this literature on Idealism in “From Jena to 

Copenhagen: Kierkegaard’s relations to German Idealism and the Critique of Autonomy in The 

Sickness Unto Death,” Religious Studies 47:2 (2011): 201-216, where I give a concise summary 

of Idealism’s development with particular reference to the theme of autonomy.  
22 This treatment of Kant uses material from my more thorough treatment in “Converting the 

Kantian Self: Radical Evil, Agency, and Conversion in Kant’s Religion within the Boundaries of 

Mere Reason,” Kant-Studien, forthcoming, where I deal with agency as it relates not only to 
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 Kant’s account of radical evil in Religion within the Boundaries of Mere 

Reason23 exercised an enormous influence on subsequent thinking about the Fall in 

modern theology. Understanding Kant’s account of radical evil requires grasping 

the factors that generate the problem that Kant is trying to resolve. At least three 

are crucial. The first is Kant’s commitment to freedom as co-extensive with 

subjection to the moral law. On this view, freedom is understandable precisely 

because it accords with laws and does not admit of contingency or indeterminacy. 

Just as the natural world is ruled by laws whose operations are necessary and 

universal, so the moral laws which govern free actions are necessary and universal. 

The second factor is Kant’s discomfort with this view; as Emil Fackenheim notes, 

“Kant wavers between two views of freedom.” On the first, described above, “man 

is free in the degree to which he is determined by the moral principle; according to 

the other, he is free to choose good or evil.”24 The third factor is Kant’s 

commitment to what can be called moral self-creation. Elaborating this principle 

will take us into the heart of radical evil and, indeed, into the cluster of problems 

that also beset Tillich’s account of the Fall.  

 Kant’s clearest statement of the principle referred to above as moral self-

creation is found in Religion: “The human being must make or have made himself 

into whatever he is or should become in a moral sense, good or evil. These two 

[characters] must be an effect of his free power of choice, for otherwise they could 

not be imputed to him and, consequently, he could be neither morally good nor 

evil.”25  The principle here lays down a condition for moral responsibility, viz. 

authorship of whatever it is one is responsible for. If, for example, a human being 

was simply born with an evil nature that had nothing to do with her choice, she 

could not be held responsible for it; it would be morally irrelevant. While this 

principle may strike some readers as intuitive, similar in that sense to Kant’s 

“ought implies can” principle, it has significant implications and it generates many, 

if not all, of the inconsistencies that arise in Religion when Kant draws on 

traditional Christian concepts like grace and sin. It is, therefore, important to 

understand exactly what Kant is saying in this principle.  

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Kant’s account of radical evil but also to his account of conversion and how it in turn 

foreshadows a key development in German Idealism. 
23 References to Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason follow the Berlin Academy 

pagination, volume then page, which are included in Immanual Kant, Religion with the 

Boundaries of Mere Reason, trans. and ed. George di GIOVANNI and Allen WOOD (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1998). Translations from Kant come from this edition unless 

otherwise indicated.  
24 Emil FACKENHEIM, The God Within (Toronto: University of Toronto Press 1996), 24.  
25 Religion, 6: 44. 
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 Christianity teaches that humans are in every way creatures; born with good 

natures,26 they are also responsible moral agents, and their responsibility consists 

partly, if not wholly, in taking care of and properly using that which they have 

been given. On this view, human nature is a gift for which humans are responsible. 

This Christian view contrasts sharply with Kant’s view; his principle that we are 

only responsible for those things that we create in ourselves is a much stronger 

claim, and, when related to his concept of a maxim, it creates both the conceptual 

space necessary for radical evil and the tensions that plague Kant’s account.  

 According to Kant, all actions embody a maxim, i.e., a subjective principle 

of action: “freedom of the power of choice [Willkür] has the characteristic, entirely 

peculiar to it, that it cannot be determined to action through any incentive except so 

far as the human being has incorporated it into his maxim (has made it into a 

universal rule for himself, according to which he wills to conduct himself).”27 This 

is what Henry Allison has called the Incorporation Thesis (IT). Because all actions 

depend on maxim incorporation, evil action must reflect an evil maxim. But, thinks 

Kant, someone with a good Gesinnung (disposition) could not adopt an evil 

maxim, for a good person has “incorporated the moral law into his maxim.”28  Kant 

concludes, then, that adoption of an evil maxim reflects a bad Gesinnung. But, 

following the principle of moral self-creation, it is impossible that our actions 

could flow from a Gesinnung if that Gesinnung was not chosen by us, else we 

would not be responsible for our actions. Addressing this concern, he says that “to 

have the one or the other disposition by nature as an innate characteristic does not 

mean that the disposition has not been earned by the human being who harbors it, 

i.e. that he is not its author, but means rather that it has not been earned in time.”29 

This view, that our free adoption of our moral nature or Gesinnung does not occur 

in time, became commonplace in modern theology, with the result that many 

theologians, including Tillich, have denied that the Fall could be historical. It is 

important to see the consequences of Kant’s commitment in order to understand 

later developments in Idealist philosophy and theology.  

 Kant’s notion of Gesinnung, as Henry Allison observes, is not in itself 

unusual. Kant demonstrates his “partial agreement” with a longstanding tradition in 

moral psychology that “insist[s] that moral responsibility presupposes that actions 

be connected with the character of the agent.” The break with this view, Allison 

notes, “is his insistence that, like the specific maxims adopted on the basis of it, an 

                                                           
26 Precisely what kind of nature humans had prior to the Fall is a matter of dispute among 

theologians; I use “good” here in a non-technical sense, not wishing to take a position on these 

theological disputes. 
27 Religion, 6: 24. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., 6: 25. 
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agent’s Gesinnung is itself somehow chosen.”30 This philosophical move thus 

proves fateful for Kant’s philosophy of religion and, as we shall see, Tillich’s 

theology. Notice in particular what it implies about agency.  

 For, if an action, per the IT, requires a maxim, and maxim adoption 

presupposes a Gesinnung that relates the agent’s actions to its character, then 

action requires a Gesinnung, else it becomes completely inexplicable. But if action 

presupposes an agent with a Gesinnung, then exactly what agent could perform the 

action of adopting a Gesinnung? None of the necessary properties of action would 

seem to obtain. The action of Gesinnung adoption could not manifest a maxim, 

which means it violates the IT, nor could it manifest a Gesinnung. Finally, and 

perhaps most problematically for Kant, it could not even manifest autonomy, for if 

autonomy is understood as a normative property, then the notion of an autonomous 

agent, one who is by definition under the moral law, choosing to be under the 

moral law is redundant, and the notion of that same agent choosing the evil maxim, 

and subordinating duty to inclination, is just as incoherent as it was before, and 

leaves Kant in the precise position he was trying to avoid, i.e., that of being unable 

to account for freely chosen moral evil. It is important to remember why Kant is in 

this situation: he is trying to explain radical evil as resulting from the free, and 

therefore culpable, adoption of the evil maxim, the subjective ground of all evil 

actions. The result of his attempt is enormous tension if not direct contradiction 

with his previously held theory of agency.  

 What ultimately lies behind this problem is that Kant is operating with two 

different agents, or, put another way, two different conceptions of agency, which 

are doing different tasks, as it were, in his philosophy. The normal, historical agent 

is set alongside a non-temporal agent that can somehow adopt its own moral 

nature; the problem is that Kant is forced to combine both ideas of agency into a 

single agent or self in order to explain how the Fall, or radical evil, is possible.   

 The two different agents that are implicit in Kant’s account of radical evil 

become explicitly distinct agents in Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel. Although we 

cannot begin to do justice to how this happens here, a brief summary of the 

conceptual story is essential for locating Tillich’s theology in this tradition. This 

summary should not be thought, however, to function as a replacement for a more 

detailed reading of the Idealists. Such a reading is well beyond the scope of this 

article, and here I restrict myself to an interpretive overview of the conceptual 

development of these tensions in Idealism. The tensions in Kant’s account arose 

from the fact that he needed an agent that could make a decision outside of time 

that determined what kind of moral nature that agent, as a historical agent, would 

                                                           
30 Henry ALLISON, Kant’s Theory of Freedom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 

137.  
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have. Thus, without recourse to explaining the Fall as a historical event that 

somehow affects all of humanity, Kant says that each of us have chosen, outside of 

time, to be the sorts of persons that we are; that somehow our being fallen is a 

universal feature of humanity but it is not necessary. The problem here, which 

occurs in different ways in both Kant and Fichte’s theoretical philosophies, is how 

an agent who only knows himself in time, could also somehow be a free agent who 

made a morally determinative choice outside of time. This position seems to split a 

person into the self that is subjectively experienced and the self that created the 

moral nature of that subjective self. Both of these selves need to be the same self if 

this account will explain how a self is fallen.  

 Fichte confronted his own version of this problem because he extended 

Kant’s principle of moral self-creation to a principle of self-creation simpliciter. 

Thus the central principle of Fichte’s theoretical philosophy is that “the I posits 

itself absolutely.”31 Unable ultimately to make sense of how the “I” and the “itself” 

in that principle could be the same agent, Fichte introduced the idea of the 

Absolute Subject. For Fichte it is within the Absolute I that the finite I is able to 

posit itself because, somehow, the finite I is part of the Absolute I. Both Schelling 

and Hegel rejected Fichte’s subjective Idealism and instead argued that the 

Absolute was ultimately beyond the subject-object distinction, thus articulating 

their own Absolute Idealism.32  

 Although Absolute Idealism took significantly different forms in Schelling 

and Hegel’s philosophy, their philosophies represent the culmination of the 

struggle between the two different concepts of agency that we saw in Kant. 

Fichte’s subjective Idealism was a kind of halfway house between Kant’s 

transcendental Idealism that denied speculative metaphysics any place in his 

system and the Absolute Idealists, who saw metaphysics as the only solution to 

                                                           
31  See Johann Gottlieb FICHTE, Grundlage der gesamten Wissenschaftslehre (Hamburg: Felix 

Meiner, 1997), 16-18 (I, 96-99  in I.H. Fichte, ed., Fichtes Werke. 11 Bände [Berlin: 1971]). For 

discussions of Fichte’s philosophy, see Frederick Beiser, German Idealism: The Struggle Against 

Subjectivism, 223-345; Günther ZÖLLER, Fichte’s Transcendental Philosophy: The Original 

Duplicity of Intelligence and Will (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); and 

Frederick NEUHEUSER, Fichte’s Theory of Subjectivity (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1990). Dieter Henrich, Between Kant and Hegel: Lectures on German Idealism 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 194 ff. 
32 The birth of Absolute Idealism is discussed in Frederick BEISER, German Idealism, 349-374. 

For Schelling’s Absolute Idealism, see ibid., 465-596, especially 551-564. I am not here claiming 

a genetic connection between the problem in Kant’s practical philosophy that I outline in his 

Religion and German Idealism but rather a conceptual one. To argue for some kind of direct 

historical influence of this problem on the development of Idealism would require attention not 

only to Kant’s theoretical philosophy, but also to the debates in the 1790s from which post-

Kantian Idealism emerged, and such a project extends far beyond the scope of this article. 
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problems that Kant had raised but failed to address.33 What is crucial to understand 

for our purposes is that the ambiguity that Schelling and Hegel inherit from Fichte 

is by no means simply resolved in Absolute Idealism. For one of the central 

objections against Absolute Idealism, made at first by the later Schelling himself,34 

and then famously by Kierkegaard, is that it undermines meaningful individual 

agency. Indeed, one rule of thumb for distinguishing what form of Idealism one is 

confronting is by observing what it is criticized for: undermining individual agency 

or giving the individual agent seemingly fantastic powers of self-determination? 

Forms of Absolute Idealism often come under criticism for the former tendency, 

forms of Kantian and Fichtean Idealism for the latter. As we shall see, Tillich 

continues this ambivalent tradition, and his treatment of the Fall provides a 

powerful example of the tensions latent therein.  

III. Inherited Tensions: The Fall in Tillich’s Systematic Theology 

 Tillich’s account of the Fall has consistently evoked discussion and 

criticism, ranging from the early and trenchant critique of his Union colleague 

Reinhold Niebuhr to articles and monographs stretching over the last four 

decades.35 Although we will occasionally advert to this literature, our treatment is 

distinct in that it will focus not only on what we see as the central problems in 

Tillich’s account, but also why these problems occur, what they indicate about 

Tillich’s Idealist inheritance, and whether they have any continuing relevance.  

  Tillich’s description of the Fall and its relation to Creation derives from his 

ontology, particularly his distinction between essence and existence. Though these 

terms are notoriously ambiguous, essence normally means at least two things in 

Tillich’s usage: (1) the intrinsic normative structure or features of a thing, that is, 

those features or properties that any thing x ought to instantiate because it is x, and 

in virtue of which instantiation they can be rightly described as x. Thus if a tree’s 

essence were a,b,c, then in virtue of this essence we could say that trees ought to 

                                                           
33 That the turn to metaphysics in Idealism was a response to problems in Kant’s philosophy is a 

major theme in Frederick BEISER German Idealism; See also Frederick BEISER, The Fate of 

Reason: German Philosophy from Kant to Fichte (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1987), 326.  
34 See, e.g., Friedrich SCHELLING, Philosophical Inquiries into the Nature of Human Freedom, 

trans. James Gutman (Le Salle, IL: Open Court, 1936) a text which had a significant influence on 

the Existentialist tradition.  
35 For a small sampling of this literature, see Donald F. DREISBACH, “Essence, Existence, and 

the Fall: Paul Tillich’s Analysis of Existence.” HthR 73 (1980), 521-538; William H. 

HALVERSON, “Freedom and the Self,” JR 4 (1963), pp. 139-150; Reinhold NIEBUHR, “Biblical 

Thought and Ontological Speculation in Tillich’s Theology,” in Charles W. KEGLEY, ed.,The 

Theology of Paul Tillich (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1982), 252-265; Peter SLATER, “Tillich on 

the Fall and the Temptation of Goodness,” JR 65 (1985), 196-207; Adrian THATCHER, The 

Ontology of Paul Tillich (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), 117-138.  
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exemplify properties a,b,c; that trees that fail to do so are less than they should be, 

qua trees; and that something that exemplifies a,b,c can properly be called a tree. 

Alongside this sense is another: (2) the set of properties of a thing that are 

exclusive of all properties pertaining to that thing as existing (in Tillich’s sense, on 

which more below). In this sense, any property that a thing has in virtue of its 

existence cannot also be an essential property. Any list of existential properties 

will thus tell you nothing, in sense (2), about the essence of a thing.  

 Now, Tillich himself would seem to think that (1) is a conflation of what he 

calls the “empirical” and “valuating” senses.36 However, Tillich errs in thinking 

that essential properties in the descriptive or empirical sense are necessarily 

separate from normative properties. Normative does not necessarily mean moral, 

which is what Tillich seems to assume. A moral judgment is normative, but so too 

is the judgment by a carpenter that “this board is too short to make a piece of 

furniture.” The piece of furniture has an essence in sense (1) in virtue of which the 

carpenter knows how long the board ought to be. He knows that the board is 

possible precisely because he knows the essence of the piece of furniture he is 

making. Thus, even if one wants to avoid making the claim that knowing the 

essence of something bridges the alleged gap between facts and values, one could 

still maintain that the essence of a thing justifies some normative judgments, just 

not moral ones.  

 We are assuming that senses (1) and (2) are both operative in Tillich’s use of 

the word “essence” and its cognates; this assumption is justified in part because (2) 

is also a negative definition of existence, and Tillich always uses these terms as 

contrasts, especially in his treatment of the Creation and the Fall. For a positive 

definition of existence, the following senses are almost always intended in Tillich’s 

use of the term: (1) an existing thing x is actualized, i.e., non-potential just insofar 

as it is existing. To use the helpful language of possible worlds (to avoid 

reduplicating Tillich’s terms with their more traditional uses), one can say that an 

existing thing x is a state of affairs that obtains in our real, not simply possible, 

world (i.e., that world that contains this author, Tillich, etc.). That (1) uses the 

word “actual” presents a difficulty because the term (like existence and essence!) 

has a technical, non-standard meaning in Tillich’s philosophy. Some level of 

ambiguity is unavoidable here; thus if “actual” and its cognates are intended in 

Tillich’s specific sense we will make this clear. Now, the second sense of existence 

is simply a corollary of the second sense of essence: (2) the set of properties of a 

thing that are exclusive of all essential properties of that thing. We will see what 

kinds of confusion this second sense causes, but it is important to recognize that 

this is how Tillich is using the term, and I will argue that denying this usage in 
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order to save him from inconsistency prevents us from seeing what Tillich is trying 

to do and why he is inconsistent.  

 With these technical matters out of the way, we can look more closely at 

Tillich’s account of the Fall, focusing on the section entitled “The Transition from 

Essence to Existence and the Symbol of the ‘Fall’.” Although he regards the 

symbol “Fall” as a crucial element of Christianity, Tillich is emphatic that the Fall 

does not represent a temporal event. Rather “Theology must clearly and 

unambiguously represent ‘the Fall’ as a symbol for the human situation 

universally, not as the story of an event that happened ‘once upon a time.’”37 

Tillich wants to sharpen this point by using the phrase “transition from essence to 

existence” to represent the Fall. This “half-way demythologization” of the Fall can 

mislead because it retains “a temporal element.”38 Accepting this mythological 

coloring as inevitable because talk of the divine cannot be fully demythologized,39 

Tillich contrasts the Christian account of the Fall with idealistic and naturalistic 

accounts that negate the reality of the Fall (we shall have reason later to question 

Tillich’s criticisms of Idealism here).  

Thus Tillich clearly intends to preserve some meaningful doctrine of the 

Fall, neither denying the negativity of existence (like Idealism) nor treating it as a 

given without a whence (like Naturalism).40 In light of this commitment, Tillich 

must reckon with the same threefold challenge that confronts every theologian who 

accepts the Fall: Explaining 1) what we fell from; 2) how the Fall was possible, if 

not how it actually happened; 3) what results from the Fall. Tillich answers these 

questions simply: to 1) Essence; 2) finite freedom; 3) existence. But the meaning 

and coherence of these answers demands scrutiny, for two problems immediately 

arise: first, how such a sequence is meaningful without temporal referents; second, 

and most centrally, who or what is the subject of this Fall?  

The concept of transition is obviously a concept of movement, and 

movement or motion is a category that depends on other categories for its meaning 

and application. If there is no space, for example, physical movement is an 

incoherent idea, if no time, temporal movement is equally and obviously 

incoherent; if neither, no movement of any kind is possible. Now motion is also 

extended by analogy to things that lack spatial and temporal properties, such as 

concepts.41 Thus we talk of “one idea leading to another” or of argumentative 

                                                           
37 ST.II, 29. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
40 ST.II, 30. 
41 I am assuming here, for the sake of Tillich’s argument, that physicalism is false, as a 

physicalist clearly commits herself to providing an ultimately material, likely neurological, 
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“moves” that are valid or invalid, sound or unsound. Tillich explicitly recognizes 

that “transition” is an ultimately temporal concept, and thus if we take the concept 

seriously we might with some justification conclude that Tillich’s use of 

“mythological” is just an obfuscation, a smoke screen for using a concept that on 

his own terms is strictly meaningless. Given the centrality of this part of Tillich’s 

system, this would be a devastating criticism of Tillich’s Systematic Theology, for 

the implication would be that much of Tillich’s theology is not false but 

meaningless.42 Here one might respond that Tillich’s use of transition is clearly in 

the category of a metaphorical extension whose referent must be ideas. While this 

defense has its own problems, one could grant it provisionally and still find it 

insufficient. For even if one plausibly claims that “essence” refers to a realm of 

things that lack spatial-temporal properties, that to which the transition leads, viz. 

existence, must have spatial-temporal properties because it is actualized in the 

realm of finitude that is governed, according to Tillich, by the categories of space, 

time, causality, and substance.43  

This analysis presents us with a dilemma: either we affirm Tillich’s desire 

for a meaningful doctrine of the Fall and conclude that he utterly fails in this goal, 

that his account is in fact meaningless or incoherent; or we conclude that Tillich’s 

inconsistent statements should not be allowed to cancel each other into 

meaninglessness and instead argue that Tillich, to be consistent, should have 

affirmed that no meaningful transition is possible and thus that creation and Fall, as 

he himself implies, are identical (although, this position would argue, he fails 

consistently to follow through on this insight).   

                                                                                                                                                                                           

explanation of all mental objects. Tillich’s theology and philosophy are starkly incompatible 

with physicalism, thus it seems fair to exclude it from my considerations.  
42 This is, in fact, the conclusion of Paul EDWARDS, “Professor Tillich’s Confusions,” Mind 74, 

294 (1965), 192-214. Even if one (fairly, in my view) regards Edwards’ critique as 

unsympathetic and dependent upon a view of metaphors that need not be accepted, his article 

suggests two things that are worth noting. First, Tillich often does not stand up well to detailed, 

philosophically exacting scrutiny. Ambiguity is pervasive in his thought and Tillich nowhere 

provides the sophisticated and detailed defense of his “symbolic” theory of language that he 

would need to justify it in the face of the kind of exacting criticism Edwards provides. Second, 

the kinds of criticisms Edwards and others have made of Tillich are not new. Recent scholarship 

on Tillich’s call to Frankfurt reveals that the faculty of Frankfurt and external examiners 

regarded his work as seriously deficient and they opposed his appointment. See Friedrich 

Wilhelm GRAF, “Review: Paul Tillich, Vorlesungen über Geschichtsphilosophie und 

Sozialpädagogik, ed. Erdmann Sturm (New York / Berlin: de Gruyter 2007),” in Zeitschrift für 

Neuere Theologiegeschichte 15 (2008), 178-181. Wolfgang TRILLHAUS, as well, in “Paul Tillich 

im Lichte seiner Wirkungsgeschichte: eine Bilanz,“ ZThK 75 (1978), 82-98, here: 86-89, 

provides a painful list of Tillich’s weaknesses before discussing why Tillich has had such a 

significant influence.  
43 See ST.1. 192 ff.  
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If we accept the first horn of this dilemma, we lose much of Tillich’s 

theology and arguably the most important part of it; if we accept the second, we 

attribute positions of explicit heterodoxy to Tillich that he wanted to avoid, among 

which are the ideas that God created a fallen world and that the Fall was necessary. 

Is there another alternative? We suggest postponing that question. For any answer 

at this point would be hasty, and hasty dismissal is, it seems, a common problem 

among Tillich critics (like Edwards), just as strained defenses are a weakness of his 

proponents.44 Rather, we must probe deeper into Tillich’s account to see how 

Tillich’s problems are variations on the Idealist theme sketched above and why this 

matters for assessing Tillich. 

IV. Problems Old and New: Agency and Idealism 

We originally noted that Tillich’s description of the transition from essence 

to existence raised two problems. The first dealt with the meaningfulness of 

Tillich’s central concept, “transition,” and it resulted in a dilemma, both horns of 

which involve significant damage to Tillich’s system, either by rendering much of 

it meaningless or by attributing heterodox positions to Tillich that he rejected, or at 

least wanted to reject. But what of the second question about who or what 

undergoes the Fall or transition from essence to existence? Answering this second 

question helps us understand the dilemma raised by the first and enables us to 

appreciate the significance of Tillich’s problems.  

One intuitively would think that individual human beings are the subject of 

the Fall. Should not that be obvious? Perhaps. In the traditional Western doctrine 

of the Fall, a single historical agent, Adam, made a decision the catastrophic results 

of which somehow impacted all of his descendants. Explanations of how the Fall 

was universal varied, but many attempted to posit some kind of identity between 

Adam as an individual historical agent and each subsequent individual. A common 

way to make this connection was through Paul’s statements in Romans 5 about 

humanity participating in and being represented by the First Adam, just as they 

participate in and are represented by the Second Adam, Christ. The reasoning here 

is quite sensible; if the Fall is to be universal but its origin is in a historically 

localizable individual decision, then somehow that individual and his decision 

must have universal meaning for and connection with humanity. Kant, as we saw, 

rejected the historicity of the Fall, and set a precedent for subsequent theologians. 

Tillich thus stands in a long tradition of thinkers that denied that the Fall was a 

historical event. Yet denying the historicity of the Fall makes it even more difficult 

to defend the universality of the Fall, for one no longer has recourse to the story of 

monogenesis and the historical unity of the human race presented in the Scriptures. 

                                                           
44 E.g. DREISBACH (see above, n. 34), presents a rather implausible defense of Tillich on these 

points, rooted in, among other things, a highly strained interpretation of “existence.” 
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Here one could say that Tillich is thus no more badly off than any other theologian 

who denies that the Fall was historical. Granted, one could add, the problem of 

universality is a large one, now even more difficult than it was on the traditional 

account; but, again, Tillich’s problem here is not unique.  

This response is fair and important. Criticizing Tillich for problems endemic 

to many other thinkers or the Christian tradition itself is hardly helpful or 

defensible.45 However, if one stops there, then one will fail to see what Tillich adds 

to the tradition and inherits from Idealism. In particular, recall that Kant’s account 

of evil raised the specter of two different agents, or two competing concepts of 

agency, only one of which operates visibly in Kant’s philosophy. Tillich, too, 

encounters a major problem with agency that we can see by looking at Tillich’s 

explanation of how the Fall is possible, viz. through finite freedom.46  

Tillich takes up a fairly traditional position that sees the freedom distinctive 

to humanity, finite freedom, as necessarily making possible a misuse of that 

freedom, which misuse actually occurred/occurs and is called the Fall in Christian 

theology. If one denies that the Fall happens in time, however, then one 

immediately has a problem in using this approach. There are soft and hard forms of 

this problem. The soft problem occurs for Kant and any fairly strict Kantian who 

affirms transcendental idealism. Even before coming to his philosophy of religion, 

Kant was committed to the idea that there are two realms of reality, the noumenal 

and the phenomenal. Freedom, for Kant, was noumenal, and thus independent of 

the forms of intuition and the categories of the understanding that structured all 

human experience.47 Thus Kant had infamous difficulties with relating the 

noumenal and phenomenal agents, the former of which enjoyed spontaneity and 

transcendental freedom, the latter of which was an empirically determined subject, 

                                                           
45 Here, in spite of my general disagreement with him, I agree with DREISBACH (see above, n. 

34), 536, in his general point that some criticisms of Tillich are really criticisms of the tradition, 

which Tillich often simply upholds. I strongly disagree, however, with Dreisbach’s apparent 

belief that Tillich does not present a number of problems peculiar to his theology. 
46 I set aside discussion of “dreaming innocence” not only on account of space limitations, but 

also because Tillich’s entire discussion on this matter is contingent upon a resolution of the 

problems to which I am attending. If “transition” is in the end meaningless, for example, or if 

there really is no subject who experiences the Fall, then further explanatory mechanisms for how 

such meaningless or impossible events take place are superfluous.  
47 My presentation here assumes what is now called the “two world” view in the Kant literature; 

while I cannot defend this position here, it was the historically prevalent interpretation and still 

stands as good historical interpretations of Kant’s philosophy. Moreover, even if one adopts a 

different view, such as a “two aspect” theory, one will have similar problems relating the 

noumenal and phenomenal realms. For a now dated but still helpful overview of the positions in 

Kant scholarship, see Karl AMERIKS, “Kantian Idealism Today,” History of Philosophy 

Quarterly 9 (1992), 329-342. 
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yet both of which were supposed to be identical with a single person. Kant, 

however, had introduced transcendental idealism for very good philosophical 

reasons, and he thought he had argued effectively for the doctrine. Thus there are 

other substantive factors that would lead a Kantian to accept the difficulties of 

relating the phenomenal and noumenal realms as consequences of Kant’s 

otherwise more defensible and cogent critical philosophy.  

Those who face the hard form of our problem have no recourse to 

independent material that would justify their commitment to a non-temporal 

freedom. Tillich, following the Idealists Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel denies that 

humanity exists in two worlds. Indeed, Tillich is likely committed to a variant of a 

position all the Idealists maintained, what Paul Franks calls “holistic monism.”48 

On this view, there is only one order of reality in which nothing can be 

understood without recourse to its relationship to the system as a whole. Tillich’s 

famous “self-world” polarity exemplifies his commitment to this position, as does 

his view that the categories structure all finite reality – a position that Kant rejected 

precisely because he thought freedom would be destroyed if he did not do so. The 

hard problem that confronts Tillich’s use of finite freedom to explain the 

possibility of the Fall is threefold: 1) freedom is a property of actual agents, not a 

self-standing or self-explaining entity that can do explanatory work independent of 

the agent of which it is a property; 2) Tillich has no justified recourse to a finite 

agent who could exercise finite freedom outside of time; and 3) any action assumes 

both an agent and actuality.  

These difficulties combine to render Tillich’s use of finite freedom as an 

explanation of the Fall extremely problematic. One can ask, first, is the transition 

to existence only an event or is it also an action? The answer Tillich wants to give 

is that is an action: “Man is responsible for the transition from essence to existence 

because he has finite freedom and because all dimensions of reality are united in 

him.”49 It is crucial to see what is at stake here. Even without undertaking a 

thorough analysis of Tillich’s concept of freedom, he is clearly committed to the 

common sense notion that freedom is a property that total absence of which 

negates responsibility; that, moreover, one’s responsibility for a state of affairs is 

directly proportional to one’s freedom to bring it about or prevent it from 

occurring. Whatever else Tillich means by freedom, nothing less than this is meant, 

as the above quote makes clear. Thus in holding humanity responsible for the Fall 

Tillich assumes that each person exercises her freedom to bring about the transition 

from essence to existence. But now we must ask a second question: is this act in 

                                                           
48 Paul FRANKS, All or Nothing: Systematicity, Transcendental Arguments, and Skepticism in 

German Idealism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005), 9-10. 
49 ST.II, 40. 
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time or not? Tillich’s answer to this question is clear: the act cannot be in time. 

Since every action assumes an agent and the action that brings about the Fall is not 

temporal, we must necessarily assume an a-temporal agent.  

Now, however, Tillich’s account faces a dilemma, for there is no 

justification whatsoever for Tillich to assume that humans are both non-temporal 

and temporal agents, which they would need to be to have any responsibility 

whatsoever for their fallenness. Yet freedom can play no explanatory role in the 

transition from essence to existence if it is not the freedom of some actual agent 

and, since it is finite freedom that is supposed to provide this explanation, Tillich 

needs finite agents as the subject of this freedom. Note that Tillich’s insistence that 

we somehow cause our own Fall, that it is the result of our freedom, means that he, 

like Kant and Fichte, want freedom to include the capacity somehow to makes 

ourselves morally into what we are: anything less than this is heteronomy. Tillich 

thus needs an agent that is outside of time that can freely effect its own transition 

from essence to existence, but he needs this agent to be identical with the 

individual, finite agent subject to the polarities (that are themselves supposed to 

play an explanatory role) that mark humanity. 

V. An Unresolved Problem 

If this problem sounds familiar, it does so for good reason, for it is a 

structural variation of the same problem that beset Kant, a problem of explaining 

evil that tacitly has recourse to two different, incompatible agents that were 

somehow identical. Tillich, however, has even less philosophical options available 

than Kant, whose Religion, as a consequence of these problems with agency, 

presents a view of grace and conversion that is, to put it mildly, inconsistent. For 

Kant the problem emerges out of the heart of his system – transcendental idealism 

and the transcendental freedom it justifies – yet it finds no solution within his 

system.50  

Tillich is in a similar position: his theology generates a problem to which it 

can offer no solution. He has wanted to maintain a strong form of freedom, rooted 

in an idea of centered action that expresses a person’s self and is not accidental to 

their identity.51 At the same time, he follows the venerable tradition in modern 

theology that rejects the historicity of the Fall and denies that it could be a 

temporal event. Moreover, he sets this denial in the context of an ontology that 

                                                           
50 The problem of evil in Kant, argues Michelle KOSCH, Freedom and Reason in Kant, Schelling, 

and Kierkegaard (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), was a major factor in the 

development of German Idealism and specifically the tradition that runs through the later 

Schelling to Kierkegaard and, eventually, Existentialism. My article on Kant’s Religion (see 

above, n. 21) provides further support for this view of Idealism.  
51 See, e.g., ST.II, 42-43. This view of freedom is functionally very close to Kant’s, for both are 

concerned that actions express an agent’s character, which itself has been chosen by the agent.  
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makes the Fall not only individual, but also cosmic, somehow affecting the entirety 

of the finite world. This commitment to a cosmic or “transcendent” fall,52 an 

inheritance from Schelling,53 deepens the problems in Tillich’s account of the Fall 

because, when combined with the above two commitments, it means Tillich must 

either attribute the cosmic Fall to humankind’s decision – as does the traditional 

doctrine of the Fall – or not. Tillich makes it sound as if the fallenness of nature is 

a result of humanity’s decision, but he then reminds us that there was no time in 

which the entire world, humans included, was unfallen.54  

What we must conclude on this point is that Tillich does regard the Fall as 

unavoidable and, even more strongly, as necessary. Tillich bizarrely describes the 

idea that we could have “avoided sin altogether” as Pelagian, as if the orthodox 

view of the Fall is that it was inevitable and unavoidable. While that clearly is not 

the case as a historical matter of fact, the best way to interpret Tillich’s invocation 

of Pelagius is that he means Pelagian, i.e., ascribing too much freedom to agents, 

with respect to his own position. This both illustrates and confirms the fact that 

creation and Fall do, as Tillich famously said, “coincide.”55 The unavoidable result 

of this move is that “creation” becomes an abstraction from, and indeed something 

in tension with, existence. Creation, in short, is identified with “essence.” Thus 

Tillich cannot attribute the Fall from essence to existence to individual choice, not 

only because the ideal of individual, finite agents effecting this transition is 

incoherent, as we saw above, but also because individual existing persons are 

themselves a result of the transition from essence to existence.  

If the Fall cannot be the result of individual choice, then there is only one 

other agent remaining who could effect the transition from essence to existence: 

God.56 Although Tillich only wants to say that God is Creator and that “creation” is 

merely the realm of essences that inhere in God, the only way to avoid attributing 

the transition from essence to existence to God would be to posit another, 

necessarily divine because uncreated, agent, resulting in Manichaeism. Tillich of 

course rejects such an idea. But this means that creation in the traditional sense of 

God’s bringing the world into existence must be for Tillich an event in God’s life 

whereby God brings finite things into existence by separating them from their 

                                                           
52 ST.II, 37-44. 
53 See especially SCHELLING (see above, n. 33). A full-scale historical treatment of Tillich’s 

theology of the Fall would require looking not only at Schelling views, but also Kierkegaard’s, 

and while I recognize the value of such a project, it extends well beyond what can be done here.  
54 ST.II, 40-41. 
55 ST.II, 44. 
56 This is, in fact, Schelling’s position, so it no surprise if we end up seeing a similar position in 

Tillich, even if he does not make it clear. Fackenheim (see above, n. 23, 95-98, gives a clear 

summary of Schelling’s position on evil and the way it arises from his thinking about freedom.  
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essences within God’s self. And, on Tillich’s view, this necessarily means bringing 

into actuality a fallen world.57  

We now finally have an answer to our question “who or what is the subject 

of the Fall?” The direct answer is no one, if by “subject” one thinks of the person 

or entity who passes from essence to existence. There is no straightforward sense 

on Tillich’s view in which anything can answer to that description. The indirect 

answer, however, is all of finite reality insofar as it is the expression of God’s own 

creative, self-actualizing agency. The reason Tillich was somewhat justified in 

writing as if God does not create a fallen world is because such language is 

dependent upon the idea that God could either have not created at all or that, if he 

created, creation did not have to turn out the way that it did. Because of this 

possibility of things being otherwise than they are, there is strong and negative 

moral force in the phrase “God created a fallen world.” But much of that force is 

mitigated in Tillich, for given his ontology God could neither have actualized nor 

created (in the traditional sense) an unfallen world. Actualizing finite beings 

necessarily involves their breaking away from God’s essence, but it is, if not 

unfair, arguably besides the point to say then that “God created a fallen world,” for 

it is like complaining that when clouds pour out water it rains – it is just another 

way of describing what necessarily is the case given those conditions.   

VI. Conclusion: The Nineteenth Century, Herkunft als Zukunft 

Unlike either Kant or Fichte, if Tillich were to “resolve” the conflict 

between the two competing views of agency latent in his doctrine of the Fall it 

would have to be on the side of the Absolute in whom the finite subject participates 

and of which it is an expression. But Tillich does not explicitly resolve the conflict; 

it pervades his thinking and could be charted throughout his Christology and then 

his treatment of life and history. Although it colors his entire system, its center and 

origin does lie, as I have tried to show, in his doctrine of the Fall. Thus Oswald 

Bayer is exactly right when he says that “A theological judgment on Tillich’s 

thought must at the deciding point be hamartiological” (italics original).58 For it is 

in Tillich’s doctrine of sin that his concerns for presenting a systematic ontology, a 

substantive doctrine of the Fall, and a viable theory of human freedom form highly 

combustible tinder that, when combined with his rejection of the temporality of the 

                                                           
57 This, incidentally, suggests a much more Hegelian, rather than Schellingian, concept of God, 

for the Schelling that so influenced Kierkegaard and Existentialism was one who emphasized the 

radical freedom of individual agents and did not fold them into a story of the development of 

Geist. Modern theological narratives that seems to mitigate individual agency in favor of a 

narrative with a cosmic subject usually have a Hegelian provenance, regardless of whether they 

acknowledge this heritage or not.  
58  Oswald BAYER,“Grundzüge der Theologie Paul Tillichs, kritisch dargestellt,“ NZSTh 49 

(2007), 325-348, here: 332.  
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Fall, affirmation of its cosmic scope, and insistence on human responsibility, burst 

into flame, threatening to burn away the very core of Tillich’s theology, leaving 

only the ashes of ambiguity and good intentions.  

This tendency of Tillich’s theology to collapse onto itself on this most 

crucial point cannot be denied, but what I have hoped to show in working ever 

deeper into the foundations of these instabilities is that they are not simply 

weaknesses of Tillich’s system or negative points one can put onto a theological 

scorecard. Rather their profundity reveals the depth of Tillich’s thought and its 

engagement with arguably the most important ideas of philosophy and theology, 

the ideas of freedom, evil, and God that animated the most fecund period of 

German philosophy. Moreover, Tillich’s inheritance of these problems from the 

Idealist tradition makes his theology a recent representative of the power and 

importance of this tradition for contemporary theology.  

The tendency to dismiss Tillich’s theology as passé, as we saw in 

McCormack’s claim that his theology “is seriously dated,”59 evinces two failures. 

First, a failure to understand why Tillich’s system is beset by so many substantial 

problems and what Tillich’s engagement with those problems can teach us today; 

and, second, a more fundamental failure to understand the structuring role of 

Idealism in modern theology, not simply in the theology of Tillich. Indeed, 

Tillich’s tendency to shift the subject of historical action back onto God in spite of 

his professions to the contrary and at high cost to the meaningfulness of individual 

agency reveals deep fault lines in his attempt consciously to wed Idealist 

philosophy with Christian dogmatic categories. But Tillich is not, of course, the 

only major modern theologian to be heavily indebted to Idealism, especially in his 

doctrine of God: he simply happens to be one of those who clearly admitted this 

debt. Indeed, in this connection Michel Barnes aptly observes that “[t]here are 

systematicians who demand metaphysics (e.g., Karl Rahner), and systematicians 

who declare themselves free of it (e.g., Jürgen Moltmann), but the difference 

between the two kinds lies primarily in the fact that the second group has given up 

acknowledging what it is doing.”60 

In light of what I have argued, then, Tillich demonstrates not only what is at 

stake in articulating a doctrine of the Fall – nothing less than God, Creation, and 

Christ – but also how difficult it is to conjoin a structural commitment to Idealist 

                                                           
59 McCormack (see above, n. 10), 80. This article is, in fact, remarkable for the way it contrasts 

Tillich’s indebtedness to philosophy with Barth, in spite of the fact that to one familiar with 

Idealism it is hard not to see Barth’s doctrine of election, certainly as McCormack interprets it, as 

a theological version of the conceptual logic of selbst-Setzen in German Idealism, with all the 

powerful implication that logic contains. This theme is beyond the scope of this article, but it 

merits further, independent treatment. 
60 BARNES (see above, n. 5), 518.  
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philosophy with a substantive form of the doctrine of the Fall. This doctrine, 

because of the way it pulls together a theology’s doctrines of God, creation, and, at 

least implicitly, redemption into a single dogmatic locus is particularly effective at 

revealing the instabilities that arise from combining  traditional dogmatic  and 

biblical categories with arguably alien philosophical ones. While Tillich’s ontology 

is often blamed for the resulting incoherence, there is no easy or obvious solution 

to the use of philosophical systems and concepts in theology. Merely proclaiming 

oneself biblical or touting the use of biblical “narrative” rather than “metaphysics” 

does nothing to resolve this exceedingly complex issue.  

Even as debate continue about fundamental theological questions, such as 

the doctrine of God, the doctrine of the church, or the analogy of being,  it is 

salutary to remember how widely shared is the Idealist inheritance among the great 

modern theologians and thus how problematic it is to attempt purely theological 

resolutions to modern theological problems. Indeed, by way of illustration one 

could make an otherwise unusual comparison between the liberal Protestant Tillich 

and the orthodox Catholic Hans Urs von Balthasar. Both Tillich and Balthasar did 

extensive early work on Idealism (in Tillich’s case two monographs on Schelling, 

in Balthasar’s case a three volume study of German Idealism), and Balthasar, like 

Tillich, thought every theologian was also a metaphysician. Yet a great gulf stands 

between them, in spite of this agreement. It is plausible that one source of this 

division lies precisely in their radically different assessments of German Idealism 

and Balthasar’s immersion in and favorable view of patristic theology and Greek 

metaphysics, both of which practically perished for modern Protestants, especially 

under the blade of the Ritschlians like Harnack and his Hellenization thesis.61 Thus 

today, as some Protestants and Catholics seek to continue the modern theological 

project to which Tillich contributed, others are returning to the very theological 

and philosophical sources that have been rejected in the dominant streams of 

modern theology. In the midst of this crucial parting of ways, Tillich’s theology 

reminds us not only of the long shadow cast by Idealism over modern theology, but 

also how much is at stake in deciding where we turn for intellectual illumination in 

the confusing conditions of our time. For despite the tendency of each generation 

of intellectuals to patricide, the presence of the past remains, and thus the 

nineteenth-century and all its problems cast the shadows in which we are still 

stumbling.62  

                                                           
61 Harnack’s Dogmengeschichte, as Jan ROHLS, Philosophie und Theologie in Geschichte und 

Gegenwart (Mohr Siebeck: Tübingen), 500, points out, was indebted to Herrmann’s critique of 

Greek metaphysics. 
62 I wish to thank David Kelsey for his helpful comments on an earlier draft of this article; I am 

also grateful for a Foreign Language and Area Studies Fellowship that supported some of my 

research. 


