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AN EXERCISE IN LAY THEOLOGY. 

PROPOSAL 

INTRODUCTION 

This writer was asked to develop and present to a voluntary class at his home church 

a theologically oriented program that would serve three basic purposes. The first was to 

generate additional parishioner interest in church programs due to a very noticeable drop in 

that interest following some rather difficult experiences with an interim pastor. This was 

during the time that the Church was involved in the pastoral search process which within the 

Presbyterian system is both cumbersome and time consuming, usually taking approximately 

eighteen months to complete. 

The second purpose was to introduce lay church members to the process of 

theological/philosophical education and reflection, using authors requested by the group that 

have frequently been quoted by this writer in Sunday School Classes, workshops, lay- 

sermons, funeral services, and eulogies over a number of years. This aspect of the program 

relates to both of the purposes referred to above and below. The group to whom this 

program was being presented included those with serious and long-term struggles with the 

rationality of belief in an ever more scientific/technologically oriented world having at its core 

a powerful dependence upon and faith in science and reason that go back to the 

Enlightenment. Some of the participants are physicians and/or other highly educated 

individuals who find themselves frequently at odds with their faith, disturbed by 

Christianity’s history of oppression and destructiveness, as well as questioning if they want to 

be identified with a faith system that is becoming increasingly more fundamentalist, and what 

they perceive as “intellectually dishonest.”  



The third, and maybe most important purpose, was related to the fact that there had 

been a series of tragic deaths and traumas within the church family and the surrounding 

community which had left many persons, not only with intense grief with which to cope, but 

also severe doubts as to how to maintain a “rational faith” in the face of such profound 

existential experiences. 

Some of these latter individuals recognized and articulated that they felt caught 

between two essentially unacceptable options. The first being what could accurately be 

defined as a nihilistic response resulting in the final and total destruction of their hope and 

belief, and one, I might add, to which they admittedly felt drawn by the intensity of their 

anger, pain, and loss. The second option, as they saw it, and, due in no small part to pressure 

from groups both within the church and even stronger ones within the community-at-large, 

was to opt for retreat into a magical, literalistic, fundamentalism that “smugly offers” what 

were many times described by these individuals as “trite and pious” clichés that serve only to 

sweep pain and reality under the rug rather than dealing with them in a direct and honest 

manner. 

Their hope then for the exercise was that a certain amount of insight might be gained 

to help remove them from this unacceptable position, between nihilism and fundamentalism, 

and provide new ways of responding, in faith, to these very painful and harsh realities that 

had, in some cases at least, shattered their lives. 

Our church, which not long ago would have been defined as a liberal, but never-the- 

less orthodox, mainline, Protestant church, is located in a small community with many 

fundamentalist churches and is sometimes looked at with a highly jaundiced eye by some of 

those groups. And, while for the most part these churches are made up of sincere, caring, and 

involved individuals who are in many instances highly responsive to individual and  



community traumas, many did and still do, offer rather glib advice about "God knowing 

best," or "God needing your loved one more than you do," or other such comments which 

even when sincere trivialize grief or other sorrows and imply that since “God did it,” one 

should not only not feel bad but maybe should even be happy, or at least passively accepting, 

regardless of the severity of one's loss. This frequently proffered approach caused 

considerable anger and anguish for some of the individuals affected most directly by some of 

these tragedies. It increased their anger toward God, increased their doubts in general, and 

led to further confusion, and fear. They expressed fear that “God may have killed their loved 

one(s)” and/or fear that “all these years of faith and devotion were of absolutely no value 

and/or that their loss was in fact eternal,” and that their hope for any kind of wholeness and 

completeness in life was in reality, futile. 

It is these areas of distress, confusion, and curiosity that the class was meant to 

address while providing an exercise in theologizing and serious reflection. Some persons who 

would attend these classes would be interested only in the intellectual exercise, others in 

deepening their faith with the acquisition of new frameworks through which to comprehend 

and articulate it, while others would be seeking guidance and support in coming to grips with 

their intense pain, sorrow, loss, and doubt, and some, of course, would be hoping to 

accomplish all three. 

Based upon the request received and knowing the specific individuals who indicated 

their willingness to participate in such an exercise, it was decided that I would present three 

classes, three to four hours in length, on the following theologians, philosophers, and religious 

writers. Martin Buber, Paul Tillich, and Thomas Merton. As has been stated above, many 

individuals had recalled my use of quotes and citations from these three individuals in a 

variety of contexts ranging from stress management, grief, and marital relationship 

workshops, through sermons and Sunday School Classes, to funeral homilies and eulogies. In  



addition, it was my own feeling that these three individuals would present an intellectual 

challenge, were interesting and stimulating, each in their own way, while each could also 

potentially provide applicable in-depth insight into the struggles described above. 

It was also decided that the presentation would be a combination of lecture and 

discussion with additional guidance being offered to interested individuals in pursuing their 

own readings of any one or all of these three authors. The criteria for the value and usefulness 

of this program essentially set by this writer and the Church Session would be based upon the 

number and regularity of attendees at all sessions, whether persons entered personally into a 

dialogue with the presenter, the topic, and each other, and whether verbal feedback at the end 

indicated whether people had been able to meet their own personal goals in participating in 

such an offering. 

PROGRAM 

SESSION L 

INTRODUCTORY REMARKS: 

Many of you have recently suffered an especially painful loss in your lives and our 

community as we all know has been buffeted by many unexplainable tragedies in the last few 

years. In attempting to respond to these events in addition to our general and continuing 

search for an intellectually honest, open, and transcendent faith that truly sustains us in joy 

and in sorrow, we find ourselves many times, as many of you have clearly articulated to me in 

requesting this class, grappling with an unacceptable agnostic or atheistic nihilism, (which I 

will further define in a moment) or confronted by a fundamentalism, that somehow, for many 

of us, also falls short of the mark in terms of what we need from our systems and communities 

of faith. I will first discuss the concepts of nihilism and fundamentalism and why for many of 

us and for society as a whole they seem to have either failed or are failing to resolve some of  



the difficulties we all must deal with in our struggles to maintain our faith and belief in the 

face of a risky and uncertain existence, in addition to coping with the almost daily onslaught 

of new knowledge and information that constantly disrupts and assaults our attempts to grasp 

and understand this world in which we live in a meaningful and coherent fashion. 

NIHILISM 

In attempting to deal with this concept I will look at its most negative side and will 

discuss very briefly some of its spokespersons and proponents. However, it must be 

understood that while we shall also attempt to develop as complete an understanding of the 

subject as possible in the time we have allotted, we will only be able to brush the surface of its 

history and its effects upon humankind, politically, psycho-socially, and theologically. In 

addition, some of the writers and philosophers that I will mention in the next few paragraphs 

are not necessarily Nihilism’s primary advocates. In fact, many of them have tried very hard 

to soften their own nihilistic conclusions by articulating the positive attributes and insights of 

Existentialist Philosophy in an attempts to aid human being in minimizing the nihilistic nature 

of its own responses to reality, while also trying to help humanity achieve as much “being” as 

possible within the context of the limited and restrictive definition of existence that is offered 

by Nihilism. 

Existentialism, the philosophical focus upon existence and its meaning, in part, grew 

out of the realization of an obvious truth that much of human existence is not only ambiguous, 

but also seemingly down right absurd, especially when one considers the inevitability of death 

itself, let alone the other harsh realities involved in the daily human struggle. This reality 

brought with it of course a challenge to the formerly unquestioned and almost smug beliefs of 

many persons of various religious orientations. In that process some even went so far as to 

reject all belief in God, hope, joy, love or any other positive attribute of existence, considering  



them fleeting and meaningless when held up to certain existential inevitablities. From this 

response then emerged Nihilism which might be better understood as a kind of, philosophical 

conclusion, rather than as a specific School of Philosophy in its on right. This is clarified 

further by the fact that one finds Nihilism, in one form or another, in many different schools 

of thought throughout human history. However, that aside, I believe I can illustrate the 

nature of this conclusion or pattern of thought more thoroughly with the following example. 

During, the decade of the Sixties and into the early Seventies, the much acclaimed 

Swedish film maker, Ingmar Bergman, made a series of very heavy, sometimes plodding, but 

always brutally honest, and essentially existentialist films dealing with many of the more 

difficult, but never-the-less, very real, dichotomies of human existence. Risking over 

simplification, it could be said that these films ranged through such potentially contentious 

phenomenon, among others, as good and evil, love and hate, freedom and responsibility, and, 

life and death. One of the most stark, unsettling, and possibly most profound of these films 

was titled, appropriately enough, "The Seventh Seal." 

I would like to briefly discuss this film, as I remember and interpret it, as a method of 

introducing the impetus behind the specific theological issues we will be struggling with 

together over the next few Sunday Evenings. 

The film revolves around the travels of a Medieval Knight and his rather odd 

assortment of companions as they roam the European country side, in essence, on a quest for 

the meaning of life. Along the way, these travelers encounter a mysterious, frightening, and 

yet eerily attractive stranger who joins them, or at least appears to, in their wandering and 

searching.  



In time, this stranger challenges the Knight to a game of chess which becomes the 

focal point of the remainder of the film. The game and the quest are played out against a 

backdrop of almost indescribable human suffering as the Black Plague reeks its havoc in a 

totally indiscriminate fashion upon what is depicted from the beginning as an already bleak 

and horrific human landscape. 

As events unfold, it finally is revealed that this very complex and mysterious stranger, 

is in fact death personified. The resulting antagonistic and adversarial conversation, which 

takes place as they continue their travels and their plodding, exhausting and seemingly 

endless chess game, rambles unsystematically and with seeming aimlessness through much of 

human history, psychology, politics, and theology. The Knight, representing human being, 

struggles against death on every level, both personally and in a broader cosmic sense, 

protesting even the possibility of an abstract and philosophical conception of death, let alone 

the actuality itself. 

The Knight attempts in every way to out-maneuver and evade death while death has a 

counter-move for every move the Knight makes. Death parries each and every thrust the 

Knight attempts, whether that thrust is physical, psychological, or theological. Death is 

clearly in no hurry and of course has the upper-hand by knowing the inevitable outcome. He 

is calm, patient, and unrelenting in the pursuit of his goal. Death is represented here as truly 

evil and his goal is not merely limited to the seduction of the Knight and his companions into 

the willful acceptance of death, but also seems aimed at totally undermining any beliefs or 

faith these people may have had in the potential for even temporary human happiness, joy, or 

transcendence, let alone eternal salvation or redemption. Death is depicted as a liar and a 

thief, albeit, one of considerable charm and wisdom.  



One by one the Knight’s companions embrace death as their only real hope leaving 

the Knight alone in his struggles, until finally even he is worn down and gives into death in 

what may best be described as a euphoric resignation, exhibiting an ambivalent combination 

of both fear and relief. The Knight's euphoria represents not only his acceptance of death but 

also of death's posit that since life offers nothing more than the misery in evidence all around 

them, death offers the only true escape and thereby the only hope of redemption, with 

redemption being limited to the mere escape itself, and nothing more. 

The film itself does nothing to counter this conclusion of the Knight and his 

companions, which reflects, in my opinion, the essence of the nihilistic, atheistic/existentialism 

being discussed here. This philosophy holds that both the reality and absurdity of death, 

along with other human sufferings, virtually annihilate (nihilism) any meaning in human 

existence. The best that can then be hoped for within this system of thought is a temporary 

and fleeting transcendence in human relationships of dubious, but at least momentary value, 

along with a final escape into a death that hopefully (and mercifully) is permanent. An 

additional posit of this conclusion seems to rest upon the notion that the human being’s only 

participation in his or her redemption, if one may call it that, during one's temporal existence, 

is in the acceptance of the total responsibility for "his (her) way of being,” I. E. , “We are 

alone with no excuses.” (Sartre, Jean-Paul, Existentialism And Human Emotions. 

Philosophical Library, Inc. New York, 1957 & 1985, pp. 20-51) 

This Nihilism, which is expressed in one form or another by many insightful, 

perceptive, and courageous individuals, in addition to Sartre, such as Friedrich Nietzsche, 

and Albert Camus, among many others, offers in actuality a very limited intellectual 

" The term courageous is used here to describe the ability if not the willingness of these individuals to peer 
directly into the abyss of death itself without the benefit of any mediating factors which might offer any 

hope in spite of the horrors emanating from that abyss.  



conceptual framework on which to temporarily cling during one's very brief existence. Its 

limited value becomes even more apparent when one comprehends that human being under 

this scheme is forever becoming, with, what it is becoming being inescapably dependent upon 

who, at any one moment within human existence is doing the defining, or in other words, who, 

or which group of who's, is in reality dominant, politically, sociologically, economically, and 

psychologically? 

While the dangers in such a system seem obvious, one need only look to National 

Socialism in Germany between 1933 and 1945, wherein the so-called perfection of human 

being was superficially and arbitrarily defined, primarily in racial terms, by the powers that 

were dominate, to see these dangers in action. The decision that Aryan racial purity equals 

human perfectionism, was obviously arrived at in a complete moral vacuum based 

unquestionably upon a nihilistic belief in a lack of any revealed, or otherwise, universal, 

underlying ethical framework within human existence. Without such, human being is free to 

define ethics as whatever best benefits humanity, (substitute, the dominate human group), at 

the moment, (Ideology). 

And, unfortunately, even in our day, in our own supposedly enlightened democracies, 

this attitude is not so different from the manner in which for example, unbridled capitalism 

has developed with the ecological consequences of its emphasis upon immediate success and 

profit being left to the future, if there is in fact a real future. 

Furthermore, within such a system there is no eschatological hope of ever arriving 

and truly achieving full authentication and actualization of what human being can and should 

be. Such an achievement has nothing by which it is defined. While there may certainly be 

great existential teachers there is a total absence of, ""The Christ," a “Savior,” , or "a 

Suffering Servant," who can truly overcome. Hitler was neither a great existential teacher,  



nor even more certainly, a Savior, but rather one given over to the demonic forces of hatred, 

power, oppression, force, and destruction, all representing opportunistic, nihilistic, 

ideological infections given free rein by the total rejection of a Supreme Law of Love, which 

we believe has been revealed and not left to chance. In the light of this glaring absence within 

Nihilism, any definitions of human being or human authenticity change with the whims of the 

dominate human forces operative at the time, influenced by a chaotic history, and further 

influenced by the fear of a potentially even more chaotic future.” 

If we look personally and historically (anthropologically speaking, of course) we find 

that this form of humanism fails, as we would have to admit, with only the need for recent 

history as our evidence, have most of the other Enlightenment's purely secular hopes for 

finding wholeness and reconciliation within existence. This is especially true as these various 

paradigmatic forms have mutated into entropied ideologies rather than innovative methods of 

thinking about humanity and its world. One need only call to mind World War's I & II, The 

Holocaust, The Gulag Archipelago, Hiroshima and Nagasaki, (which in addition to their own 

absolute and unspeakable horrors, also marked the beginning of the Age of Nuclear Terror), 

Viet Nam, the Cambodian Holocaust, El Salvador, Nicaragua, the Gulf War, Bosnia and 

"ethnic cleansing," and on and on ad nauseam, to recognize this failure. Although, one would 

be remiss if one did not admit that religious issues, have and do, play no small part in many of 

these areas, most of these phenomenon were carried out by persons and human groups 

supposedly informed by science, armed in some instances with technological superiority, and 

supposedly educated in Enlightenment Principles. 

** These observations are in no manner meant to denigrate or lessen in any fashion the genius and insight into 

human existence, and the daily struggles of that existence, that any one of these individuals have been able 

to offer. They also, as individuals and collectively with many others, have contributed much to the 

development of a much more honest, less superstitious, reality based theological method by providing a very 

appropriate and challenging, as David Tracy among others would call it "hermeneutics of suspicion," 

necessary to any truth seeking theological reflections.  



Certainly, as stated, existentialism itself is not all negative, nor is existentialism 

automatically nihilistic, in fact, the three individuals we will be exploring together, all 

identified themselves as existentialist in varying degrees and in one form or another. On a 

personal level accepting certain existential truths, i. e., death for example, is not only helpful, 

but also essential. Such a step frees humanity from the grip of an obsessive preoccupation 

with the negating elements in existence, so that the focus of life can then be placed upon those 

elements of existence that do enhance and enrich that existence, as succinctly summarized by 

the Christian Psychiatrist and Poet R. D. Laing; 

We cease to be captivated by death, only by realizing its reality. The denial of death 

places us in its spell. Deliverance from the spell of the death we deny is salvation." 

( Laing, R. D. Sonnets, Pantheon Books, New York. 1979, p. 62) 

And, it must be further clarified here that certainly not all of the related humanistic, 

secular orientations, and values that emerged from the Enlightenment are all negative or of 

little or no value. Unquestionably, considerable and useful life-enhancing, life altering 

knowledge has been gained along with an emancipation from magic, superstition, absolutism, 

and medieval oppression by religion under its many guises. Therefore, none of the above is 

meant to imply that we go back to a pre-enlightened ignorance or fear of new information, 

thoughts, and ideas. It is merely to point out that while the various manifestations of faith 

have sometimes in and of themselves been the problem, nothing wholly secular, humanistic, or 

modern has yet to take the place of faith in its existential/transcendental offer of hope and 

belief in, for lack of a more accurate or more meaningful term, the in-breaking of the 

Kingdom of God into human existence, bringing with it the full potential for a complete and 

reconciled existence, or salvation. Salvation that is not momentary, but touched by the 

eternal. Salvation that is not an illusion, or projection, but, salvation that is real, actual, and 

whole, and a salvation that is permeated by love that only God can manifest as reflected in the  



life, passion, death, and resurrection, of the man Jesus of Nazareth as the Anointed One of 

God. Again, to quote R. D. Laing; 

"His absolute nature is outside of every negation-free from every limitation and beyond 
them all." (Laing, p. 61) 

Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, Biology, Medicine, Psychology, Sociology, 

Anthropology, Law, Economics, and Philosophy, individually, and in their many 

combinations, have unquestionably provided no small amount of knowledge and hope, and 

some of the values of humanism that have emerged from many of these disciplines certainly 

contain elements of transcendence and point us in the direction of wholeness, though in and of 

themselves they seemingly fall short even though they have clarified some unknowns and have 

brought great benefit, (at least for some, with the possibility of the inclusion of many others), 

in improved health, extended lives, and greater comfort along with an enhanced security 

against many previous threats to human existence. Of course, they have also brought 

oppression, death, new terrors, and unknowns we never thought of before, and at times have 

threatened to over-run existence rather than enhance or enrich it. For instance, we blindly 

extend life without ever quite grasping the meaning of that life and what gives it significance 

and purpose, accepting, at least in some instances, any additional quantity, regardless of its 

quality. We forge ahead with new technology, in the holy name of, enlightened progress, 

(Progress, one of the dogmatic tenets of the Enlightenment.) without regard for that 

technology’s usefulness, humanity's need, or readiness for it, while at the same time other 

desperate human conditions go completely unanswered. Thus, we are clearly left with a mixed 

legacy of The Enlightenment and its most sacred tenet, Reason, with part of that legacy being 

at times, Nihilism. 

FUNDAMENTALISM  



I am not planning, nor is there time for, a full discussion of the particular theologies 

that we traditionally call “Fundamentalist” and at this point, I am focusing upon Christian 

Fundamentalism, not all religious fundamentalism’s, though certain core patterns of thought 

and reactions to others may well be related across any specific theological differences. I think 

we must also be careful that we do not fall prey to a tendency to label every theologically 

conservative group with this tag and to denigrate the faith that any person or group may 

sincerely be trying to live out in spite of that designation. However, that aside, I, and as many 

of this group have indicated, some of you, also find the simplistic, other-worldly view of this 

particular orientation to be of minimal to no use in trying to grasp either the great mysteries 

of human existence or as an aid in coping with the tragedies and traumas of that existence. 

While Fundamentalism and Nihilism would both vigorously deny any connections what-so- 

ever, I believe that if each is taken to its extreme, it ends with the same result, that being the 

diminution beyond recognition of the meaning and value of human being. Consider these 

words from Reinhold Niebuhr; 

“There are forms of the eschatological hope which 
tend to deny the provisional meanings, the 

significant rebirths and the necessary moral judgments 

of history. They reduce historical existence to 

complete darkness, illumined only by a single light 

of revelation; and they reduce historical striving to 

complete frustration, relieved only by divine 

completion..... When followed consistently, the 

Biblical faith must be fruitful of genuine renewals 

of life in history, in both the individual and 

collective existence of man. These renewals are made 

possible by the very humility and love, which is 

derived from an awareness of the limits of human 

virtue, wisdom and power.” (Rasmussen, Larry, ED. 

Reinhold Niebuhr, Theologian of Public Life, 

Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991. P. 214) 

There are those, myself included who would argue that this literalistic, shallow, pre- 

enlightenment, pre-modern paradigm actually distorts more of reality than even Nihilism. 

Nihilism takes its negativity from its inability to transcend the harshness of reality while  



fundamentalism in its various and sundry formats either totally denies or minimizes that 

reality with its posture that human tragedy is only a small part of a human existence that has 

no importance of its own. Within this type of framework, the meaning of real, actual, and 

daily, human existence is dualistically diminished by being designated the world of the flesh 

and therefore of sin and shame. It is nothing more than an existence to be endured while one 

awaits one’s “eternal,” “spiritual life” on the other side. This approach, in reality, annihilates 

all meaning in the human drama no more nor no less than nihilism’s claims for the very real 

pain and absurdity present in that drama. Fundamentalists seem to be saying that this 

“earthly life” amounts to little more than an elaborate stage play, albeit one of cosmic 

proportions, that is being played out for the benefit of an arbitrary and capricious God. 

Recently, within the Fundamentalist Camp, angel cults have arisen along with the continued 

strong belief in all types of “acts of magic,” described as “signs and wonders.” There seems 

to be a constant need for a new “miracle” to be evidenced time and again for this faith to 

remain active and sustained. Much of this focus completely removes any human responsibility 

or need for human involvement in our own existence as one hears over and over phrases that 

explain everything away such as, “It’s God’s will,” “It’s all part of God’s plan.” The devil 

made me do it,” or now, “It’s my (your) (their) angel.” No one within these group seems 

bothered by the particularity of these miracles, signs, healings, or Angelic appearances, or the 

seemingly Gnostic and/or Docetic nature of these claims, many in contradiction to Scripture 

itself. 

A friend of mine, whose three year old child died without any warning, has been told 

over and over in the midst of her very deep and at times intractable grief, “you know this has 

a purpose and is part of God’s plans, so don’t let it get you down.” “God needed your son 

worse than you did, be happy he is with God.” At my mother’s funeral one of her 

fundamentalist friends was humming, singing, and smiling at “what a wonderful day it was 

now that mom was in heaven and out of this mean old world.” Not only are such responses 
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unbelievably insensitive to suffering and grief, but they also imply that neither my mother’s 

life, my friend’s son’s nor our respective relationships had any real meaning or purpose in 

and of themselves other than to fill in the time while awaiting to fulfill whatever capricious 

whims of God happen to pop up next. And, such a thought in the midst of suffering serves 

only to intensify one’s anger towards God while diminishing one’s faith in God’s ultimate 

nature if God, for example, truly has more need for a three year old child than that child’s 

mother. 

If one merely examines just the surface of such ideas it does not take long for one to 

realize that while an answer and an alternative to nihilistic hopelessness does exist, for many 

of us the above described fundamentalism, is not it. Certainly, our faith is such that we do 

believe there is much more to this world than meets the eye, and that God has promised us, 

especially through Jesus as The Christ of God, in God’s covenanted relationship with Israel, 

and additionally, in Holy Scripture, that God will remain faithful to us even in death, and that 

redemption does mean that we are in fact touched by the eternal within this great and Holy 

Mystery that represents the totality of life. However, of equal importance to this transcendent 

notion, we also firmly believe that this faith in no way demeans the significance and Holiness 

of actual human existence and affirms the Holiness of the intense love experienced and shared 

in human relationships during that existence. Nor does our faith in any manner necessarily 

posit that Eternity is somewhere off in the future, but in fact, is now, and that salvation is not 

limited to the one single idea that at some specific point in this life if we will only mutter 

certain magical words, then we are assured a spot in heaven. Rather, salvation is part of a 

life-long metanoic process of turning away from evil and sin and toward wholeness, 

reconciliation, and love. Meaning of course that loving human relationships and authentic 

human moments are as salvific and as significant as to whether I am or am not going to 

heaven.  



It also seems to me that many people within this orientation further diminish our 

image of God by making God into a genie-in-a-bottle type of deity to be ordered around and 

manipulated by us as we perform such acts as making “thousand dollar vows of faith” and 

other, usually monetarily oriented, “stupid pet tricks.” 

“Naive mythological ideas about God have persisted....man 
has projected his own desires and fancies upon God so that 

God becomes domesticated, as it were; he is no longer a 

power confronting man but has been harnessed to human needs 

and turned into an object of wish-fulfillment.” (McQuarrie, 

John. The Faith of The People of God, A lay Theology. New 

York: Charles Scribner’s Sons. 1972. P. 69) 

In conclusion, it must be said, even though it is obvious, that this discussion regarding 

these two arenas of thought is not new nor complete. It has taken place in one form or 

another using different semantics, languages, and nuances throughout human history, 

undoubtedly from the time that human beings first developed the earliest rudiments of a 

consciousness or awareness of the peculiarities of their existence, especially, the reality of 

their death. And, this discussion continues today and probably will throughout all of human 

existence that is lived within time and space. 

Therefore, let us now turn to some very wise persons whom I believe can help make 

sense out of all of this each in his own way. 

MARTIN BUBER 

“Instead of making reality the starting point of life, 
reality that is full of cruel contradictions but for that 

very reason calling forth true greatness, namely the quiet 

work of overcoming the contradictions, instead one 

surrenders to illusion, intoxicates oneself in it, 

subjugates life to it. To the degree that one does this, the 

core of his existence becomes at once completely agitated 

and crippled in his power to give direction to its impulses.” 

(Friedman, Maurice. Encounter on the Narrow Ridge, A Life  



of Martin Buber. New York: Paragon House, 
1993 p. 360.) 

In these somewhat cumbersome words (due to the translation, I hope) Buber actually 

reiterates what we have been talking about above. He makes it abundantly clear that we must 

deal with life as it really is and to do otherwise “cripples” our ability to make anything 

meaningful out of it. But, he also makes it clear that we have an unavoidable task of facing the 

“cruel contradictions” of this reality and of “quietly overcoming” them. And, I hope to make 

it clear that for Buber that is both an act of, and the purpose of, faith. 

Martin Buber was born in 1878 in Vienna, Austria. He was abandoned by his mother 

who virtually ran off and disappeared when he was about four years of age, an event that 

would influence his thinking throughout the rest of his life. From that point until nine years of 

age he lived with his grand-parents in a fairly Orthodox Jewish environment and studied 

mainly at home. After his father’s remarriage he returned to Vienna to live with him and 

began his formal public education in a non-Jewish educational environment. His father 

considered himself an enlightened, non-religious Jew with a secular orientation towards the 

ethics, legalism, and scholarly discipline of Judaism. Buber studied at the University level in 

Vienna, Zurich, and Berlin, majoring in Philosophy and Art, finally receiving his Ph.D. and 

becoming a Professor. Though Buber was involved in many activities and with many people, 

too numerous to go into here, there are two events that seem pivotal in the development of his 

philosophy and theology. 

In his early twenty’s Buber encountered Zionism, a primarily politicized, secular, 

Judaism, which had as one of its main objectives the establishment of a Jewish state in  



Palestine. Buber was directly involved with the founder of Zionism, Theodor Herzl, and 

attended many of its congresses. He opposed Herzl at times, by supporting the idea of a 

Jewish homeland while also being a strong advocate for a bi-national state which would 

include both Jews and Palestinians and which would be established by negotiations, not force 

or the whims of the Colonial Powers operative at the time. He would continue this opposition 

throughout his life even later opposing David-Ben Gurion on these issues. He stressed these 

ideas long before and after the Balfour Declaration that established the policy of a Jewish 

homeland in Israel and even later after The Holocaust itself which led to the urgency with 

which the current State of Israel was finally established. Buber felt that this encounter with 

Zionism, regardless of any conflicts, re-established his Jewish identity and he remained an 

active Zionist throughout his life. 

Another encounter that added to this Jewish identity and set the stage for the 

development of Buber’s by now well known, “I-Thou” philosophy was his discovery of and 

encounter with Hasidism. Hasidism was an ultra-orthodox Judaism founded by the Bal Shem 

Tov which attracted mainly East European Jewry in the 18th and 19th Centuries. Hasidism is 

a very emotional, ecstatic, mystical Judaism with an emphasis upon both its leader, or 

Zaddick,(the name for Hasidic Rabbi’s), around whom its congregations gather, along with 

its sense of total community. Hasidism identifies the role of humanity to be that of making 

room within existence for God, to reconcile God and creation in and through relationships 

that sacralize the mundane and the concrete, making them Holy. While Buber in some ways 

actually helped start a revival of this movement, he himself was never a practitioner, and in 

fact he refused to participate on almost any level in any “formalized religious practice.” For 

this reason Buber was never recognized by “Official Judaism” as a Jewish Philosopher nor,  



more yet, as a Jewish Theologian and he was denied a Professorial Chair in these categories 

at The Hebrew University in Jerusalem. Buber spent much of his time in prayer and 

meditation and at times gave himself over to what he described as “religious ecstasies” on 

many occasions. And, though Buber had many of these “deeply felt” religious experiences, he 

struggled with belief verses unbelief throughout much of his life, finally resolving this by 

stating that he 

“...did not believe in the God we talked about,... but did the God we talked with...” 

(Buber, Martin. Meetings. LaSalle, IL: Open Court Publishing Co., 1973, p.44)""" 

Buber’s I-Thou philosophy, or theology, developed out of his interpretation of 

Hasidism, his own personal experiences, plus his early study of Torah and Judaism on top of 

his encounters with many western philosophers, such as Kant and Nietzsche, along with his 

reading of certain Eastern Philosophies, especially Taoism. Buber came to posit that 

humanity, in its existential reality, stood upon a “narrow Ridge” between the abysses of death 

and meaninglessness, among other phenomenon, and that what allowed us to overcome the 

anxiety and danger of such a position was the very real opportunity for true, meaningful, 

necessary, and authentic encounters in relationships with others and with God that are 

available upon that very same “narrow ridge.” Buber’s development of this depth connection 

between ourselves and others he termed “I-THOU” encounters, which constituted by his own 

definition, true “meetings.” (The term “I-THOU” was not original with Buber, in fact it was 

first used by Soren Kierkegaard who primarily used it to refer to a highly individualistic 

relationship with God.) Buber, who has been and still is criticized for the seemingly highly 

personalized nature of this concept, actually expanded its definition to encompass all authentic 

P (Biographical data from Buber, Martin. Meetings. LaSalle, II: Open Court Publishing Co., 1973 & 

Friedman, Maurice. Encounter on the Narrow Ridge A Life of Martin Buber. New York: Paragon House, 

1991.)  



meetings, including those between individuals and communities as well as with God. Buber 

felt that much of human interaction was from the “I-IT” world. This is a world in which I 

recognize myself but only see others as objects, less than I, to be used for my on purposes and 

benefit. The IT world is also safe, predictable, and more concretely knowable. Buber believed 

that the Spirit of God constituted the “in-between” in true encounters that allowed us in 

mystery to see others as true and complete persons in their own right with whom I can now 

engage in a reciprocal encounter that affirms the wholeness and value of each of us. Within 

the concept I-Thou, Thou represents the intimate and personal you which constitutes my 

awareness of your whole-self. 

Buber came to believe also that our deepest and most significant meeting was between 

the Human I and the ultimate Thou, or God. It was only when we stood before the 

countenance of God and muttered in awe, ”Thou” that God spoke back with God’s own 

“Thou,” accepting and affirming human being. To Buber this was both a communal and 

individual response to God that reached its deepest and primary significance in true meetings 

between individuals and God, between individuals and individuals, between individuals and 

communities, as well as between communities and God. Much of this, as we can see, offers us 

a way to overcome the “cruel contradictions” of reality, not by ignoring them or through 

superstition or illusion, but through the healing depth of the I-THOU encounter with others 

and God. Listen to these very reassuring words; 

“That you need God more than anything, you know at all 

times in your heart. But don’t you know also that God needs 

you--in the fullness of his eternity, you? How would man 

exist if God did not need him, and how would you 

exist? You need God in order to be, and God needs 

you--for that which is the meaning of your life.”... 

“Yes, in the pure relationship you felt altogether 
dependent, as you could never possibly feel in any 

other--and yet also altogether free as never and 

nowhere else; created and creative.” (Buber, Martin. 

I and THOU, New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1970.  



This above description of the reciprocal and mutual need that exist according to 

Buber in our I-THOU relationship with God not only radically helps in facing the tragedies 

and turmoil with which we are all involved to varying degrees but also assures us of the 

meaning of human existence in the very face of those same realities and our potential nihilistic 

response. In addition, I also believe it offers a rational grasp of the goodness of God’s 

creation, in spite of man’s fall from grace, while repudiating dualism’s (Fundamentalism’s) 

condemnation of creation and its creatures, including human creatures. In this context, Buber 

especially referenced “Hasidism’s notion of a pansacramentalism,” which he describes below, 

“Man has to fulfill his calling in the concrete world itself, not 

by way of mystical transports out of it or by way of esoteric or 

even magical performances in it.....man “knows that the sacramental 

substance is not to be found or maintained in the totality of things 

and functions but believes it can be awakened and redeemed in 

every object and action,” namely, “ through the fulfilling 

presentness of the whole, wholly dedicated person, through 

sacramental existence.” (Scholem, Gershom. On Jews and 

Judaism in Crisis. New York: Schocken Books, 1976, p 169.) 

It this aspect of Buber’s thought that I find most helpful and most want to share with 

you, while two specific notions come to mind. First of all, those of you who are suffering from 

recent losses must look to those relationships available to you that offer the opportunity for 

“true meetings” as it is in such encounters that we are most likely to receive help through our 

most difficult times. It is only love in all of its human dimensions encountered in the depths of 

total relationship that actually allows us to heal. There is little if any value in magical, 

superficial, and remote prattle that is personally removed from an actual encounter, I (with) 

THOU, and then attempts to direct us toward a distant and un-affected God, as Buber so 

clearly points out;  



“magic attempts to perform its arts in the void,...to be effective without entering 
relationship.” (Buber, I and Thou, p. 131). 

Furthermore, it is in remembering and recalling the I-THOU characteristics and 

moments of your relationship with your lost loved ones that also contributes to the resolution 

of grief by providing the foundation for the development of a loving memory of that loved one 

that gives us something of them upon which to grasp in our most desperate moments, while 

also allowing us to realize that in all probability, even given the chance, we would not trade 

the joy of having loved them for the pain of having lost them. In addition, I also feel that the 

experience of grace and reciprocation in the I-THOU relationship with God also reassures us 

that our loved ones did not live in vain but were also needed and wanted by God. 

For those who may not be struggling with personal tragedy but with belief or doubt 

on more intellectual grounds, I feel that Buber’s thought is infused with reason and removes 

magic, superstition, and the need for excessive, “signs and wonders,” in our faith journey by 

directing us to look to each other and the in-between to experience not only the human to 

human and human to community I-THOU but also the I-THOU that is Ultimate and moves 

us, not out of reality, but through reality, and into a transcendent experience of wholeness 

and actualization of self and “Other” that is truly redemptive and salvific, as expressed in 

these words from the Prophet, ISAIAH, 

“Do not be afraid, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by your name and 

you are mine.” (ISAIAH 43, vs. 1, The Jerusalem Bible.) 
   



There is another concept of Buber’s that we have not mentioned yet but which I also 

feel has much to offer us in terms of our strivings toward both discipleship and wholeness, 

and that is Buber’s concept of the “Eclipse of God.” 

This concept admittedly was primarily used by Buber to refer to the Age of War and 

the Holocaust that humanity had just passed through and Buber’s explanation that God had 

turned his face away from humanity and was silent, partly due to humanity’s turning from 

God by retreating into the I-IT world. It is only in the complete I-It world that the Holocaust 

could really have happened. There is obviously no room for an I-THOU relationship in such a 

world, whether human to human, or human to God. 

But lets take this notion just a little farther. In a solar eclipse, the sun is blotted out by 

the moon passing between it and earth so that for a just a moment the sun itself becomes 

invisible. But, does such an occurrence blot out the sun’s power, or does it change the sun’s 

nature, or even prevent the sun, except for a momentary blocking of its light, from being and 

doing what the sun is supposed to be and do? Is the sun less a sun during this moment? 

Certainly not, but what if just for a very few moments a blind individual had their sight 

returned to them during a solar eclipse, and since this person would have heard about the sun 

and felt the sun’s warmth and comfort, she or he might just want to try and understand it 

more fully by actually seeing it. But, what would happen under the above circumstances? 

Would such an individual, denied even a momentary glimpse of the sun, be easy to convince 

about the sun’s appearance, its brightness, its power, maybe, but its doubtful? In this same 

sense then what if a person blind to love, blind to community, blind to relationship, and hope, 

temporarily looked at you or I during a moment when we might be indifferent, selfish, lacking  



relationship, lacking love of neighbor, or maybe even being actively hateful, abusive, or 

exploitative towards other’s. During that moment might we not eclipse God and make God’s 

love and light invisible. We cannot change nor destroy God, but we may just block God out at 

times, sometimes just long enough to Eclipse God when our brother or sister is most in need. 

At least think about it, especially in the light of our total discussion here today. 

Buber himself felt very strong about the need to be “present” totally in “meetings” 

whenever they arose. As I first mentioned above, Buber was at one point in his life given over 

from to time to time to religious ecstasies and other similar experiences until one day he was 

approached by a young man to whom he was certainly cordial and pleasant but admittedly 

not “present to” in any real sense, primarily because of the mystical distractions he had 

allowed himself to become immersed in earlier that same day. When he later, inquired as to 

this young man’s condition because of his realization of his own lack of response, he found the 

young man had died, some say by suicide, which others dispute, but never-the-less from that 

moment on Buber never let himself be carried away by “other worldly pursuits” and focused 

his energies on true “meetings,” with his neighbor, his community, and God. 

If there is a message to us here and there most certainly is, it is that God wants and 

needs human being and wants to enter into relationship that is complete and reciprocal, 

affirming human being while also affirming and exulting God. We experience that Holy 

relationship through our Holy relationships with each other, individually and in community, 

upon the “narrow ridge,” that reflects life’s “cruel contradictions” and risks. Contradictions 

and risks it is our task to confront and overcome, in love and grace in authentic and whole 

“meetings” that constitute the most Holy “I-THOU.”  



Further, we can block out God and God’s grace and love or we can be its conduit by 

our “presence” in love, wholly, each to the other. 

SESSION II 

PAUL TILLICH 

“But we know, in some moments of our lives, what life is. 

We know that it is great and holy, deep and abundant, 

ecstatic and sober, limited and disturbed by time, and 

fulfilled by eternity. 

And if the right words fail us...., we may look without 

words at the image of him in whom the spirit and the life 

are manifest without limits.” (Tillich, Paul. The Eternal 

Now. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1963, p. 91.) 

“Sometimes at that moment a wave of light breaks into our 

darkness, and it is as though a voice were saying: “You 

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

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

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

Do not try to do anything now; perhaps later you will do 

much. Do not seek anything; do not perform anything; do not 

intend anything. Simply accept the fact that you are 

accepted!” If that happens to us, we experience grace... 

In the light of this grace we perceive the power of grace in 

our relation to others and ourselves. We experience the 

grace of being able to look frankly into the eyes of another, 

the miraculous grace of reunion of life with life..... We experience 

the grace of being able to accept the life of another, even if it 

be hostile and harmful to us, for, through grace we know 

that it belongs to the same Ground to which we belong, and by 

which we have been accepted. (Tillich, Paul. The Shaking of the 

Foundations. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1948, P. 162)  



In these rather profound words, as with Buber, Tillich, clearly points us to hope and 

transcendence, and I believe from the standpoint we are exploring it, this is truly the core of 

his theology which offers much for us to consider. 

Paul Tillich was born in August of 1886 in Starzeddel, Germany. He was the only 

male in his family and was recognized right away as being intellectually precocious and was 

“somewhat spoiled” by his own admission. His father who was an ordained minister was also 

somewhat of a stern task-master at times but they remained involved and in contact 

throughout their lives. Tillich was especially close to his mother who died in 1903 which was 

devastating to him personally and drove a good deal of his work and thought for the rest of 

his life. He also had a sister Johanna to whom he remained very close up until her death in 

1920 which was also a very traumatic event for him. Tillich admits that he had led a 

somewhat protected life until his mother’s death broke down those walls of safety and 

required him to look life (existence) squarely in the face. 

Tillich was educated in Berlin at a Humanistic Gymnasium (High School), and 

confirmed in the Confessing Church of Germany in 1902. He studied at The University of 

Berlin, Tubingen, Halle and then back to Berlin from the years 1904-09. In 1909 he passed 

his first church examinations and was assigned as an Assistant Pastor to a church in 

Lichtenrade, Germany. Tillich received his Ph.D. in Philosophy in 1910, and was then 

assigned as the Vicar of a church in Nauen, Germany. In 1911 he received his Licentiate of 

Theology degree from the University of Halle, and then in August of 1912 he was ordained as 

a Minister of The Evangelical Church of the Prussian Union, Berlin. From 1912-1914 he was 

assigned as a preacher in the worker’s district of Berlin which resulted in his political  



awakening, leading him towards a non-Marxist democratic socialism in which he was active 

much of his life. 

Tillich married somewhat impulsively in 1914 and then left for the battlefields of 

World War I as a Chaplain. He at first found the war romantic and felt he had set out on an 

adventure, until he reached the front-lines and experienced the horrors of war, up close and 

personal. This experience was to change him forever. It was also at this time that he 

“discovered Nietzsche and a rather passionate existentialism.” 

After the war Tillich held a variety of Professorships and began to write and publish 

many articles, books and sermons and was very active in the Religious Socialist Movement 

along with Karl Barth, Bultmann, Buber, Bonhoeffer and others. Tillich and his first wife 

divorced in 1921, both being described as “a little too free.” Tillich recognized two other life- 

long struggles for himself personally at this time, as well. One was that he found the world of 

the Berlin cafe culture and its intellectualism, casual and open sexuality, and freedom, very 

attractive and stimulating and wrestled with the allure of this life-style throughout his life. 

Tillich also had learned of his charismatic impact upon others from his university days and 

further struggled with an egotism and the lure of power and fame, again throughout much of 

his life. Tillich remarried in 1924 to his life-long companion Hannah who settled him down 

considerably and stayed with him in spite of their many conflicts throughout their life. Many 

who knew him felt that Hannah looked and acted much like Tillich’s sister, Johanna, 

mentioned above, and seemed to be the steady hand he needed.  



Due to his open opposition to National Socialism, Tillich was asked to leave Germany 

in 1933 which he fought even though he was suspended from any teaching posts. At the 

urging of friends he and Hannah finally immigrated to America. Tillich was first given a 

Professorship at Union Theological Seminary in New York. He retired from there in 1955 

and became a Professor at Harvard University, from which he retired in 1962. He then was 

appointed the Nuveen Professor of Theology at the University of Chicago where he died in 

1965. Tillich had lived for years in East Hampton, NY and was at first buried there. Later 

Hannah Tillich had his internment moved to New Harmony, In to the Paul Tillich Park, 

which was a peace park dedicated to him in 1963. 

Tillich was known variously as a genius and by some as a dangerous thinker. A friend 

of mine who attended a very conservative Bible College in Florida related to me that Tillich 

was forbidden on their campus and they were warned that he had gutted the Christian Faith 

of its meaning. Tillich was proud of his efforts to de-literalize and de-mythologize both 

Scripture and Tradition in an effort to re-interpret faith in the light of both reason and 

cultural phenomenology which he felt was crucial to its survival and growth. =" 

Tillich was known by many names but the one that stuck and that he preferred was as 

the “Theologian of the Boundaries.” (Taylor, Mark Kline. Paul Tillich, Theologian of the 

Boundaries. London: Collins, 1987) Tillich perceived himself as walking the boundary line 

between religion and culture, philosophy and theology, Europe and America, the old wisdom 

Has (Biographical summary above came primarily from two sources Pauck, Wilhelm & Marion. Paul Tillich 

His Life and Thought. New York: Harper and Row, 1976. & Taylor, Mark Kline. Paul Tillich Theologian of 
the Boundaries. San Francisco: Collins, 1987.)  



and new knowledge, among others. Tillich believed that any Faith that claimed to contain any 

truth must be able to be interpreted cross-culturally as well as be able to survive any 

challenges to it that might arise as new knowledge or information became available, thus his 

stand that fundamentalism and literalism were not intellectually defensible. Tillich worked 

most of his life trying to find an expression for faith and faith’s meaning in our lives that 

would stand the test of time, as it were, and move humanity forward in its struggle with the 

reality of its existence. In this process, Tillich was an existentialist through and through, 

albeit, a positive Christian existentialist as opposed to a nihilistic one, but an existentialist 

none-the-less. 

Tillich, in trying to find what one might term a “bottom-line” definition of God 

struggled with both Atheistic and Agnostic temptations but felt that the human capacity for 

depth in its faith and its ability to transcend even its darkest moments pointed to something 

beyond itself. He at one time proposed that the term God be abandoned because of its abuse 

and misuse over the years, but was taken to tasks for this by Martin Buber who felt that the 

term God was a primal term that was the only one available to carry the weight of such an 

impenetrable concept. Tillich agreed basically with this and maintained the term but defined 

God as Being itself, or as the Ground of Being and/or Ultimate Concern. He rejected the 

notion of God as a Being and a personality to whom one could say “THOU?” but yet posited 

the notion that we each and everyone participated in this Ground of Being in such a manner 

as to overcome the disorder and split that had occurred within creation that had estranged 

humanity from itself and from God. This split represents for Tillich “The Fall of man” as 

metaphorically described in Adam’s sin in the Garden and represents humanity’s rejection of 

its dependence upon God and thereby the loss of its essential nature as a participant in this  



Ultimate Concern or Ground of Being. Grace occurs when human being recognizes and 

experiences Ultimate Being in its wholeness and completeness and thereby becomes saved, i. 

e., made whole or “healed” of our estranged condition. This is never a one time event but a 

constant struggle between hope, transcendence, love, joy and wholeness against the sin of 

separation, idolatry (making something temporal and transient into an Ultimate Concern), 

and estrangement. 

In this context Tillich postulated that humanity must face the existential anxiety of 

“being vs. non-being, finitude vs. infinity, guilt vs. forgiveness and meaninglessness and 

despair vs. integrity, happiness and value.” (Tillich, Paul. The Courage To Be. New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1952, pp. 40-78.) While Tillich accepted the notion of neurotic anxiety 

as being one based upon inordinate and temporal fears of facing the struggles of daily life, and 

therefore curable, he further postulated that all human beings suffered from an incurable, in 

human terms, existential anxiety that could only be overcome by salvation and therefore 

healed only by a “Savior” who could breach the seemingly un-breachable abyss that yawned 

open before humanity at every turn. Tillich defined Jesus, The Christ, as that existential 

healer and Savior. 

Jesus represented for Tillich the “New Being” who could effect reconciliation and 

bring God’s Kingdom, even under the conditions of the Existential predicament, not instead 

of that predicament, but in spite of it. Jesus represented essential or perfected being even in 

the face of immense suffering and death (The Cross) which his words overcame by their 

promise of wholeness, total love, involvement, joy, and eternity as the spoken Words of God.  



Jesus also saved us in his deeds that actualized his Words in actions of love, healing, sacrifice 

and complete participation in others, and in Being, (Resurrection). 

This New Being which we are to strive to become, totally accepts the reality of the 

existential predicament and its ambiguity and absurdity but then takes the leap of faith that 

goes beyond it and allows for joy, happiness, and well being in spite of it not instead of it. 

This term, “in spite of,” may be the most important term of Tillich’s that we can learn here 

and now in our struggles. It represents the willingness to embrace reality including the threat 

of death or non-being and then to demonstrate “The Courage to Be” I. E., the courage to 

choose life, to choose love, to risk joy and involvement in the very face of the threat of non- 

being which also carries all of the other threats to existence, I. E., meaninglessness, with it. 

Tillich felt that the worse responses we could demonstrate were to either choose neurosis, the 

attempt to make existence safe by imposing severe limitations upon that existence, or to turn 

to a magical fundamentalism that attempts to reduce the depth and meaning of existence by, 

as we talked earlier, reducing it to an empty, “fleshly existence” that has no value of its own. 

Rather, it is salvational when we both accept life’s absurdities and then overcome them in the 

real leap of faith into a full participation in the very Ground of Being itself, in what I believe 

Buber would call the Ultimate I-THOU encounter, human to human, and human to God. 

Tillich recognized as the opening quotes clearly point out that we must participate in 

God and with each other for grace to overcome. He always saw the struggle with sin, not as 

being with sins themselves, but rather with the sin of separateness and alienation in which we 

were then potentially swallowed up into the abyss of despair and nihilism. But for Tillich the 

darker the despair the more grace and light available as in Romans 5:20; 

“Moreover the Law entered that the offense might abound. But  



where sin abounded, grace did more abound.” 

Within sin and despair, the love that God is, abounds even more and salvation always 

remains an option and a hope. 

Tillich in this de-literalized theological hermeneutics offers us both hope and salvation 

as well as a more intellectually fulfilling imagery upon which to focus our faith. Nowhere do I 

personally find this reductionist, in its totality, but rather it removes the need to struggle with 

concepts, that while symbolically very helpful, would as realities make belief for some of us 

very difficult if not impossible. And, interestingly enough there is little reason to struggle with 

them because, whether true or not, they are not the heart and soul of the Gospel to which I 

believe Tillich tries to refer us without unnecessary embellishments. Further Tillich then 

clearly defines the “New Being,” we are to become as disciples of Jesus as the Christ of God, 

within the Kingdom of God which Jesus both represents without parallel and which he 

inaugurated and towards which all of history is moving in its striving towards wholeness and 

completion. Once again as with Buber we find it is relationship and true love manifested, in 

part as forgiveness and acceptance that offers us both healing from our very real pain and 

sorrows and salvational healing as New Beings totally immersed in God as the very Ground 

of all Being and thereby all love. 

Let us turn next time to another individual whom I believe offers us very real insights 

into our relationship with God and each other to add to Buber and Tillich’s great insights, the 

Trappist Monk, Thomas Merton. 

SESSION III  



THOMAS MERTON 

“Each of us has an irrevocable vocation to be Christ and the 

Christ that I am supposed to be is irreplaceable. It must be 
my vision of Christ. And, if I do not fulfill that, there is 

going to be something missing forever and forever in the 

Kingdom of Heaven.” 

These words of Merton’s, which of course carry meanings far and beyond the way in 

which they are presented here in relative isolation and outside of their contextual framework, 

never-the-less still provide us with a powerful message of our call to be a child of God and to 

a discipleship as illustrated for us in the life, passion, death, and resurrection of Jesus as the 

Christ of God. In these words we are reassured of our worth and value to God and in a more 

secular sense that we each have a niche to fill, and that each niche no matter how seemingly 

mundane it may appear is of extreme value and importance to the Kingdom of God. So like 

Buber and Tillich we find in Merton much wisdom to help guide us on our earthly journey. 

Merton was born in 1915 in France. His father was from New Zealand and his mother from 

Ohio. They were both artist with his father being at least moderately successful. Merton had 

one brother John Paul about whom very little is written who died in an air battle over the 

English Channel in World War II. Merton’s mother was an occasional Quaker and his father 

seldom attended church at all, though they did have Merton baptized as an infant. The family 

moved from France to Long Island, NY and lived with his maternal grandparents when 

Merton was about one year of age. It turns out that Merton’s mother was quite ill and had  



essentially come home to die which she did when Merton was six years old. Thomas and his 

brother lived for awhile with his grandparents while his father traveled abroad much of the 

time to exhibit his paintings. He and his father lived together off and on during this time once 

in Massachusetts and the other in Bermuda. Finally in 1925 Merton and his father moved 

back to France where he attended school while his father painted. When Merton was 14 they 

then moved to England where Merton excelled academically though he was quite a rebel at 

the same time. 

His father became ill shortly after this move and died two years later of a brain 

tumor. Thomas stayed on in England finishing high school there and then receiving a 

scholarship to Clare College in Cambridge, England. Thomas was very well read and had 

developed a love for William Blake the mystical English poet that was to last a life time. 

Merton visited his grandparents and brother every other year with his brother visiting him in 

England in the opposite years. He became involved with excessive drinking and womanizing 

while in college and was consequently sent home to New York by his Guardian. There he 

began his studies at Columbia University, eventually taking a Master’s degree in English 

Literature after undergraduate study in Philosophy and Literature. 

Merton’s family relationships, as one can see from this cursory review of his life, were 

rather ambiguous. He remembered his mother as “warm and affirming” on one hand and 

then being “strict, cold and almost cruel on the other.” She was reported to have built him up 

while then tearing him completely down within the same interaction. Her death was a trauma 

and a mystery that was never really discussed afterwards. The personal doubt and anxieties 

all of this caused were to follow him throughout his life, and “while indulged by his father and  



grandfather,” he was acutely aware of the “lack of emotional warmth and sustenance that he 

had missed and longed for throughout his existence.” 

Merton was, as were Tillich and Buber, intellectually gifted and precocious as a 

youngster, a mixed blessing for all three, to be sure, and all suffered pre-mature losses of one 

or both parents and struggled with the traumatic effects of those losses throughout their lives. 

There is little question that these experiences to a certain degree shaped the hunger and the 

searching that all three felt called to all of their adult lives. One significant difference (among 

others) between the three however was that Buber and Tillich both came from a religious 

tradition, while for Merton it was in reality a whole new ball game. 

Merton fell under the influence of a Catholic friend Dan Walsh while at Columbia as 

well as the Christian/Catholic Poet and Essayist, Mark Van Doren. He also was introduced to 

a Buddhist Monk at Columbia who then introduced Merton to Christian mysticism which 

actually led to his conversion to Catholicism. Merton then decided to become a Priest and was 

in his view rather rudely turned down by the Franciscan’s, so he then turned to writing and 

teaching. 

Merton had one anti-fascist novel published at about this time and taught at St. 

Bonaventure’s College in upstate New York. He had three other novels turned down and 

started his, later to be famous, diary’s. Merton’s life-style vacillated between drink and fast 

and loose living on the one-hand to a self-imposed monasticism on the other. He also became 

active with Dorothy Day’s Catholic Worker Settlement House and what were perceived by 

many as her “radical publication’s.” He then took his first spiritual retreat at the Abbot of  



Gethsemani in Kentucky. He continued his work with Dorothy Day for about two years, 

returned to Gethsemani, decided to join, gave away all of his personal belongings and entered 

the Monastery in December of 1942, at 26 years of age. And, though Merton was to struggle 

with this vocational choice and his superiors at the Abbot all of his life, he remained there 

until his death in 1968. 

Merton was expected to keep up all of his regular duties at the Monastery and was 

eventually ordained into the Priesthood, and was also encouraged to write. His first published 

book after entering the monastic life was his autobiography, The Seven Story Mountain. This 

book was a surprising best-seller and Merton began his life of writing and interaction and 

influence with people all over the world in spite of his monastic isolation. Merton suffered 

many health problems, was suspected of being mentally unbalanced at times, and always 

doubted somewhat politically due to his peace activism, early support of the Civil Rights 

Movement, and other similar activities. My own introduction to Merton was reading some of 

his anti-war papers in the 1960’s during which he was a leading spokesperson against the Viet 

Nam War, nuclear armaments, and war activities in general. He had to circulate many of 

these articles unofficially due to being banned from much of his peace activism by the French 

Abbot General of The Trappist’s Order who at that time was a pro-nuclear deterrent, 

Gaullist. Merton was constantly sought out by others receiving many visitors and being asked 

to speak and attend conferences all over. He was allowed some minimal participation in some 

of these activities and was on a trip visiting various monastic communities in the East and 

attending an International conference on Marxism and Monasticism in Bangkok, Thailand  



when he died apparently in an electrical accident or possibly from a heart attack. The exact 
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cause of his death was never really settled. 

Never-the-less, personal history aside, Merton became a prolific writer in the spiritual 

arena and especially in his presentation of the contemplative life as necessary to being in the 

world, wholly and responsibly, while not of the world in terms of its call to a predominantly 

materialistic, idolatrous existence. As Henri J. M. Nouwen described it; “Merton had a deep 

conviction that contemplation is a social matter,” 

“His conviction that solitude didn’t belong to him as a possession came 

forth out of his heart-rending discovery that Auschwitz, Hiroshma, Viet 

Nam and Watts were present in the intimate core of his own being. There 

where he thought he could be alone with himself, he found that he wasn’t 

one man, but that in him lived mankind, in all of its misery but also in its 

longing for love.” (Nouwen, Henri J. M. Thomas Merton Contemplative 

Critic. San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1981, p. 52) 

Essentially, one could say, (paraphrasing Anne Carr from her book on Merton, A 

Search for Wisdom and Spirit, Thomas Merton’s Theology of the Self, Notre Dame, IN: 

University of Notre Dame Press, 1988), that Merton considered the contemplative life to be 

focused consciously upon the self and one’s relationship with and search for God. But for 

Merton, as the above words from Nouwen reflect, this was not a selfish, egotistical, 

individualized notion of contemplation, but rather one in which the search was in association 

with one’s awareness of the true self and not the illusory self of the ego, and in awareness that 

to love God meant to love neighbor. Merton felt very strongly that neither his own isolation 

“Biographical data primarily from, (Mott, Michael. The Seven Mountains of Thomas Merton. Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1984.)  



nor that of other’s was a luxury in avoidance, but rather the act of manifesting all that is real 

in love, joy, pain and sorrow in human existence and sharing that in such a manner as to 

allow each person the opportunity to reflect upon these struggles with life, death, being, love 

and participation in each other and ontologically in the very “Ground of Being, (God) itself. 

Merton, in several places in his own writings and in biographies of him by others, frequently 

describes his most profound experience of this posit to be his by now famous “Louisville 

Experience.” 

In that experience Merton was standing on a street corner in Louisville, having been 

to or awaiting a medical appointment of some type or the other, when he suddenly became 

acutely aware of all of those around him going about their daily affairs. In this both acute and 

overwhelming awareness, Merton experienced a further awareness, not just of the presence of 

the others, but of his connection to them and of his intense love for each and everyone of 

them. This moment transfigured Merton’s monastic vocation from that moment on as being 

one totally bound up with the joys and struggles of all of human existence. Merton became 

aware that we must be “prepared in mystery,” to see the presence of the risen Christ in each 

and every other person.” He felt that truly “No Man is an Island, the name of one of his 

books, and that the blessing and grace of God’s incarnation in Jesus was that God thereby 

affirmed the meaning and import of all human being and had become in reality “each and 

every human being.” Out of this knowledge we must be ready to say, in reverence and awe, 

“THOU” to each and every other person, and to God. 

Once again, as in Buber and Tillich, we find in Merton, in spite of his monastic 

existence, an understanding that human existence and human beings are affirmed by God in  



love and grace and that the encounter with God is an encounter in love and wholeness with 

other persons as we in that love participate wholly in the Ground of Being that God is. 

Merton further posits that we must start with reality, and strip bare the illusions of self, 1. E., 

self importance--independence, and freedom, without God or others, and we must resist 

magical, shallow, and literal understandings of God and existence. Rather, we must grasp the 

harsh realities of our existence and our struggles and limitations therein and also grasp that 

our purpose is not to elevate ourselves above the struggle but rather to enmesh ourselves in 

the struggle in love in order to over come and truly transcend and thereby transform that 

existence, not merely in some future eschatological end that represents escape but rather 

beginning now in this life that is already touched by the eternal in the in-breaking of God into 

human existence salvifically in Jesus of Nazareth as the Christ of God. 

We find many insights in Merton, and as with our other two examples Buber and 

Tillich, we see affirmation, love, grace, responsibility, wholeness and a focus on the Supreme 

Law of Love as God’s ultimate gift and pathway to salvation. Merton, as seemingly did the 

German Catholic Theologian Karl Rahner, saw human beings as “hearer’s of the word” and 

in love as “radically open to God” and able in that openness to transcend and transform the 

dichotomies of existence that confuse and confound us all. Since our existence is in time and 

space, our questions and struggles may only come from within this “limited horizon,” but the 

very fact that we have questions about the meaning and purpose of that existence means we 

have reached beyond the limits of space and time in attempting to “grasp the truth.” The 

human spirit to both Rahner and Merton seeks fulfillment and in so doing it seeks the mystery 

“which grounds all meaning.” This Holy Mystery is God, the encounter with which allows us 

to reach beyond, to touch others, and to participate in the mystery itself. Rahner called this  



the “feeling of being grasped by God,” which occurs in birth, life, love, and even death. In 

this process we experience the real-self--the real-world--and real-love, beyond which we find 

salvation as healing and wholeness in which in humility, “The Great Tribulation,” and “The 

Great Joy,” are seen as one which is then the “ultimate victory of life over death.” (Merton, 

Thomas. Raids on the Unspeakable. New York: New Directions, 1964, p. 75.) 

So in Merton, we see not only the stress of our other two writers upon relationship 

with neighbor and with God, but as well upon the contemplative approach that accepts and 

lays bare the truth and anguish of human being but with a message of the salvational hope 

that resides in our encounter with God and each other in a life that becomes wholly directed 

towards God and neighbor in love, gratefulness, and humility. It is the goal of contemplation 

to become love and thereby as much as possible one with God, one with self, and then one 

with neighbor, all of our neighbors. And, in this experience Merton makes it clear that God 

does not yearn for our suffering but for our happiness and healing and truly enters our 

suffering with us as we enter the suffering of those we love and allow those we love to enter 

into our own suffering and joy. Hear these powerful words of comfort for us all; 

“Far from killing the man who seeks the divine fire, the Living God will 

Himself pass through death in order that man may have what is destined for him.” 

If Christ has died and risen from the dead and poured out upon us His Holy Spirit, 

why do we imagine that our desire for life is a Promethean desire, doomed to 

punishment. 

Why do we act as if our longing to “see good days” were something that God did 

not desire, when He Himself told us to seek them? 

Why do we reproach ourselves for desiring victory? Why do we pride ourselves 

on our defeats, and glory in despair? 

Because we think that our life is important to ourselves alone, and do not know that 
our life is more important to the Living God than it is to our own selves.  



Because we think our happiness is for ourselves alone, and do not realize it is also 

His happiness. 

Because we think our sorrows are for ourselves alone, and do not believe that they 

are much more than that: they are His sorrows. 

There is nothing we can steal from Him at all, because before we can think of 

stealing it, it has already been given.” (Merton, Thomas. Raids on the Unspeakable. 

New York: New Directions, 1964. P. 88.) 

CONCLUSION 

Merton, a Monk and Mystic, Buber a Jewish Intellectual, Philosopher, and Mystic in 

his own way, and Paul Tillich a Systematic Theologian, and Re-Interpreter, all bring us the 

message that we are loved, needed, valuable, worthwhile, redeemed and called to participate 

in the ultimate I-Thou relationship with our community, our neighbor, and our God, and in 

that process healing that is true and eternal touches us all. This does not happen in some 

magical and superstitious manner, but in the depths of reality that constitutes the totality of 

human existence in all of its joys and anguish, so that while we are not assured of freedom or 

total escape from that anguish, we are assured that in truth we may truly transcend that 

anguish in wholeness and in joy “in spite of” whatever evil lurks in the darkness, because an 

even stronger light of goodness, mercy and salvation awaits and calls to us over the din of 

torment and terror into the totality of love that only God can bring to us through each other, 

through God’s Prophets and Voices among human beings, and in the life, passion, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus as the Chosen One of God. Hurt and pain abound but in truth, joy, love 

and redemption abound in even greater amounts if we can but open our hearts and eyes to see 

and reach out wholly (Holy) in total love, each to the other. 

RESULTS  



We had hoped for 12 to 15 participants in the above program and were able to attract 

in all three sessions 20-25, who attended regularly. The interest and follow through reflected 

the need and desire for lay parishioners to encounter material that many might think was 

above and beyond their ability to grasp. Most of the above information was new, but the 

response of the group was very positive. There was a clear and strong thirst for knowledge 

and new ways of thinking about the presence and meaning of God in our lives along with an 

exploration of the meaning of tragedy, and suffering, and the transcendence and redemption 

that does occur even in the face of those tragedies. 

Some of the discussions focused on personal experiences of trauma and those 

most acutely experiencing such phenomenon felt that all of the authors discussed offered real 

information that allowed them to stop blaming God and themselves for their tragedies. 

Further they learned that the relief they sought was in reality not going to be magically 

injected into their lives but that through the love of God, especially as reflected in the their 

neighbor’s concrete acts of love and seemingly random acts of real kindness, and in the open 

sharing of their sorrows, they were and could continue to heal. Some very clearly stated that 

while nothing said or read during the sessions suddenly relieved their acute suffering, they 

now more readily recognized the hope of recovery present in their past relationships with 

their lost loved ones and in the present and future love they were experiencing and would 

experience in “sincere I-THOU encounters with their families, friends, community, and God.” 

Additional discussions focused on the struggle for belief when the content of faith is 

presented in myth and legend and disallows non-literal approaches to understanding the 

metaphorical presentations of these stories within both our Scripture and Traditions. It was  



felt by the group as a whole that the approach of all three thinkers in trying to cut to the core 

of our faith by de-literalizing its contents while reducing the amount of magic and superstition 

that calls for intellectual dishonesty, was also very helpful in aiding them in finding an arena 

in which they can continue to seek solace and comfort from their beliefs along with an attempt 

to develop an honest grasp of God’s redemptive activities in human existence. One individual, 

in particular, maintained his “agnosticism” while being much more open to further 

exploration that faith may yet hold some promise for him in “finding real hope.” 

All related a renewed understanding of the importance of human relationships both as 

appropriate to individual and community life but also as our sometimes clearest and most 

powerful experiences of God. God as love, and thereby as the capacity for depth relationship, 

was thought to be an extremely helpful concept for those who had primarily focused on the 

search for “other-worldly” experiences as evidence of God’s presence. This along with the 

notion that while God, out of respect for our freedom, may not prevent our suffering, God 

never wants us to suffer and is truly affected by that suffering was a new way to view our 

relationship with God for some as well. Many stated they had felt that either God couldn’t 

prevent our suffering or was playing a game with us and actually causing it, which made no 

real since in the context of our perception of God as being loving and merciful. 

All of the participants agreed, and the majority requested further theological classes 

with the majority requesting that we choose one of the authors already discussed but with the 

lecture and discussion being focused around one of their concepts, such as Buber’s, “I and 

THOU,” or Tillich’s “in spite of,” or Merton’s “contemplative life-style” and that concept 

being more fully explored, or that possibly one or two books could be explored a chapter or  



two at a time. The one consistent criticism was that too many ideas and concepts had emerged 

for adequate discussion and exploration of all of them, and while most felt that their initial 

goals had been met in finding new conceptual paradigms with which to explore their faith and 

those who had recently experienced tragedies in their lives also felt that they had developed a 

greater appreciation of the role individuals, the community, and God play in their recovery 

from those tragedies, they all felt there were many ideas left to develop more fully. 

All participants liked the idea that they were not being spoon-fed certain creeds and 

doctrines but rather ideas about God and faith that gave them much to consider and 

reconsider. They also appreciated the opportunity to explore these new conceptual 

frameworks and their own struggles, doubts, and fears in an open forum that allowed for a 

mutually respectful, “striving for the truth,” without fear of judgment or condemnation. 

It does appear that some windows were opened on new ideas and methods of thinking 

about very profound matters for several people which also helped many individuals find new 

comfort in their “ existential struggles” whether due to personal tragedies or personal 

struggles with belief, or both. Most participants borrowed books and have since that time at 

their leisure read recommended works by these individuals presented here and have branched 

out on their own to other authors and/or theological, historical, and philosophical orientations 

that they feel help them in their efforts to maintain an honest and viable faith within the 

limitations, joys, risks, and dangers of this life that is human being.  
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