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P ro f e s s o r (Harvard), Author, Theologian

THE LOST DIMENSION IN RELIGION

FROM INTRODUCTION IN TEXT:

Paul Tillich, university professor at Harvard and a member of the Divinity School faculty, centers his theology "on
the method of correlation between the questions arising out of the human predicament and the answers given in the
classical symbols of religion." Holding teaching posts in philosophy and theology in many of the leading German
universities, he was forced to leave his native land upon the rise of Hitler because of his outspoken criticism of Nazism, and in 1933 came to this country at the invitation of Union Theological Seminary, where he taught until 1955.
Principal writings include Systematic Theology; The Courage to Be; Love, Power and Justice; Dynamics of Faith.
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The Lost Dimension in Religion
Every observer of our Western civilization is aware of the fact that something has happened to religion. It especially
strikes the observer of the American scene. Everywhere he finds symptoms of what one has called religious revival
or, more modestly, the revival of interest in religion. He finds them in the churches with their rapidly increasing
membership. He finds them in the mushroomlike growth of sects. He finds them on
college campuses and in the theological faculties of universities. Most conspicuously, he finds them in the tremendous success of men like Billy Graham and Norman Vincent Peale, who attract masses of people Sunday after Sunday, meeting after meeting. The facts cannot be denied, but how should they be interpreted? It is my intention to
show that these facts must be seen as expressions of the predicament of Western man in the second half of the twentieth century. But I would even go a step further. I believe that the predicament of man in our period gives us also an
important insight into the predicament of man generally--at all times and in all parts of the earth.
There are many analyses of man and society in our time. Most of them show important traits in the picture, but few
of them succeed in giving a general key to our present situation. Although it is not easy to find such a key, I shall attempt it and, in so doing, will make an assertion which may be somewhat mystifying at first bearing. The decisive
element in the predicament of Western man in our period is his loss of the dimension of depth. Of course, "dimension
of depth" is a metaphor. It is taken from the spatial realm and applied to man's spiritual life. What does it mean?
It means that man has lost an answer to the question: What is the meaning of life? Where do we come from, where do
we go to? What shall we do, what should we become in the short stretch between birth and death? Such questions are
not answered or even asked if the "dimension of depth" is lost. And this is precisely what has happened to man in our
period of history. He has lost the courage to ask such questions with an infinite seriousness--as former generations
did--and he has lost the courage to receive answers to these questions, wherever they may come from.
I suggest that we call the dimension of depth the religious dimension in man's nature. Being religious means asking
passionately the question of the meaning of our existence and being willing to receive answers, even if the answers
hurt. Such an idea of religion makes religion universally human, but it certainly differs from what is usually called
religion. It does not describe religion as the belief in the existence of gods or oneGod, and as a set of activities and
institutions for the sake of relating oneself to these beings in thought, devotion and obedience. No one can deny that
the religions which have appeared in history are religions in this sense. Nevertheless, religion in its innermost nature
is more than religion in this narrower sense. It is the state of being concerned about one's own being and being universally.
There are many people who are ultimately concerned in this way who feel far removed, however, from religion in the
narrower sense, and therefore from every historical religion. It often happens that such people take the question of
the meaning of their life infinitely seriously and reject any historical religion just for this reason. They feel that the
concrete regions fail to express their profound concern adequately. They are religious while rejecting the religions. It
is this experience which forces us to distinguish the meaning of religion as living in the dimension of depth from particular expressions of one's ultimate concern in the symbols and institutions of a concrete religion. If we now turn to
the concrete analysis of the religious situation of our time, it is obvious that our key must be the basic meaning of
religion and not any particular religion, not even Christianity. What does this key disclose about the predicament of
man in our period?
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If we define religion as the state of being grasped by an infinite concern we must say: Man in our time has lost such
infinite concern. And the resurgence of religion is nothing but a desperate and mostly futile attempt to regain what
has been lost.
How did the dimension of depth become lost? Like any important event, it has many causes, but certainly not the one
which one hears often mentioned from ministers' pulpits and evangelists' platforms--namely, that a widespread impiety of modern man is responsible. Modern man is neither more pious nor more impious than man in any other period. The loss of the dimension of depth is caused by the relation of man to his world and to himself in our period,
the period in which nature is being subjected scientifically and technically to the control of man. In this period, life in
the dimension of depth is replaced by life
in the horizontal dimension. The driving forces of the industrial society of which we are a part go ahead horizontally
and not vertically. In popular terms this is expressed in phrases like "better and better," "bigger and bigger," "more
and more." One should not disparage the feeling which lies behind such speech. Man is right in feeling that he is able
to know and transform the world he encounters without a foreseeable limit. He can go ahead in all directions without
a definite boundary.
A most expressive symbol of this attitude of going ahead in the horizontal dimension is the breaking through of the
space which is controlled by the gravitational power of the earth into the world-space. It is interesting that one calls
this world-space simply "space" and speaks, for instance, of space travel, as if every trip were not travel into space.
Perhaps one feels that the true nature of space has been discovered only through our entering into indefinite worldspace. In any case, the predominance of the horizontal dimension over the dimension of depth has been immensely
increased by the opening up of the space beyond the space of the earth.
If we now ask what does man do and seek if he goes ahead in the horizontal dimension, the answer is difficult. Sometimes one is inclined to say that the mere movement ahead without an end, the intoxication with speeding forward
without limits, is what satisfies him. But this answer is by no means sufficient. For on his way into space and time
man changes the world he encounters. And the changes made by him change himself. He transforms everything he
encounters into a tool; and in doing so he himself becomes a tool. But if he asks, a tool for what, there is no answer.
One does not need to look far beyond everyone's daily experience in order to find examples to describe this predicament. Indeed our daily life in office and home, in cars and airplanes, at parties and conferences, while reading magazines and watching television, while looking at advertisements and hearing radio, are in themselves continuous examples of a life which has lost the dimension of depth. It runs ahead, every moment is filled with something which
must be done or seen or said or planned. But no one can experience depth without stopping and becoming aware of himself. Only if he has moments in which he does not care about what comes next can he experience the
meaning of this moment here and now and ask himself about the meaning of his life. As long as the preliminary,
transitory concerns are not silenced, no matter how interesting and valuable and important they may be, the voice of
the ultimate concern cannot be heard. This is the deepest root of the loss of the dimension of depth in our period--the
loss of religion in its basic and universal meaning.
If the dimension of depth is lost, the symbols in which life in this dimension has expressed itself must also disappear.
I am speaking of the great symbols of the historical religions in our Western world, of Judaism and Christianity. The
reason that the religious symbols became lost is not primarily scientific criticism, but it is a complete misunderstanding of their meaning; and only because of this misunderstanding was scientific critique able, and even justified, in
attacking them. The first step toward the non-religion of the Western world was made by religion itself. When it deThe Lost Dimension in Religion
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fended its great symbols, not as symbols, but as literal stories, it had already lost the battle. In doing so the theologians (and today many religious laymen) helped to transfer the powerful expressions of the dimension of depth into
objects or happenings on the horizontal plane. There the symbols lose their power and meaning and become an easy
prey to physical, biological and historical attack.
If the symbol of creation which points to the divine ground of everything is transferred to the horizontal plane, it
becomes a story of events in a removed past for which there is no evidence, but which contradicts every piece of scientific evidence. If the symbol of the Fall of Man, which points to the tragic estrangement of man and his world from
their true being is transferred to the horizontal plane, it becomes a story of a human couple a few thousand years ago
in what is now present-day Iraq. One of the most profound psychological descriptions of the general human predicament becomes an absurdity on the horizontal plane. If the symbols of the Saviour and the salvation through Him
which point to the healing power in history and personal life are transferred to the horizontal plane, they becomestories of a half-divine being coming from a heavenly place and returning to it. Obviously, in this form, they have no
meaning whatsoever for people whose view of the universe is determined by scientific astronomy.
If the idea of God (and the symbols applied to Him) which expresses man's ultimate concern is transferred to the
horizontal plane, God becomes a being among others whose existence or nonexistence is a matter of inquiry. Nothing,
perhaps, is more symptomatic of the loss of the dimension of depth than the permanent discussion about the existence or nonexistence of God--a discussion in which both sides are equally wrong, because the discussion itself is
wrong and possible only after the loss of the dimension of depth.
When in this way man has deprived himself of the dimension of depth and the symbols expressing it, he then becomes a part of the horizontal plane. He loses his self and becomes a thing among things. He becomes an element in
the process of manipulated production and manipulated consumption. This is now a matter of public knowledge. We
have become aware of the degree to which everyone in our social structure is managed, even if one knows it and
even if one belongs himself to the managing group. The influence of the gang mentality on adolescents, of the corporation's demands on the executives, of the conditioning of everyone by public communication, by propaganda and
advertising under the guidance of motivation research, et cetera, have all been described in many books and articles.
Under these pressures, man can hardly escape the fate of becoming a thing among the things he produces, a bundle
of conditioned reflexes without a free, deciding and responsible self. The immense mechanism, set up by man to produce objects for his use, transforms man himself into an object used by the same mechanism of production and consumption.
But man has not ceased to be man. He resists this fate anxiously, desperately, courageously. He asks the question, for
what? And he realizes that there is no answer. He becomes aware of the emptiness which is covered by the continuous movement ahead and the production of means for ends which become means again without an ultimate end.
Without knowing what

has happened to him, he feels that he has lost the meaning of life, the dimension of depth.
Out of this awareness the religious question arises and religious answers are received or rejected. Therefore, in order
to describe the contemporary attitude toward religion, we must first point to the places where the awareness of the
predicament of Western man in our period is most sharply expressed. These places are the great art, literature and,
partly at least, the philosophy of our time. It is both the subject matter and the style of these creations which show the
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passionate and often tragic struggle about the meaning of life in a period in which man has lost the dimension of
depth. This art, literature, philosophy is not religious in the narrower sense of the word; but it asks the religious question more radically and more profoundly than most directly religious expressions of our time.
It is the religious question which is asked when the novelist describes a man who tries in vain to reach the only place
which could solve the problem of his life, or a man who disintegrates under the memory of a guilt which persecutes
him, or a man who never had a real self and is pushed by his fate without resistance to death, or a man who experiences a profound disgust of everything he encounters.
It is the religious question which is asked when the poet opens up the horror and the fascination of the demonic regions of his soul, or if he leads us into the deserts and empty places of our being, or if he shows the physical and
moral mud under the surface of life, or if he sings the song of transitoriness, giving words to the ever-present anxiety
of our hearts.
It is the religious question which is asked when the playwright shows the illusion of a life in a ridiculous symbol, or if
he lets the emptiness of a life's work end in self-destruction, or if he confronts us with the inescapable bondage to
mutual hate and guilt, or if he leads us into the dark cellar of lost hopes and slow disintegration.
It is the religious question which is asked when the painter breaks the visible surface into pieces, then reunites them
into a great picture which has little similarity with the world at which we normally look, but which expresses our
anxiety and our courage to face reality.

It is the religious question which is asked when the architect, in creating office buildings or churches, removes the
trimmings taken over from past styles because they cannot be considered an honest expression of our own period. He
prefers the seeming poverty of a purpose-determined style to the deceptive richness of imitated styles of the past. He
knows that he gives no final answer, but he does give an honest answer.
The philosophy of our time shows the same hiddenly religious traits. It is divided into two main schools of thought,
the analytic and the existentialist. The former tries to analyze logical and linguistic forms which are always used and
which underlie all scientific research. One may compare them with the painters who dissolve the natural forms of
bodies into cubes, planes and lines; or with those architects who want the structural "bones" of their buildings to be
conspicuously visible and not hidden by covering features. This self-restriction produces the almost monastic poverty
and seriousness of this philosophy. It is religious --without any contact with religion in its method--by exercising the
humility of "learned ignorance."
In contrast to this school the existentialist philosophers have much to say about the problems of human existence.
They bring into rational concepts what the writers and poets, the painters and architects, are expressing in their particular material. What they express is the human predicament in time and space, in anxiety and guilt and the feeling
of meaninglessness. From Pascal in the seventeenth century to Heidegger and Sartre in our time, philosophers have
emphasized the contrast between human dignity and human misery. And by doing so, they have raised the religious
question. Some have tried to answer the question they have asked. But if they did so, they turned back to past traditions and offered to our time that which does not fit our time. Is it possible for our time to receive answers which are
born out of our time?
Answers given today are in danger of strengthening the present situation and with it the questions to which they are
supposed to be the answers. This refers to some of the previously mentioned major representatives of the so-called
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resurgence of religion, as for instance the evangelist Billy Graham and the counseling and healing minister, Norman
Vincent Peale.
Against the validity of the answers given by the former, one must say that, in spite of his personal integrity, his
propagandistic methods and his primitive theological fundamentalism fall short of what is needed to give an answer
to the religious question of our period. In spite of all his seriousness, he does not take the radical questions of our
period seriously.
The effect that Normal Peale has on large groups of people is rooted in the fact that he confirms the situation which
he is supposed to help overcome. He heals people with the purpose of making them fit again for the demands of the
competitive and conformist society in which we are living. He helps them to become adapted to the situation which
is characterized by the loss of the dimension of depth. Therefore, his advice is valid on this level; but it is the validity
of this level that is the true religious question of our time. And this question he neither raises nor answers.
In many cases the increase of church membership and interest in religious activities does not mean much more than
the religious consecration of a state of things in which the religious dimension has been lost. It is the desire to participate in activities which are socially strongly approved and give internal and a certain amount of external security.
This is not necessarily bad, but it certainly is not an answer to the religious question of our period.
Is there an answer? There is always an answer, but the answer may not be available to us. We may be too deeply
steeped in the predicament out of which the question arises to be able to answer it. To acknowledge this is certainly a
better way toward a real answer than to bar the way to it by deceptive answers. And it may be that in this attitude the
real answer (within available limits) is given. The real answer to the question of how to regain the dimension of
depth is not given by increased church membership or church attendance, nor by conversion or healing experiences.
But it is given by the awareness that we have lost the decisive dimension of life, the dimension of depth, and that
there is no easy way of getting it back. Such awareness is in itself a state of being grasped by that which is symbolized
in the term, dimension of depth. He who realizes that he is separated from the ultimate source of meaning shows by
this

realization that he is not only separated but also reunited. And this is just our situation. What we need above

all--and partly have--is the radical realization of our predicament, without trying to cover it up by secular or religious
ideologies. The revival of religious interest would be a creative power in our culture if it would develop into a
movement of search for the lost dimension of depth.This does not mean that the traditional religious symbols should
be dismissed. They certainly have lost their meaning in the literalistic form into which they have been distorted, thus
producing the critical reaction against them. But they have not lost their genuine meaning--namely, of answering the
question which is implied in man's very existence in powerful, revealing and saving symbols. If the resurgence of
religion would produce a new understanding of the symbols of the past and their relevance for our situation, instead
of premature and deceptive answers, it would become a creative factor in our culture and a saving factor for many
who live in estrangement, anxiety and despair. The religious answer has always the character of "in spite of." In spite
of the loss of dimension of depth, its power is present, and most present in those who are aware of the loss and are
striving to regain it with ultimate seriousness.
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