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Paul Tillich, A History of Christian Thought.
The Synthesis of Spinoza and Kant

The relation between Spinoza and Kant became the philosophical and theological problem. Why

should this be so difficult? Well, on the one side is Spinoza's mystical pantheism, .... This is the

idea that there is one eternal substance, and that everything that exists is but a mode of this

substance. This universal substance has innumerable attributes, but we know only two of them,

mind and extension, as Descartes, Spinoza's teacher. This one substance is present in everything.

Here we have what | would call the principle of identity. Everything has a point of identity in the
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eternal divine substance which underlies everything. the identity between the finite and the infinite
is complete.

Now against this mystical pantheistic system stands Kant's philosophy, which emphasizes the
principle of distance, the principle of finitude which man must accept, the transcendence of the
divine beyond man's grasp and lying outside his center. This finitude of man and his inability of
ever reaching the infinite is the motive in all Kant's criticisms.

How to unite mysticism and the Protestant principle; how to unite the principle of identity, the
participation of the divine in each of us, and the principle of detachment, of moral obedience,
without participation in the divine. (370-371)

My doctoral dissertation was about this tension. It focused on one particular man, Schelling, the
predecessor, friend, and later enemy of Hegel. | tried to discover how Schelling sought to solve
the problem of this tension. The title of my book was Mystik und Schuldbewusstsein in Schellings
philosophischer Entwicklung, 1912. More abstractly you can express it by the principle of identity
in relation to the principle of contrast, or even of contradiction, in a moral sense at least. Here we
have the fundamental motives in attempting to create the great synthesis following Kant.

I call this the great synthesis of Kant and Spinoza, a synthesis which, of course, includes many
other things. This is the synthesis of the principle of identity and the principle of detachment or
contrast. The philosophers of Romanticism, and above all Schleiermacher, the great theologian of
Romanticism, are all characterized by this attempt at synthesis.

The dynamo of the history of theology ever since, going through the whole nineteenth century,
is the tension between these two things. (371)

Mystik und Schuldbewultsein, Gefuhl der Einheit mit dem Absoluten und Bewuftsein des
Gegensatzes zu Gott, Prinzip der Identitdt von absolutem und individuellem Geist und Erfahrung
des Widerspruchs zwischen dem heiligen Herren und dem Geschopf: das ist eine Antinomie,
deren Lodsung das religiose Denken zu allen Zeiten in der Kirchen angestrebt und hat immer
wieder anstreben mui3. (MW.1, S.28f.)
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We must first try to define the term. It is a way of looking at man. But there are two possible
ways of looking at man. The one way is essentialist which develops the doctrine of man in terms
of his essential nature within the whole of the universe. The other way is existentialist which
looks at man in his predicament in time and space, and sees the conflict between exists in time
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and space and what is essentially given. Religiously expressed, this is the conflict between the
essential goodness of man, the highest point which is his freedom to contradict his essential
goodness, and man's fall into the conditions of existential estrangement. This is a universal
situation, and at the same time man is responsible for it. (539-540)

Often | have been asked if | am an existentialist theologian, and my answer is always short. |
say, fifty-fifty. This means that for me essentialism and existentialism belong together. (541)
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