
The Courage to Be 

Originally published more than fifty years ago, The Courage to Be has become a classic 
of twentieth-century religious and philosophical thought. The great Christian 
existentialist thinker Paul Tillich describes the dilemma of modern man and points a way 
to the conquest of the problem of anxiety. This edition includes a new introduction by 
Harvey Cox that situates the book within the theological conversation into which it first 
appeared and conveys its continued relevance in the current century. 
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THE GOD ABOVE GOD AND THE COURAGE TO BE 

  
The ultimate source of the courage to be is the “God above God”; this is the result of our 
demand to transcend theism. Only if the God of theism is transcended can the anxiety of doubt 
and meaninglessness be taken into the courage to be. The God above God is the object of all 
mystical longing, but mysticism also must be transcended in order to reach him. Mysticism does 
not take seriously the concrete and the doubt concerning the concrete. It plunges directly into 
the ground of being and meaning, and leaves the concrete, the world of finite values and 
meanings, behind. Therefore it does not solve the problem of meaninglessness. In terms of the 
present religious situation this means that Eastern mysticism is not the solution of the problems 
of Western Existentialism, although many people attempt this solution. The God above the God 
of theism is not the devaluation of the meanings which doubt has thrown into the abyss of 
meaninglessness; he is their potential restitution. Nevertheless absolute faith agrees with the 
faith implied in mysticism in that both transcend the theistic objectivation of a God who is a 
being. For mysticism such a God is not more real than any finite being, for the courage to be 
such a God has disappeared in the abyss of meaninglessness with every other value and 
meaning. 

The God above the God of theism is present, although hidden, in every divine-human 
encounter. Biblical religion as well as Protestant theology are aware of the paradoxical character 
of this encounter. They are aware that if God encounters man God is neither object nor subject 
and is therefore above the scheme into which theism has forced him. They are aware that 
personalism with respect to God is balanced by a transpersonal presence of the divine. They 
are aware that forgiveness can be accepted only if the power of acceptance is effective in man
—biblically speaking, if the power of grace is effective in man. They are aware of the 
paradoxical character of every prayer, of speaking to somebody to whom you cannot speak 
because he is not “somebody,” of asking somebody of whom you cannot ask anything because 
he gives or gives not before you ask, of saying “thou” to somebody who is nearer to the I than 
the I is to itself. Each of these paradoxes drives the religious consciousness toward a God 
above the God of theism. 

The courage to be which is rooted in the experience of the God above the God of theism unites 
and transcends the courage to be as a part and the courage to be as oneself. It avoids both the 
loss of oneself by participation and the loss of one’s world by individualization. The acceptance 
of the God above the God of theism makes us a part of that which is not also a part but is the 
ground of the whole. Therefore our self is not lost in a larger whole, which submerges it in the 
life of a limited group. If the self participates in the power of being-itself it receives itself back. 
For the power of being acts through the power of the individual selves. It does not swallow them 
as every limited whole, every collectivism, and every conformism does. This is why the Church, 
which stands for the power of being-itself or for the God who transcends the God of the 
religions, claims to be the mediator of the courage to be. A church which is based on the 



authority of the God of theism cannot make such a claim. It inescapably develops into a 
collectivist or semicollectivist system itself. 

But a church which raises itself in its message and its devotion to the God above the God of 
theism without sacrificing its concrete symbols can mediate a courage which takes doubt and 
meaninglessness into itself. It is the Church under the Cross which alone can do this, the 
Church which preaches the Crucified who cried to God who remained his God after the God of 
confidence had left him in the darkness of doubt and meaninglessness. To be as a part in such 
a church is to receive a courage to be in which one cannot lose one’s self and in which one 
receives one’s world. 

Absolute faith, or the state of being grasped by the God beyond God, is not a state which 
appears beside other states of the mind. It never is something separated and definite, an event 
which could be isolated and described. It is always a movement in, with, and under other states 
of the mind. It is the situation on the boundary of man’s possibilities. It is this boundary. 
Therefore it is both the courage of despair and the courage in and above every courage. It is not 
a place where one can live, it is without the safety of words and concepts, it is without a name, a 
church, a cult, a theology. But it is moving in the depth of all of them. It is the power of being, in 
which they participate and of which they are fragmentary expressions. 

One can become aware of it in the anxiety of fate and death when the traditional symbols, which 
enable men to stand the vicissitudes of fate and the horror of death have lost their power. When 
“providence” has become a superstition and “immortality” something imaginary that which once 
was the power in these symbols can still be present and create the courage to be in spite of the 
experience of a chaotic world and a finite existence. The Stoic courage returns but not as the 
faith in universal reason. It returns as the absolute faith which says Yes to being without seeing 
anything concrete which could conquer the nonbeing in fate and death. 

And one can become aware of the God above the God of theism in the anxiety of guilt and 
condemnation when the traditional symbols that enable men to withstand the anxiety of guilt and 
condemnation have lost their power. When “divine judgment” is interpreted as a psychological 
complex and forgiveness as a remnant of the “father-image,” what once was the power in those 
symbols can still be present and create the courage to be in spite of the experience of an infinite 
gap between what we are and what we ought to be. The Lutheran courage returns but not 
supported by the faith in a judging and forgiving God. It returns in terms of the absolute faith 
which says Yes although there is no special power that conquers guilt. The courage to take the 
anxiety of meaninglessness upon oneself is the boundary line up to which the courage to be can 
go. Beyond it is mere non-being. Within it all forms of courage are re-established in the power of 
the God above the God of theism. The courage to be is rooted in the God who appears when 
God has disappeared in the anxiety of doubt.


