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I. 
Introduction
Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Tillich, both are respected as ones of the most influential Protestant theologians of the twentieth century, representing the theological thinking of modern man of today in contrast to the rationalism, and liberalism of yesterday. They both claimed to have provided a better understanding of Christian message for the mind the modern men using the philosophical framework of Heidegger’s hermeneutic of existence. When Bultmann tries to resolve the problem in the interpretation New Testament message on religious myth, Tillich targeted the religious symbols of Christian faith. Bultmann proposes a method of demythologizing; Tillich suggested the method of correlation in fulfilling the task of hermeneutics.

This paper attempts to provide a comparison and critique of Bultmann and Tillich’s philosophical framework and hermeneutic method towards the problem of interpretation of religious myth and religious symbols. Besides, it further attempts to examine the strengths and weaknesses of each method.  It begins with a brief overview the understanding of myth and religious symbol in general and that of Bultmann’s myth in the New Testament and Tillich’s religious symbol in philosophical theology then follows by an exposition of Bultmann’s method of demythologizing and Tillich’s method of correlation; a detailed discussion and evaluation of Bultmann and Tillich’s hermeneutics at the end. It concludes with a summary assessment of the two theological approaches and their effect on the contemporary theology in general.

II. Myth and Religious Symbol

II.1

Myth in General

Generally speaking, myths are considered as stories for children and unlearned mind, or a mere pre-scientific explanation of the world, a release of primitive world and life view of human culture and experiences in its primary stages. Nevertheless, philosophically speaking, the meaning of myth goes way beyond what it tells; it is, in fact, a serious insight of reality, an expression of human ultimate concern in the form of imaginative stories. Interest in mythology has grown from time to time powered by the realization of the desires for authenticity in human existence. 

In other words, myths are the part of human life, expressing beliefs, customs, values and so on. Myths exist in all societies and cultures of the past as well as the present. When myth is applied either to religious or secular traditions, it goes on to exert a powerful influence from one’s attitudes to life of a community, a tribe, race, and a nation. We can say that myth reflects man’s experience of life, not only on one person in particular, but on the mind of the people, even the humanity as a whole as well. Myth is the product of culture by which the struggle of life can be sensed.  In fact, no one can understand a nation, a race, a tribe, even an individual without proper understanding of their myths.   

Doubtlessly, some myths are ‘stories of God or gods’, but more than doubtless, many myths are narratives about the exploits of God, or gods and supernatural beings, a cosmology in cosmogenic fashion.  As meaning of an event is more important than the event or the fact itself, we accept that these myths are stories, not histories, in the sense that the events related in them did not have to be really happened.  In contemporary world, myth still goes on resting in the hidden mind of man giving him hope, assuring and creating explanations of inexplicable realities. 

The following briefly delineate the understanding of the meaning of myth according to different philosophers, theologian, and religious thinkers, exploring how myth plays its role in religious worldview, especially how myth can be understood in the context of the New Testament world of the Bible.

As quoted in The Dictionary of the Bible, McKenzie states that: Myth comes from Greek word mythos, means story; and defines the term ‘myth’ as “a purely fictitious narrative involving supernatural persons, actions, or events, and embodying some popular idea concerning natural or historical phenomena.” (McKenzie, 1965, p.598).  As for Monk, myths are some kind of ordinary conversation that was widely accepted or believed but in reality, is false. They are used to designate stories arose in primitive or naïve societies that involve personified forces of nature, gods and goddesses, and ultimately, they are used to depict primitive beliefs about nature and the universe, the “pre-scientific science. (Monk, 1998,p.87). Therefore, etymologically speaking, the study of mythology begins with the construct of the Greek words, mythos and logos whose original meaning are synonymous to story and word that denotes both the collection of a people’s myths and the science of the studying collection of myths. (Braun & McCutcheon, 2000,p.191)

II.2

Religious Myth

Myths, as applied in religious matters, are a ways of conveying sacred truth. Though not all religious myths are sacred, nevertheless, religious myth can never be seen as foolish, false, or trivial. They are imaginative traditions about nature, history and destiny of the world, the gods, man and society. They are in fact statements of fundamental issue of life in religious perspectives (Cavendish, 1993,p.8).

  In brief, religiously speaking, myth is above all a story that is believed, believed to be true, despite massive evidence to the contrary.  What myth is is a story that is sacred and shared by a group of people who find their most important meanings in it. It is a story believed to have composed in the past about an event in the past, and possibly perturb into the future, an event that continues to have meaning in the present because it is remembered; it is a story that is part of a larger group of stories depicting the destiny of a people (Doniger, 1998,p.2). 

Therefore, in religion, myth is an expression of the sacred in words: it reports realities and events from the origin of the world that remains valid for the basis and purpose of all there is. Consequently, myth functions as model for human activity, society, wisdom, and knowledge. (Bolle, 1987, p.271). It reveals exemplary model for all rites and all meaningful human activities. (Eliade, 1991, p.4). Myth is timeless, as Ricoeur states, myth is a narrative of origins, taking place in primordial time, a time other than that of everyday reality (Ricoeur, 1987,p.273). Myth does not use the language of “ being”, “ becoming”, or “ non-being”, but a language that describes how different featured reality is created. They do not describe some alleged pre-historical events but rather the archetypes that constitute human worldview. In this way, mythic language puts into memorable narrative of the structure of the human condition. (Eliade, 2002,p.66)

II.2.1 
Myth in the Bible

Before we continue, a statement of faith is in order. The writer does not share the position that Biblical records are collection of myths or mythological narration of historical event as Bultmann and Tillich did. Nevertheless, for the sake of discussion in academic world, we need to assume that religious myths appeared in all religions in order to provide a critical review on the core of the problem. 

As this paper aims to focus on the discussion only on the myth in Christianity as perceived my modern scholars we shall divide biblical myth into two parts: Myth in the Old Testament and Myth in the New Testament. After a brief description on the examples of myth both in the Old Testament and the New Testament, we shall continue to focus on the discussion only on myth in the New Testament. 

Modern scholar assumes that in Old Testament, myth is the knowledge of a personal encounter with God. What people know of God and the relations of God with the World and with man could be expressed only through symbolic form of an event, or concrete event. For example; Genesis describes the story of creation of the universe, of man and the entering evil into the world which God has made; the story of the fall of man which is centered on Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden; the story of Cain’s killing of his younger brother; and so on.  That is the presentation of what man thinks and expresses in the language of the time.

As for the New Testament, scholars propose a ‘mythological’ interpretation of the life of Christ in the sense of mythological fiction. For them, it is obvious to say that the Gospels are fictitious accounts of Christ’s life, though myth in the New Testament depicts that Jesus is a historical figure. For them, myth only tries to make meaning out of the historical event which actual happening is not in question. Bartsch puts it this way,  “The New Testament is the Word of God spoken through the words of men, and since the proclamation of the act of God as the incarnate Word confronts us in this particular form, it can never be spoken of in direct, straightforward language . . . ”. (Bartsch, 1961,p. VII). Cavendish puts it in a more succinct fashion by stating “Christianity contains myths, in the sense of powerful and impressive stories about the world and the human condition which were for centuries generally believed to be literally true, but which few Christians any longer regard in that light. This is not to the discredit Christianity or of millions of faithful Christians in the past. A great myth, like a great poem, contains truth more profound than the literal.” (Cavendish, 1993,p.156)

II.2.2

New Testament Myth in Bultmann’s Thought

In Jesus Christ and Mythology (Bultmann, 1958), Bultmann defines the term “ mythology ” as a primitive science, the intention of which is to explain phenomena and incidents, which are strange, curious, surprising, or frightening, by attributing them to supernatural causes, to gods or to demons. For him, myths speak of gods and demons as power on which man knows himself to be dependent, power whose favor he needs, and power whose wrath he fears. In general Myths express the knowledge that man is not master of the world or of his life. Mythology expresses a specific understanding of human existence.
Bultmann further states:

The whole conception of the world which is presupposed in the preaching of Jesus as in the New Testament generally is mythological; i.e., the conception of the world as being structured in three stories, heaven, earth and hell; the conception of the intervention of supernatural powers in the course of events; and the conception of miracles, especially the conception of the intervention of supernatural powers in the inner life of the soul, the conception that man can be tempted and corrupted by the devil and possessed by evil spirits. This conception of the world we call mythological. (Bultmann, 1958,p.15)


Therefore, for him, the real purpose of myth is not to present an objective picture of the world as it is but to express man’s understanding of himself in the world in which he lives. Myth is an expression of man’s conviction that the origin and purpose of the world in which he lives are to be sought not within it but beyond it, that is, beyond the realm of the known and tangible reality. In myth we see that man is not the Lord of his own being, lest of the world he lives in. Therefore, myth should be interpreted not cosmologically, but anthropologically, or better still, existentially. The real purpose of myth is to speak of transcendent power, which controls the world and man. (Bultmann, 1961,pp.10-11)

After a thorough analysis of Bultmann, Thiselton states in his book, Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical Description (1989) that Bultmann’s view of myth may be seen in three different ways:

First, Bultmann regards myth as a way of speaking of the other world in terms of this world, and of the gods in terms derived from human life. Myth is here used in the sense as popularized by the ‘History of Religion’ school. This definition of myth comes very close to equating myth with analogy.  At all events it is certainly close to equating myth with any language about God that is anthropomorphic in the attribute of human characteristics.  This mythological use of imaginary drawn from this world leads us to have faith in other world.  This myth includes every form of expression, which represents the divine by way of analogy, parable, or symbol. This is the concerned of the “ form” of mythology in higher criticism of Biblical studies. 

Second, Bultmann formulates myth that myth explains unusual or surprising phenomena in terms of the invasion of supernatural forces, which is bound up with a particular world-view or cosmology.  This world-view is essentially that of a pre-scientific age.  In writing about the three storied structures, namely, heaven, earth, and hell…Bultmann asserts that miracles are by no means rare or impossible. Man is not in control of his own life. This is concerned with the “ content” of particular myth, which is bound up with a primitive or pre-scientific way of looking at the world. 

Third, as Bultmann sees it, myth in New Testament is centered on eight beliefs as follows: 1) the three-Decker view of the universe (heaven, earth, and hell), 2) miracle, 3) demon possession, 4) the belief that God guides and inspires men, 5) the notion that supernatural powers influence the course of history, 6) the belief that the Son was sent in the fullness of time, 7) the resurrection of Christ regarded as an event beyond and different from the rise of the Easter faith in the disciples, and  8) the belief in the Holy Spirit, if that Spirit be regarded as more than “the factual possibility of a new life realized in faith”. 

Finally, Thiselton concludes that the three different accounts of myth in Bultmann leads him not to different accounts of what in the New Testament is mythical, instead, they do lead him to different parallel accounts of why demythologizing is necessary. (Thiselton, 1980,pp.252-258)


These are philosophical framework necessary to the understanding of mythological approach of Bultmann in the interpretation of the New Testament for modern man. Now we can proceed to talk about the religious symbol in Paul Tillich.

II.3. 
Religious Symbols and their function in Christian Theology

II.3. 1

Symbol and Religious Symbol in General



Symbol is powerful. It bears something beyond itself as human subjectivity is involved and exploited, or exploit itself. In terms of religion and religious uses of symbol, just look at any religion and religious rites, symbols are virtually the only thing we see. In fact, unless there is revelation, man can arbitrary make out anything from the symbol he sees or used.

In his book, Dynamics of Faith, Paul Tillich presents the meaning of symbol by giving six characteristics of symbols. The first characteristic of symbols is that they point beyond themselves to something else. For example, the red light at the street points to ordering of the cars to stop. Though in reality, the red light and the stopping car have essentially no relation to each other, but in common usage, they are united as long as such a convention is maintained by participating persons. The second characteristic of symbols is that they participate in the reality they symbolize, that is it points by evoking a response from deeper levels of mind. The third characteristic is that symbols open up levels of reality which otherwise are closed for us. For example, the painting or music may create symbols, which cannot be reached in any other way scientifically or psychologically. The fourth characteristic is that symbols open up dimensions of reality in correlation to opened dimension of spirit. This means that symbols give us not only a new vision of the human scene, but opens up hidden depths of our own being. The fifth characteristic is that symbols cannot be produced intentionally. They grow out of the individual or collective unconscious and cannot function without being accepted by the unconscious dimension of our being. The sixth characteristic is that symbols cannot be invented. Like living beings, symbols grow and die. They grow when the situation is ripe for them, and they die when situation changes. For example, the symbol of the “ king” grew in a special period of history, and it died in most parts of the world in our period.  Symbols do not grow because people are longing for them, and they do not die because of scientific or practical criticism. They die because they lose the power to produce a particular response in the group in which they originally found expression. (Tillich, 1957, pp. 41-43)

II.3.2 
Tillich and Religious Symbols

For Tillich, religious language is a special kind of representative symbols. Religious symbols point to the unconditioned ultimate, a non-objectifiable, reality. As we have known that man’s ultimate concern must be expressed symbolically. Some people may ask: Why can man’s ultimate concern not be expressed directly and properly? Tillich would say that everything which is a matter of unconditioned concerned is made into a god. If the nation is someone’s ultimate concern, the name of the nation becomes a sacred name and the nation receives divine qualities, which far surpass the reality of the being and functioning of the nation. The nation then stands for and symbolizes the true ultimate, even in an idolatrous way. In this way “concept designating ordinary realities become idolatrous symbols of ultimate concern.” (Tillich, 1957,p.44) 

II.3.3
The Ultimate Concern

Tillich holds that religious faith is an expression of the ultimate concern that can only be expressed in symbolic language. One of the most important elements in the thought of Tillich is his doctrine of the “ symbolic” nature of religious language. Hicks has correctly observed that whatever we say about that which concerns us ultimately, whether or not we call it God, has a symbolic meaning. It points beyond itself while participating in that to which it points. The language of faith is the language of symbols. (Hick, 1990, p.86, cf. Tillich, 1957) 

It is important to appreciate that the true Ultimate transcends the realm of finite reality infinitely. Therefore, no finite reality can express it directly or properly. The fundamental symbol of our ultimate concern is God, the ground of being, as Tillich puts it. Ultimate concern is always present in any act of faith. God is the basic symbol of faith, though not the only one. All the qualities we attribute to him: power, love, justice, are taken from finite experiences and applied symbolically to that which is beyond finitude and infinity. Faith is not the belief in such stories, but it is the acceptance of symbols that express our ultimate concern in terms of divine action. (Tillich, 1957)  The basic symbol of faith, not only the qualities of God’s attribution in terms of power, love, justice, are the symbols taken from our daily experience. In this sense, symbols tell us about the present. It is not mere information about what God did in the past or will do sometime in the future. There is yet another group of symbols of faith that is the manifestations of the divine in things and events, in persons and communications, in words and documents.

In fact, Tillich begins his theological endeavor by the use of religious symbols. For Tillich, we could understand religion through symbols (religious symbols). He further explores his philosophical and theological system of his theory of religious symbols in his essay, The Meaning and Justification of Religious Symbols (1961), in which he claims that all language about God is symbolic, and man’s ultimate concern must be expressed symbolically because symbolic language alone is able to express the ultimate, which we can experientially know through worship. In short, Tillich’s idea of the theory of religious symbols is that true symbols and myths participate in what they present and as such serve as avenue to the depth of being.

II.3.4

Theory of religion and religious symbolism in Tillich



It is Paul Tillich who has contributed a distinctive theory of religion and religious symbolism. The core of Tillich’s theory of religion and religious symbols is to be found in his understanding of religion as “Ultimate Concern”. Tillich understands that religion necessarily involves both subjective and objective aspects.  According to theory of religion, ultimate concern is a universal human possibility, which means that every person is potentially religious. (Encyclopedia, p. 530)  Tillich does not throw the history of religions away unlike Bultmann. He finds that the history of a religion begins in an event of revelation, in which a person or group is grasped by an ultimate concern and correlatively something is established as a religious symbol. Consequently, one of Tillich’s major ideas is that human beings are ultimately concerned with the fundamentals of being and meaning, i.e. religion as a person’s ultimate concern.



What Tillich meant by ultimate concern proceeds from faith that determines our meaning or non-being, not in the sense of our physical existence but in the sense of the reality, the structure, the meaning and the aim of existence. Generally, we can say that people are, in fact, ultimately concerned about many different things, for example their nations, or their personal success. Hicks summed up Tillich’s description of ultimate concern as follow:

Ultimate concern is the abstract translation of the great commandment: “the Lord, our God, the Lord is one; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart…” The religious concern is ultimate…The ultimate concern is unconditional, independent of any condition of character, desire, or circumstance. The unconditional concern is total: no part of ourselves, or of our world is excluded from it…; the total concern is “infinite” …religious concern is ultimate, unconditional, total, and infinite. (Hick, 1990,p.62) 

In summary, we may conclude that for Tillich religious talk and religion language, in which the biblical message was conveyed, is merely symbolic, nothing more and nothing less.

III. Hermeneutics in Bultmann

III.1

The Fundamental Issue in Bultmann’s Hermeneutics


Bultmann begins all of his theological endeavors by posting himself with a fundamental question how can we convey Christian message of the first century to a modern man of the twentieth century. He then posted the incompatibility of primitive worldview and modern worldview. Such a dilemma was stated in his book, New Testament and Mythology, in which he say, “It is impossible to use electric light and the wireless and to avail us of modern medical and surgical discoveries, and at the same time to believe in the New Testament world of spirits and miracles” (Bultmann, 1961, p.5).

III.1.1
New Testament Cosmology


For Bultmann, as Klemm puts it, to understand New Testament messages, one has to take he New Testament narrations and records as myth, since its language and world view are mythological through and through. Therefore, the New Testament appears to be irrevocably obsolete for those who occupy the worldview of modern science (Klemm, 1986, p.108). Bultmann claims that the fact behind the New Testament writers’ beliefs lays a cosmological system that today is neither believed nor believable, while the modern men apparently hold an alternative and contradictory cosmology. 

The New Testament cosmology Bultmann calls it mythological worldview, in contrast with the one Bultmann believes all modern men necessarily to hold an alternative  or contradictory, he calls it modern scientific world view. Accordingly, the fundamental problem for interpreting the New Testament then shall be the understanding of Kerugma, the preaching of the New Testament believers. He divides the handling of New Testament kerugma into two major categories: namely, the mythical view of the world and the mythical event of redemption, and the mythical view of the world obsolete. 

III. 1.2

The Mystical View of the World and the Mythical Event of Redemption

Bultmann begins with a brief description of mythical cosmology and its worldview as follow:
The cosmology of the New Testament is essentially mythical in character. The world is viewed as a three-storied structure, and the underworld beneath.  Heaven is the abode of God and… the angels. The underworld is hell, the place of torment. Even the Earth is more than the scene of natural, everyday events…It is the scene of the natural activity of God and his angels on the one hand, and of Satan and his demons on the other…This aeon…hastens towards its end…Then the Judge will come from Heaven, the dead will rise, the last judgment will take place, and men will enter into eternal salvation or damnation. (Bultmann, 1961, pp.1-2)

For Bultmann, this is the mythical view of the world, which the New Testament presupposes when it presents the event of redemption, the subject of the preaching. The Gospel was proclaimed in the language of mythology. The records of the New Testament then does not have to be events that really happened other than which were proclaimed. Bultmann does not deny that the Bible, especially New Testament, teaches those things it record, yet he asserts that they are but myths which meaning is more important than the factual events. Therefore, if the proclamation is to make sense for a modern man, we need to try to sweep the myth away from the teaching by reinterpreting, in other words, to engage in a so called the demythologizing process. 

III.1.3 The mythical view of the world obsolete
Under the conception of such a mythical view of the world and the mythical event of redemption it is obvious to say that the language of mythology is incredible to modern man because modern man is convinced the mythical view of the world obsolete is no longer in use in the modern time.  

Bultmann then post a paradigmatic question Can the preacher or Christian preaching expects modern man to accept the mystical view of the world as true? Bultmann would answer that it is impossible because the mystical worldview happened in the pre-scientific age of the first century, and no man can adopt the view of the world by his own will. It is no longer possible for Modern science (Science or Technology), to seriously hold the New Testament view of the world. Modern man does not deny that the meaning of the language about things happening in the world has in themselves religious significance. In the case with the New Testament, such as the atoning death of Jesus, his resurrection and ascension, the resurrection of the dead, the time of judgment, and heaven and hell, and so on, they may only be given mythological significance instead of factual significance in its meaning. 

Cited I Thessalonians 4: 13-17 as a prime example, on account of the return of the Lord or Christ, in which Paul states, “We believe that Jesus died and rose again… We who are still alive and are left will be caught up…in the cloud to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever, Bultmann states that we shall no longer look for the return of the Son of Man on the clouds of Heaven or hope that the faithful will meet him in the air. As our thinking is shaped irrevocable by modern science, we can no longer believe in the myths of the New Testament, therefore rendering New Testament worldview to be irrevocably obsolete (Bultmann, 1961), Consequently, this leads us to Bultmann’s hermeneutics of demythologizing.  

III. 2.
Bultmann’s Method of Demythologizing: A Proposal for the Interpretation of New Testament

III.2. 1.
 Assumption and Preliminary Delineation
Bultmann is best known for his radical program of demythologizing the Scripture. As previously stated, Bultmann assumes that the worldview of New Testament is mythological.  New Testament mythology is traditional story with historical basis, like the story of Jesus Christ, of Son of God as a Savior, of Synoptic Gospels, of the power of spirit, of power of sin and death, of heaven, earth, hell and so on.  All of these mythical figures have been antiquated by modern science. For this, Bultmann contended that it would be more reasonable to accept that the Scripture contained existential messages cloaked in mythical form, which were a product of the time and place when they were written. Therefore, it was the task of the interpreter to uncover their existential meaning. 

III.2.2
Bultmann and Heidegger’s Existential Analysis

In fact, such a proposal was inspired by the program of demythologizing from Heidegger’s existential analysis in Being and Time. Villmer noted that the hermeneutic dimension of Bultmann’s work consists of a theory and philosophy of interpretation of Scripture. (Vollmer, 1992, p. 241).  It is evident that that all of mythological language is a language modern man cannot employ and cannot speak, since science has given him another world picture. Therefore it would be more reasonable to accept that the Scripture does not speak in the language of science other than representing a linguistic form of pre-scientific and old age world, which utterances may not be comprehended in a scientific sense. In this respect the Bible certainly needs “reinterpretation.”

 For Bultmann, when Gospel is proclaimed to a modern man, the authors of the New Testament did not consider the presenting of their messages to the hearers that face a total different reality with a total worldview. This is what we call the problem of language, its interpretation, and understanding, the hermeneutics. We need to harmonize the Christian message in the Gospel with the outlook of modern man. Existential analysis provides a good foundation of such endeavors.

Questions may be asked, then, what do the Christian minister or theologian has to do with this task?  How do they convince the man of today to accept the picture of the world given in the New Testament, other than the message it intends to pass on? According to Bultmann, to investigate this we must take New Testament as myth then remove the mythological view from the New Testament proclamation. By doing this, we are no more making Christian beliefs unnecessarily difficult, other than making it understandable and relevant to modern man. This process of accepting New Testament as myth but removing its mythological view is what he called, the demythologizing of the Christian message of the early Christian. In short, demythologizing must be done with a precondition of accepting the mythology of the New Testament with the purpose to reinterpret and to restate New Testament proclamation by moving Gospel proclamation away from historical discourse to philosophical and scientific discourse.

III.2.3 
The Process of Demythologizing

As the aim of demythologizing is to recover the deeper meaning behind the mythological conceptions with the purpose to maintain mythological statements of the New Testament, thus demythologizing is in fact a method of hermeneutics.

For Bultmann, when mythology is anthropological not cosmological, the purpose of demythologizing is not to make religion more acceptable to modern man by trimming the traditional Biblical texts, but to make it clearer to modern man what the Christian faith is. To demythologize is to reject not scripture, but the worldview of the scripture, which is undoubtedly the worldview of a past and primitive epoch.  

Bultmann disassociated himself from the Liberals of the time by pointing and insisting that the liberal theologians of the last century were working on the wrong lines as they threw away not only the mythology but also the kerugma itself. In this sense, his way is not the way of liberalism. In the process of demythologizing, Bultmann will maintain the significant character of New Testament as mythological, but making the meaning of the myth the soul of kerugma in which the existential message is embedded, waiting to be explored. For him, in a myth man appears to be describing the world, but in fact, he is really describing his own existence.  

Hence, in the demythologizing of the New Testament, we do not eliminate New Testament mythology, but interpreting it anthropologically, or preferably existentially. In dealing with a myth, we must always ask what the narrator is saying about his own existence instead of his world, a kind of an existentialist interpretation in the philosophy of language, a concept developed by Heidegger’s Existentialism. We shall come back to this subject when we come to the critique of Bultmann and Tillich.

IV. Paul Tillich and his Method of Correlation in Philosophical Theology

Paul Tillich is well known in the field of philosophical theology. He differs from Bultmann in his approach to biblical interpretation by way of a method called the method of correlation. Instead of taking the Bible as mythology, Tillich takes it as religious symbol in correlating the two approached, the ontological and the phenomenological, by applying the framework of Heidegger’s hermeneutics of existentialism.

IV.1 
A Brief Account on Tillich’s Method of Correlation

In his book, The Meaning and Justification of Religious Symbols, Tillich writes that the phenomenological method approaches the manifestation of the holy through religious experiences. Such endeavor does not grasp the meaning of Heidegger’s Dasein by analysis of the structure, but by situating us in religious expression and grasps the meaning of what appears in the symbol of the holy. This is what was expressed in Heidegger’s later thought on language as address, as understanding, and as listening. 

In Heidegger, phenomenological method is the religious quality of the symbol located in the identifiable experience attached to the symbol of what Rudolf Otto describes as the experience of the “ Holy”. Such symbol transcends the subject-object structure of experience.  In this case, the subject is drawn into the Holy, embodied in a finite object, which in this encounter becomes sacred.  Existentially, this is a description of a theological overturning of the subject of symbolic understanding. The object of the experience of the Holy becomes a symbol of God.  

In fact, Tillich bounds both the ontological and phenomenological approaches: the grasping of ontological method and the responding of the phenomenological method, in the structure of Logos, reason. For Tillich, Logos is the middle between grasping through thought and responding through symbols. The manifestation of the depth of grasping and responding appears in myth and religious symbols. Within such a framework, the correlation between ontological and phenomenological becomes possible because Logos is both a conceptual grasping and the responding to symbols. 

Therefore, as a hermeneutical method, the method of correlation allows for the placing of meaning of religious symbols with respect to the structure of existence into which they speak. In other words, Tillich correlates religious symbol and human existence by reference to the grasping and responding function of reason:  Grasping as question; responding as answer.  When philosophy is the human effort to grasp meaning in existence, it resolves into the analysis of the basic existential questions implicit in being, existence, and life.  In the process of hermeneutics, human experience responded to the meaning in the texts and the events are resolved in to the interpretation of the answers presented to human existence through primary Christian symbols (theology). 

Thus the method of correlation becomes one of the correlations of existential question with religious answers. In Tillich’s method of correlation, “God” is the answer to the question: “ What is being-itself?” By the same token, “ being-itself” is the answer to the question: “ what is God?” This is a correlation of concrete symbol (God) as answer to a universal question. This is not a definition of term, or attributing of a property to a subject. (Klemm: Vol.I, 1986, pp. 161-162)

IV.2

Heidegger’s Hermeneutics of Existence in Paul Tillich

The main point of Heidegger’s hermeneutics of existence involves ontological method. Ontological method is the analysis of the kind of being human, in the context of Heidegger’s analysis of Dasein, or analysis of existence, as the being is open to being–itself through the mood of disclosure: joy, anxiety and courage.

Having assumed that being-itself cannot be thought; it cannot itself be objectified, Tillich asserts that Dasein has an awareness of being-itself in its open moods and their understanding. Thus, Dasein is the being that must ask about the meaning of his own being. Man cannot expect an answer to come through the method of interpreting of the meaning of everyday existence. The unconditioned breaks in through the reflective awareness of being–itself to overturned normal understanding by the presence of the unconditioned. This is the ontological method in which Tillich refers to as proceeding from the analysis of structure of everyday human experience. It discloses a religious dimension of depth-unconditioned, being-itself. . (Klemm: Vol.I, 1986, pp. 160 –161, 167-168) 

Tillich further points out that the religious significance of the “human condition” concerns the knowledge of reality. He also holds that all religious questions arise out of human problem as they encounter the challenge of existence. Therefore, the only basis for an understanding of the ontological structure of reality is the analysis of human existence. We can grasp the being of other things only by analogy with man. 

In the first volume of his Systematic Theology, Tillich states that man as “…that being in whom all levels of being are united and approachable”. But man is not merely  “… an outstanding object among other objects”.  He is “the being who asks the ontological question and in whose self awareness the ontological answer can be found”.  Man can proceed in this way “ …because he experiences directly and immediately toward the structure of being and its elements” because…the interdependence of ego-self and the world is the basic ontological structure that implies all the others”.  Man is a self, “…Therefore selfhood and self-centeredness must be attributed…to all living beings and, in terms of analogy, to all individual… At last, Tillich concludes that concepts that man supposes to have their primary application to human existence, such as individualization and participation, dynamics and form, freedom and destiny are elements constituting ontological structure of human existence (Tillich, 1951)

IV.3 
Tillich’s Use of Religious Symbols and Method of Correlation.

Tillich correlates religious symbol and human existence by reference to the grasping and responding functions of reason. He then draws an analogy between grasping and responding function on one side and questioning and answering on the other. The human effort to grasp meaning in existence is resolved into the analysis of the basic existential questions implicit in being, existence, and life.  For him, the human experience of response to meaning in texts and events is resolved into the interpretation of the answers presented to human existence through primary Christian symbols. Thus, the method of correlation becomes one of correlating existential question with religious answer. (Klemm: Vol. I, 1986,p.161).

Since ontological and phenomenological approaches are two different approaches to the descriptions of the same life experience referring to the unconditioned, one may then utilize both the phenomenological and ontological ways to the religious reality. Here, the results of ontological analysis are correlated to those of phenomenological analysis. Both approaches refer to the unconditioned (Klemm: Vol. I, 1986,p.160), apparently we may conclude that when the existential question is the ontological way and the theological answer is the phenomenological way, both are then correlated one with the other.

In fact, Tillich interprets religious symbols by referring them to existential questions in which they provide answers. As those questions are discovered by analyzing and interpreting the way in which human beings implicitly understand themselves in a given period or a given culture, within such a situation, existence is expressed in works of science, art, law, and morality, which expressions must be interpreted in order to make explicit the question that is implicit in them concerning the meaning of being  (Encyclopedia of Philosophy, p.531) 

Accordingly, Tillich uses the term “Independence and interdependence of existential questions and theological answers” in his book “ Systematic Theology,” Volume II: Existence and the Christ, to clarify such relation. The relation may be dealt in two fashions:

First, they are independent of each other in the fact that existential question and theological answer are impossible to derive the answer from the question or the question from the answer”. (Tillich, 1957, p. 13) This means that the existential question is the question about human existence, that is “ man is the question,” not the answer. Because it would be wrong and impossible for us to ask the question about the human existence and then derive the revelatory answer from it. Therefore Tillich asserts that man cannot receive an answer to a question he has not asked. 

To speak more precisely, man by his nature cannot avoid asking the question of his existence. All the questions he asks are questions without the depth, as he can only asks about him. For Tillich, human existence is in itself a question. It has the structure of being open to something beyond it. AS such, the way in which that question is formulated changes from time to time. In this way, to interpret how it is being asked in a given situation is the task of the analysis of culture. Therefore, over against the question there are the religious symbols of a tradition. They too must be interpreted in order to make sure how can they convey answers to the questions that are being asked.

Second, existential questions and theological answers are interdependent of one another.  In this point, Tillich explains the two methods: the phenomenological and ontological methods corroborate each other, which has been fully explained else where in this paper.

V.
A Critique of Bultmann’s Method of Demythologizing and Tillich’s Method of Correlation: Strength and Weakness

V.1

An Evaluation of Bultmann’s Method of Demythologizing
As Bultmann tries to make the Bible (New Testament) meaningful to modern man by translating the old mystical language into modern scientific language, modern Biblical hermeneutics owes an immense debt to this existentialist hermeneutics. His method of demythologizing is much helpful for modern man. Nevertheless, for some, Bultmann’s methodology sounds too extreme and appears to be skeptical. This section shall discuss the strength and weakness of his method of demythologizing of the New Testament.

V.1.1 
His Strengths: The Argument for Bultmann’s Demythologizing
Despite any negative connotation the word demythologizing has, as it is applied by Bultmann in New Testament hermeneutics, Bultmann should be applauded for his attempt to open the way toward a postmodern theological hermeneutics (Klemm, 1986). In fact, together with followers, he coins the name The New Hermeneutics for their practices (Vollmer, 1986, p.241). This section shall specifically focus on Bultmann’s hermeneutics of Demythologizing New Testament and its existential interpretation.

V.1.1.1
He interpret the Mythology in the New Testament without eliminating New Testament myths


The problem of the interpretation of the mythological elements in the New Testament is not in itself a new one. Many have raised questions on New Testament worldview for a long time. The most recent attempt to grapple with the problem was the liberal theologians. As we have explained in the previous section that Bultmann views that the liberal theologians tries to solve the problem for interpreting the myth in the wrong way. They threw away not only the mythology but also the kerugma (proclamation) itself. This is the mistake and the characteristics of the older liberal theologians.


Bultmann realizes that what is needed in dealing with the problem of interpretation of the myth in the New Testament is not its elimination as liberal theologians do, but its interpretation.  Thus, mythology in the New Testament still remain but reinterpret in the sense of existential interpretation which is concerned with the human existence, not in the sense of cosmology which is focused on the pre-scientific way of looking the world.  

As Bultmann asserts that the message of New Testament is not dependent on its cosmology, which is only the content of a message about personal obedience and transformation into a new man, then demythologizing would be the attempt to separate the essential message, the kerugma, from cosmological mythology, which no modern man can believe.  In fact, his purpose is not necessarily to make Christian religion more acceptable to modern man by method demythologizing, but to make clearer to modern man what Christian faith is. In short, his concern is not evangelism, but witness and interpretation of the Christian message, the kerugma.

As Lynn M. Poland suggested in Literary Criticism and Biblical Hermeneutics: A Critique of Formalist Approach, after she reflects on the relation between Ricoeur and Bultmann’s program, she concludes that Ricoeur observes Bultmann’s demythologizing is the inverse side of the grasp of the kerugma.  Demythologizing moved by the will to better comprehend, and to re-experience, the text’s own intention to speak of God’s act in Christ (Poland, 1985,p. 185). According to Poland, Ricoeur also credits Bultmann for his interpretative task that is not focus on the understanding of author, but to submit to the subject matter. Evidently, Ricoeur understands Bultmann’s demythologizing and his intend to interpret the myth, not to eliminate it.

Undoubtedly, we should appreciate Bultmann’s such endeavors lest we discredit him unfairly.

V.1.1.2 
His Understanding of the Meaning of Human Existence: Existentialist Interpretation
The positive aspect of demythologizing is the most valuable work of Bultmann on hermeneutics, in which he attempts to disclose the true intention of New Testament mythology by existential interpretation. In so doing, he conveys a specific understanding of human existence. Bultmann asserts the sure possibility to interpret the non-mythological intention of the New Testament. Without doubt, Heidegger’s existential analysis has provided Bultmann with a valuable non-mythical vocabulary, able to express the important part of New Testament message
We all agree that the theme of the Bible is the revelation of God in his specific relation to man. Therefore, to hear what the Bible says for our actual present is to hear what is the truth about our life and our soul. In this context, our task is to discover the hermeneutical principle in which we can understand what is said in the Bible to arrive at what the Bible says here and now. This is the task of linguistic philosophy. 

To the question, which philosophy could give answers to all questions of human existence? Bultmann found that the existential philosophy of Heidegger has the most adequate perspective and conceptions for such understanding human existence. 

Consequently, to understand the meaning of human existence, existential interpretation is needed. Existentialist interpretation requires a critical approach in terms of what a text (New Testament) says and what it means. When Bultmann interprets the New Testament in this way, he holds that what he called “ myth” has to be removed in the process. Then the Gospel (the Word of God, Jesus’ teaching) is greater than the original New Testament myths. And in the process of looking behind the myths we discover the kerugma or proclamation, that is, true gospel which needs to be thought about and developed in relevant form for the contemporary world.
Ridderbos correctly observes “from this existentialism Bultmann derives the actual idea that man truly exists only when he chooses his freedom in responsibility. Bultmann is also of the opinion that the judgment of human being as made by this existentialist philosophy, is in its deepest sense no other than the picture that the New Testament gives of man.” (Ridderbos, 1979,p.15)

V.1.2 
His Weaknesses: Argument Against Bultmann’s Demythologizing
Arguments against Bultmann’s demythologizing mainly focus on his views on subjects such as its methodology, philosophy, science, theology, and objectivism. This section shall deal with some of the subjects under discussion

V.1.2.1

On the de-objectification of the historicity of the New Testament

For many existentialists, it is impossible to speak of objective in history, insisting on the, standpoint-less of meaning of history. Since we no longer claim to know the end and goal of history, the question of meaning in history as a whole has become meaningless. Bultmann point out that each interpretation of history or an historical document is guided by certain interest, which is based on a certain preliminary understanding. Bultmann further asserts that all interpretation is guided by the interpretation’s pre-understanding; historians cannot escape their own understanding (Palmer, 1965,p.51).


Though Bultmann does not totally agree with existentialist’s view on history, nevertheless, those who disagree with Bultmann do conclude in their final analysis that Bultmann’s method of demythologizing New Testament absolutely destroys the historical facts and events of the New Testament. 

As Bultmann proposes that the historical person of Jesus was very soon turned into a myth in primitive Christianity, and that we cannot recover the Jesus of history, other than finding the Christ of kerugma and the divine message to human kind embedded in this Christ, Bultmann has reduced the Gospel of historical fact to mere consciousness or subjectivity.  Since Bultmann did not confine himself to the quest for the historical Jesus, as Graig has observed, the meaning of Christ event for the believer, its significance for the individual, was of crucial importance to him (Craig, 1998,p.128). Many theologians argue that Bultmann has taken too extreme a position in so doing. 

By underestimating the importance of objective history, Bultmann has made too many concessions to twentieth century skepticism. (Edward, 1967,p.425) I fact, he creates more misunderstanding than understanding, more foes than friends in hermeneutics.

Myth, according to Bultmann, appears to portray ‘objective’ events. It does not, in the intention of the writer, describe objective events. For example, language about the last judgment, Bultmann claims that it does not describe or make statements about a future judgment, it simply invites an attitude of human responsibility. Similarly, Bultmann declares, “To believe in the cross of Christ” does not mean to concern us with a mythical process wrought outside of our world, with an objective event and us, …but rather to make the cross of Christ our own. (Thiselton, 1992, pp.281-282)

V.1.2.2 
On the affirmation of mythology without eliminating the Myth: The ambiguity of Bultmann’s View of Myth

As previously expounded that Bultmann defines the term “myth” into three different ways. It appears that Bultmann’s view of myth has several loose ends and his definition of myth is apparently ambiguous. For example, he defines the term “myth” as the use of imagery in expressing the otherworldly in terms of this world, and the divine in terms of human life. Though Bultmann does not want to eliminate myth other than its reinterpretation, nevertheless, he cannot be rid of the misunderstanding created by the term demythologizing with derogative connotation of the authority of the Scripture.

In fact, a number of biblical scholars and linguistic philosopher insisted that modern man does need myth (Thiselton, 1992) and man are at last beginning to know and understand the value of myth in our communication as an expression of a mode of being in the world. Some, like Jung, even Jung believes that the crisis of the modern world is in great part due to the fact that the Christian symbols and myths are no longer lived by the whole human being. Karl Jaspers adds, that mythical thinking is not a thing of the past, but characterizes man in any epoch. On all these opinion, Bultmann would reply that he does not wish to eliminate myth, but only to interpret it… Bultmann’s answer is not entirely clear because of the ambiguity of his definition of myth. (Thiselton, 1992,p.289)

V.1.2.3
On the discrediting of Christian Faith: An incomplete concept of modern view of science and the unwarranted conception of Existentialist Philosophy


We shall delineate this section by reflecting on Bultmann’s two premises of demythologizing: his conception of modern science and modern worldview, and his conception of existentialist philosophy.

In reading Bultmann, we find him acting if he represents the total community of modern science at times. He speaks as if the totality of modern view of the world insists that there is no miraculous intervention now, lest in the New Testament. He rejects the alleged intrusions of gods and the demons from outside. On this ground he asserts that the resurrection is just as implausible to the contemporaries of Jesus as it is to modern man. In so doing, he condemned the contents of traditional Christian faith, judging them as absurd, leading to negation traditional Christian beliefs. All on account of his confidence in modern science and modern worldview as he believes.  

To the question, does modern science really destroyed a large number of Biblical beliefs, or modern worldview always against Christian beliefs like Bultmann said? Jasper sees it differently.  In fact, in his writing, Myth and Religion, Jasper states that when Bultmann speaks of modern science, he uses various traditional expressions in a fairly summary way. For instance, Bultmann refers to mythical and scientific thinking as mere contraries, and concludes that scientific thinking is prefigured in operational thinking. For this, Jasper asserts that Bultmann completely misses the meaning of modern science (Jaspers, 1958). In a hind view, we may conclude that the spirit of an unlimited confidence on science and the scientific knowledge of the age override Bultmann. Bultmann apparently distrusts Biblical revelation and opts for the flimsy ground of science in the spirit of positivism

Besides, it is Bultmann’s conception of philosophy, which enables Bultmann to give existentialist interpretation to certain contents of faith.  In Bultmann’s demythologizing, he calls the existential interpretation scientific philosophy that will help us to achieve a natural understanding of human existence. By doing this, he is equating existentialism with empiricism. Together with Heidegger, Bultmann share the ambiguity by using existential terms scientifically, phenomenological, and objectively.  As Jasper states, “Existential analysis can never give scientific insight. . . (It) is never neutral in the manner of science, . . . never universally valid… It speaks with a sense of responsibility or moral, not for scientific correctness.”  I believe on this matter, we shall agree with Jasper in saying that “Bultmann’s premise is a false idea and it is not in any scientific advance by a scientific philosophy.” (Jaspers, 1958,pp.7-11) 

V.1.2.4

On the use of incongruent sources in his method of demythologizing

It is hard to fully understand Bultmann’s hermeneutics due to his utilization of numerous sources of the movements of thought, among others, liberalism, Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Barth, Heidegger, and Kiekegaard. Bultmann also covers several fields, such as history, religion, theology, and philosophy.  Without limiting the scope of the his method of demythologizing, reader get easily confused and lost in the midst of incoherent materials he has presented.  This is the reason he is not always successful in the area of consistency. 

Many of his critics find his shortcoming on this score. For example: on Bultmann’s view of the relation between faith and history; on his use of Heidegger’s conception of the hermeneutics of existence in his theological hermeneutics, Bultmann restricts his philosophy only to the early Heidegger of the Being and Time. Apparently, the philosophy of early Heidegger only concerns with the meaning of being, without going further on the investigation of language as in later Heidegger. Unlike Tillich, whose method of correlation does involved in the dealing with both early and later Heidegger, Bultmann opted for the dealing with the early Heidegger only. In fact, it is the early Heidegger that deals with the ontological method, while the later Heidegger that concerns language and linguistics.

Bultmann’s inconsistency and his incongruent use of sources contribute to weakness in his demythologizing method in hermeneutics and subject him to much critic

V.2

A Critique of Tillich’s Method of Correlation: Its Strengths and Weaknesses


Paul Tillich represents one of the most robust Protestant thinkers in the field of philosophical theology of the 20th century. In fact, besides theology and philosophy, his name was also well known in the field of psychology. He is such a talented person.

His proposed Method of Correlation in attempting at bridging the seemingly unbridgeable gaps between philosophy and theology, faith and reason, appears to be most successful among many of his careers as theologian and philosopher. The writer shall limit herself in focusing only on the area of hermeneutics, as Tillich is related to Rudolf Bultmann’s demythologizing methodology in hermeneutics.

V.2.1  
Its Strengths: Argument in favor for Tillich’s Method of Correlation

Tillich’s Method of Correlation, briefly stated, deals with the relation between philosophy and theology in the fashionable form of question and answer. It is within such a format of inquiry, man can acquire the true knowledge of God.

 V.2.1.1 

The Conception of Philosophical Theology and Systematic Theology

Undoubtedly, Tillich’s philosophical orientation is that of existentialism.  In correlating it with theology, he finds not much difficulty, and as such, he goes on to assert that philosophy prepares the way for theology, making the bridge solid and specifically reasonable for the attaining of true knowledge of God.

Tillich asserts the function of philosophy as to raise the ultimate question rather than to answer them. This is a correct understanding in terms of human existence. Within such a scheme, philosophical question is paired with the theological answer stemming from revelation. (Tillich, 1956, p. XIII) Undoubtedly, we usually find that philosophical question confusing as it creates more doubt and faith, uncertainty than certainty in the fact that it is so relative in its nature. Since philosophical questions are question of ultimate concern and of meaning, philosophy cannot answer ultimate or existential question qua philosophy. If the philosopher tries to answer them, almost all creative philosophers have tried to do; then he pretends to be a theologian of which he is not. Conversely, theology, under the pretext of revelation, shall always prepare to provide the kerugmatik answer instead of asking question. Because when theology asks question it shall a presuppositions and implications foreign to its beliefs. 

Tillich asserts that question and answer determine each other. They are inseparable; if they are separated, the traditional answers become unintelligible, and the actual questions remain unanswered. The method of correlation aims to overcome the situation. (Tillich, 1948,p. XXVI). This is one of the strongest argument Tillich provides in his Method of Correlation.

V.2.1.2

His Defense of Christianity
As what we have seen that Tillich holds religious faith as an expression of the ultimate concern that can only be expressed in symbolic language, working in the context this religious symbolism, as a Christian theologian, Tillich attempts to demonstrate that among all ultimate concerns the Christian concern is the most adequate. In taking the position that the true Ultimate transcends the realm of finite reality infinitely, no finite reality can express it directly or properly.  

Therefore, God is our ultimate concern. He is the ground of being, as Tillich puts it. In this score, we shall take note that though the term God is the basic symbol of faith, it is not the only one. Nevertheless, Tillich assumes the only possible way of showing that one ultimate concern is more adequate than another would be to show that it served better as a symbol of being-itself. For Tillich, God is symbolic. Thus, God is being-itself. He then approaches Christian belief in a manner that allows Christian to develop an openness to religion other their own. For Tillich, history of religion is necessary for Christian faith, and he pays much attention on how to interpret it within the framework of the Method of Correlation defending the validity that it only Christianity may bring us to an understanding of God as that Ultimate concern above all ultimate concerns. (Tillich, 1961)

V.2.2
Its Weakness: Arguments against Tillich’s Method of Correlation

In fact, philosophers and theologians have no serious issues with Tillich, criticisms from those who disagree with his method of correlation are very little and mostly, not serious. If one has to proceed with negative view on Tillich’s methodology, the only one place would be in his use of the term God as being-itself.


Being-itself, a term borrowed from existential philosophy, has different referent for different philosophers. Tillich applies it to Christian God. Now as we understand that Tillich, God is nothing than the one and only Ultimate concern above all other ultimate concerns, then God, as Being-itself must make an identifying reference. As Taliaferro observes, to do this, Being-itself must contrast with something else. (Taliaferro, 1998, p.169). Then the issue becomes insurmountably problematic: How is being-itself to be identified? If this being-itself is absolute, what can he be contrast with? 

In fact, to talk about God meaningfully is not our job. How can we, a finite being, talk about God, the infinite, unless the infinite reveals Himself. Christian belief makes it clear that our God is not impersonal. He is a person, ground of all personhood. Tillich has succeeded in bridging philosophy and theology, inquiry and answer, but apparently at the cost of scarifying the basic belief of Christianity that God is absolute and personal, who has sent his Son Jesus to make himself know to us in the form of a person to accomplish the salvation for mankind. Gospel and salvation is much more than symbolic language, God is much more than a being in-itself. He is the Creator and the Savior of all. Beliefs that stands not on such a foundation would be pantheistic or panentheistic. 

V.2.3 
Tillich’s argument against Bultmann’s demythologizing


Before we end this paper, I believe it would be proper for us to see what Tillich has to say about Bultmann. As both Bultmann and Tillich seem try to effect a synthesis between the Christian faith modern thought, both have engaged in working out a framework in the existential philosophy. Bultmann joins the Christian faith to modern man by way of demythologizing the New Testament mythology through existentialism, whereas Tillich does it by proposing the method of correlation. On the surface, it seems both are working on the same ground of being existentially oriented in the doing of their theology, nevertheless, they are actually far apart one from another. Bultmann’s intent is to interpret New Testament myth to suit modern mind, whereas Tillich resists such an interpretation on account of the notion that when myth is interpreted, it lost its authentic power for human existence. This is why Tillich proposes resistant against demythologization. 

For Tillich, myths are symbols of faith combined in stories about divine-human encounter. He the points out, that since the language of faith is the symbol, Myth is the way we mediate our deepest experiences of God. All mythological elements in the Bible, doctrine, and liturgy should be maintained in their symbolic form, not be replaced by scientific substitute. They are the languages of faith, thus cannot and should not be interpreted. 

VI. 
Conclusion and Personal Reflection

There are a variety of theological systems, which in some ways indebted to existentialism. Undoubtedly Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Tillich are ones of those most important thinkers and the most influential theologians of the twentieth century in Protestant world. They are existentialist theologians, whose thoughts are inspired by Heidegger’s existentialism.  Both of them concern with the theology of modern man, and view that modern man is no longer concerned with the finding of a gracious and merciful God, instead they are concerned with the problem of the meaninglessness in the Biblical texts. The problem finds its ground in religious language. 


The purpose of this paper has been to analyze and examine the hermeneutical method in which Bultmann and Tillich use to deal with the problem of interpretation. The writer has concentrated particularly on Bultmann’s method of demythologizing by which he proposes as a hermeneutical method to interpret the myth in the New Testament.  For Bultmann, justification is by faith, not by history, therefore the pre-scientific mystical worldview in the Bible needs to be removed. Bultmann sees the New Testament myths, such as angel, demons, heaven, hell etc., all need to be reinterpreted which he did it existentially. For him, most of the core traditional belief of Christian, such as resurrection is not a historical, only the faith that survives in the lives of disciples. As a postmodernist hermeneutic, Bultmann attempts to make the Bible meaningful to modern man by using existentialist interpretation to read mythological worldview of the Bible to modern man of scientific worldview. Apparently this appears to be problematic, puzzling, and unacceptable for the traditional Christian faith. 

This paper attempted to compare Bultmann’s demythologizing on myth in the New Testament with Tillich’s method of correlation on religious symbol in the Biblical text. As a professional philosopher Tillich regarded himself as a theologian. He once said that  “I was. . .  and I am a theologian because the existential question of our ultimate concern and the theological answer of the Christian message are and always have been predominant in my spiritual life”. (Thomas, 1965, p.3-8).

Undoubtedly, Tillich’s theology is apologetic, and will be carried through in a continuous correlation with philosophy. Tillich’s theological work is needed to correlate with hermeneutics even though he does not use the term hermeneutics to characterize his work. Tillich shaped his central theological method with what he called the method of correlation. His theology is a response to the necessity of reinterpreting the religious symbols of Christianity in the emerging postmodern situation. 

Speaking as a committed Christian intellectual, Asian in general and Thai in particular, Tillich’s method of correlation is acceptably rational and persuasive in which he explains the contents of the Christian faith through existential questions and theological answers in interdependence. As for Bultmann’s demythologizing, it is a great hermeneutics in philosophical framework, but not a valuable theological work in light of its lack of common ground for Asian Christians and the Thais as well, to identify with. Protestants in Asia and Thailand, are mostly loose, free, and very independent in their Biblical interpretation as long they are holding on the unchanging truth of the Bible. Any one, preachers or pastors, who uses Bultmann’s demythologizing in their interpretation of the Bible, will find themselves shut off as they will be considered destroyer of Christian faith. 
To define miracles as a violation of natural law, as Bultmann does, shall make a hermeneutics that allows the Gospel to be interpreted without making reference to miracles s well as the act of God. Such a practice is not only a violation of common sense; it is an insult to human dignity and integrity, lest to Christian beliefs under the grace of God.  I believe Tillich would concurred in arguing that miracles should not be defined as violation of the laws of nature. For Christian, Miracle is more than a myth or a symbol. It is a sign, signifying the present of God, the Holy. To eliminate or reinterpret in a way that makes it less than a miracle is unacceptable. We shall agree with Tillich and believe that if there is reason to think that a kind of miracle has ever occurred, then we are justified in believing that God exists.  James W. Cornman says, “. . .people have experience miracles. Miracles are by definition, situations in which God participates. Therefore, some people have experienced God (Corman,1974, p.346)
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