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Freud versus Tillich: Psychology versus Spirit

In the early 1900s, a debate was going on in the Religious Studies arena. Religious concerns were becoming less and less important in the world, especially the world of the intellects. Freud’s argument was that religions were illusions created by humans. He did not argue that they were false, simply illusions, not necessary for a man of intellect. Tillich, who made his argument in response to Freud’s, was that of ultimacy. Man needed a sense of ultimacy, a connection with the infinite which was what ultimacy concerned itself with. Both had their relative merits, but both are on the extreme. To have a good understanding of religions, one must place their beliefs somewhere in the middle.
Freud believed religion to have come from a response to the unpredictability of nature. There would be monsoons, and there would be droughts. There would be excesses in foods and famines. Most of all, there was death. How could there be death? Why did this happen? Why did people leave this world and their bodies decay? Religion arose out of man’s need to answer these questions. He argued that as these beliefs became very important in cultures, they also formed the binding source of the cultures and societies. Freud, in his limited experience with religion and whose scope included the Jewish and Christian populations of Central Europe, say the figure of God as the ultimate super-ego. This ultimate super-ego gave a reason for all the rules of society, those which conflicted with the desires of the id, and helped the ego to rule over the desires of the id. This God figure with all his rules made men not question the rules so much because they were decreed by God.

Tillich’s arguments were made in response to Freud’s ideas that religions were illusionary. Freud had argued that the responses each different society had had to nature, were illusionary by nature, and should be rejected by the intellect. Tillich states that every man has a desire for the infinite as well as material desires, every man has an ultimate concern – something that most concerns him. This ultimate concern is inevitably a need for purpose to life, to escape the finite nature of living. This is also a response to nature, really, however Tillich’s argument is that this is a good things. Tillich also claims that faith is a freedom, one must be free to make the conscious decision to have faith. Freud believes that faith is superimposed upon the psyche from birth, in the enculturation that happens throughout one’s life. Tillich believes that in order to have faith period, it takes effort, and this effort must be made with a conscious mind. Tillich seems to think that Freud had it wrong, that Jesus and the bible are not the acts of faith. They aren’t the ultimate concern, they merely represent the object of ultimate concern. They function as symbols for human’s ultimate concern, they represent a connection to the infinite. He says that people should not put all their beliefs in the myths of the religions, but simply view them as symbols of the infinite. He called them broken myths.
In order to study religion, one must be able to see both sides of this coin. Religion can be both a psychological disorder and a necessary function all at the same time. Many who study religion tend to chose one side of the coin or the other, not thinking to stand the coin on it’s side and watch it turn on a tip. Religion is really both of the arguments at once. The God figure is a super-ego dictating the rules of society to us and validating what we do. However, one must also consider the fact that this God figure can give us a sense of purpose to those of us who need this. Many people in the world need a sense of purpose, and there are a few select who choose not to seek that out. They concern themselves with the world around them and the present, not what will happen after death. What they might not notice is how the world around them is full of symbols. Our societies are filled with symbols of ultimate and finite concerns. They are inescapable. These symbols remind us of the infinite that is out there. Tillich reminds us that we cannot escape the infinite, and this is truly so if the symbols are all around. Some may chose to ignore it, as Freud suggests, but in most cases one cannot ignore it forever. 
Freud reminds us that religion is a response to fear of the unknown. He proposes that a need for ultimacy is simply a result of fear. One thing that must be understood when one studies religion is that it is both. Religion is a response to the fear of the unknown, however, most don’t register that it is a fear response. They make a conscious choice to have faith in a particular system. But each system has aspects of the ultimate. Both Tillich’s and Freud’s worlds are self-containing and it is difficult to combine the two into a coherent form, however, religion was never a truly coherent idea. Religion is, by definition, having faith in something that does not have concrete evidence. It lies between the world of the finite and the infinite, therefore the definition of religion and faith must also lie somewhere between. 
The relative merits of Freud and Tillich are many, but neither is fully right or wrong. They must be combined together to form a more coherent idea of religion. Since, as Tillich reminds us, our ultimate concern cannot be truly defined because our language is merely symbols for ideas, why should religion have a true definition? How can you define something, that by definition, has no definition?
