
Paul Tillich and the “Dark Night of Faith” as mystical experience – A comparison of 
the concepts of “absolute faith” in Tillich and pura fe in Juan de la Cruz (1542–
1591) 
 
There is a consensus that Tillich’s philosophical theology draws upon the tradition of an 
apologetic intermediating theology (Vermittlungstheologie) which focuses on a religious 
a priori as its basic assumption, and was developed in different ways by the likes of 
Schleiermacher, Kähler and Otto. However, his philosophical theology also exhibits 
strong traits of mystical theology with its fundamentally apophatic notion of experience. 
This is especially true of Tillich’s theory of faith and its corresponding meta-theistic 
conception of ultimate reality. Tillich’s apologetic considerations culminate in the 
possibility of what he coined the experience of „absolute faith“.  It seems more than 
coincidental that about 400 years earlier the great Spanish monk of the Carmelite Order 
and mystical teacher St. John of the Cross (Juan de la Cruz) expressed his experience of 
the “Dark Night” (noche oscura) in similar terms and concepts (pura fe / pure faith), 
making him a very relevant theologian for today’s secular context. In this short paper I 
will ask how religious experience is conceptualised in the work of Paul Tillich and Juan 
de la Cruz, comparing the respective concepts of faith both against the backdrop of 
secularism, and with respect to their potential for interreligious dialogue.  
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