
3. You?  Are? Accepted?
Paul Tillich boils down the Christian Gospel (Good News) to three words “you are 

accepted.”  The shadow side of this condensation is that we Western-enculturated 
humans are prone to take these three words as a rational statement about which 
arguments can be made pro and con.  But merely believing these three words rationally 
is not a healing message at all.  To be a healing message these three words have to be 
grounded in our transrational existence.  We have to ask ourselves what we mean 
existentially by all three words.  What do we mean by “you”?  What do we mean by 
“are”?  What do we mean by “accepted”?

And there is another key issue: Who is saying these three words to us?  It is not our 
mother.  It is not our spouse.  It is not our friends.  It is not our mentor.  Who or what is 
communicating this message to us? Here is Tillich’s text on that:

Sometimes at that moment a wave of light breaks through our darkness, and it is as 
though a voice were saying: “you are accepted.” You are accepted by that which is greater 
than you, and the name of which you do not know.1 

Let us notice that Tillich is saying that these three words are said to us by a Transrational 
Reality.  And what does transrational mean? That is a great question only if we are  
asking for something more than a rational definition of “transrational.”   It is a great 
question if we are asking to see with our own consciousness the transrational Reality 
that this rational word “transrational” is pointing to in our existence.

Are?
Existence?  What do we mean by “existence”?  We westernized-philosophical 

“geniuses” can keep this rational game going forever and thereby never understand 
what Tillich was attempting to say to us.  Existence is simply the are pointed to by the 
word “are” when applied to a human being.

You?
Let us examine “existentially” the word  “you.”   Let us imagine for a moment that 

“you” does not point to your ego or your personality, or to your cultural conditioning, 
but to a transrational “you” who is in bodily alliance with an ego, a personality, and a 
cultural conditioning, none of which are “you” in the full sense of “you.”  You have an 
ego, but that ego is not you.  You have a personality, but that personality is not you.  
You have a cultural conditioning, but that cultural conditioning is not you.  And here is 
the most difficult realization for many of us: you have a mind, but your mind is not 
you.  The mind is just a tool of your biology that the transrational you uses for thinking 
about your world and about your own transrational being or “self” if we wish to 
stretch that word “self” beyond all that we commonly mean by “self.”  Contrary to 
much western thought, there is no such reality as “the rational self.”  “The rational self” 
is an idea in the mind that has no correspondence in Reality.  The self  that you are or I 
am is not rational. The true self is that enigmatic or transrational consciousness that 
watches your mind work and at times uses your mind constructively to do something 
that your transrational self arbitrarily elects to do.

Accepted?
That to which the word “accepted” points is as deep and difficult to talk about as the 

verity of the true self.  It happens that Christians who are reading Non-Christian 
1 Tillich, Paul; Shaking the Foundations (Charles Scribner’s Sons: 1948) page 162 
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writers sometimes get more clear about what our Christian words mean.  This quote 
from Scott Kiloby illustrates what I mean:
  

Sit still for a moment and notice the timeless, empty, spacious, quiet presence that is 
here in the room.  Even if there is noise in the room, notice that this quietness is 
surrounding and permeating that noise.  Notice that presence within and without the 
body and mind.  

Say the word “acceptance” out loud.  Notice that the sound of the word 
“acceptance” arises and falls back into the quiet presence that you are. The word is 
virtually useless when you realize that presence itself is acceptance. The presence that is 
simply here is already fully accepting of what presently is.  It does not have to do 
anything to come to acceptance including utter a word

Thought does not accept.  It measures, judges, blames, complains, analyzes, 
categorizes, labels, and thinks about life.  It is not in the business of acceptance.  It is in 
the business of thinking and talking about acceptance. That is not acceptance. That is 
thinking and talking. This is not a prescription to not think or not talk. This is an 
invitation to notice what is totally untouched by thought.  All thoughts about 
acceptance merely arise and fall within this presence.  True acceptance is this presence 
that is always and already naturally and effortlessly accepting of what is, including 
accepting of thoughts about presence.2 

In this passage, Kiloby reveals to us the source of our acceptance.  Not ourselves!  
Not other human beings.  The Presence within which we live and die is the Accepting 
Reality.  

More needs to be clarified about the self that is accepted.  It is the self that is existing 
in the present Accepting Presence.  This existing self has a current image of itself, but 
that image is an image, not the self itself.  My self image or ego is a fabrication of “me” 
that I have created.  The self that is accepted is the self with the fabricated image of 
itself, not the fabricated image, for the fabricated image is just an image, not a self.  But 
the fabricated image is something: it is a fabricated image.  And as a fabricated image, it 
is also accepted.   We have no need to fabricate a better image of ourselves.  We don’t 
have to get rid of our current self-image.  We only need to see that our self-image is just 
an image.  The “you” that is accepted is the you with its currently self-fabricated self 
image.  

Also accepted is the personality of habits, practices, skills, and so on that you or I 
have built up over the years.  Again, this personality is not “me;” it is an aspect of my 
uniqueness like my finger nails and my liver.  As such my personality is accepted.  I 
don’t need another personality in order to be accepted.  Whatever is real about me, 
including my personality, is accepted.  My health or lack of health, my brilliance or lack 
of brilliance, my neurosis or lack of neurosis are all accepted.  Also, my culture and my 
cultural conditioning are accepted.  It is not me, it is just my cultural conditioning, but I, 
the self with that cultural conditioning, am accepted, however lousy or great that 
conditioning may be. Also, the standards that I use to judge lousy and great are also 
accepted, even though those standards are not perfect, but simply my currently chosen 
standards that I can change, that I may evaluate as realistic or crazy.  It is I, the real I, 
even a despairing I, that is accepted.

So again, what is this “I”?  It is that enigmatic awareness that no science, and no 
religion can contain in mere words.  It is consciousness being conscious of being 
conscious.  And what is consciousness?  A complete enigma!  A total mystery!  We can 
try to describe it.  For example, it seems to me that consciousness has these three basic 
aspects: attentionality, presence, and intentionality.  Consciousness takes in reality 
(knowing).  Consciousness is an inescapable presence (being).  And consciousness puts 
2 Kiloby, Scott; Reflections on the One Life: Daily Pointers to Enlightenment (www.booksurge.com: 
2000) page 237
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forth in the real world (doing).  Consciousness is knowing-being-doing—three 
inescapable dynamics of this one whatever that consciousness is.  Despite our ability to 
use our minds to describe our experience of consciousness, consciousness remains a 
mystery as enigmatic as life itself, as gravity, as the cosmos, as what was before that 
enigmatic Big Bang that “banged” before anything like noise had come to be.

It is this I of consciousness that is accepted. The accepted “I” that is the “I” of 
consciousness embedded in my body, my mind, my ego, my personality, my culture, 
my social humanity, my planet, my cosmos.  All of this embeddedness is accepted.  All 
of my confusions about my embeddedness is accepted.  All of my fight and flight from 
my embeddedness is accepted.  All of my transrational quality are accepted. All of my 
false viewing of my self is accepted.  How do I know this?  Look and see.  Everything 
that is real is accepted by Reality.  Even my rebellion from Reality, which is in this 
moment a real unreality, is accepted.  All my despair over my unrealities not being real 
is accepted.  Whatever my state of realism, flight from realism, or fight with realism, I 
am accepted.  I can only begin my return to realistic living exactly where I am at this 
moment.  And I am accepted to do so.

The Grace Happening
At what sort of moment are we in a position to hear Transrational Reality say to our 

transrational consciousness, “you are accepted”?   Here is the moment, according to 
Tillich, in that same paragraph when he says we can hear “you are accepted.”

Grace strikes us when we are in great pain and restlessness.  It strikes us when we walk 
through the dark valley of a meaningless and empty life.  It strikes us when we feel that 
our separation is deeper than usual, because we have violated another life, a life which 
we loved, or from which we were estranged.  It strikes us when our disgust for our own 
being, our indifference, our weakness, our hostility, and our lack of direction and 
composure have become intolerable to us.  It strikes us when, year after year, the 
longed-for perfection of life does not appear, when the old compulsions reign within us 
as they have for decades, when despair destroys all joy and courage. (pages 161-162)  
It is at this moment, moments such as these, that we can hear: “you are accepted.”  

We can hear Reality because these are Reality-experiencing moments—moments when 
our estrangement from Reality is becoming conscious to us—when our falseness is 
being caught-up-with by the TRUE—when escape into illusory comforts have been 
undermined—when the worst about our unrealism appears to haunt us.  At such  
moments Reality speaks to us, “you are accepted.”  And by “you” is meant the “you” 
that has been awakened to your estrangement from Reality. There is no other you than 
the estranged you who in this moment is facing up to estrangement.  So what do we do 
now?  Tillich gives us this answer:

Do not try to do anything now; perhaps later you will do much.  Do not seek for 
anything; do not perform anything; do not intend anything.  Simply accept the fact that 
you are accepted.” (page 162)
Let us notice that this letting be who we are is a huge doing on our part.  It is the 

biggest doing that a human being can do.  It is the opposite of the doings that have 
been done most of the time by most of humanity since the very first day we became 
human.  Instead of creating a reality that we like better than Reality, we let be what IS. 
And to start with “what IS” is our facing up to our estrangement from Reality and 
thereby being close to home, close to our true self.   One  simple  deed  remains, “accept
the fact that you are accepted.” Reality holds no grudges against your years of fighting 
Reality.  In facing Reality you are facing an always-loving “parent” who has run down 
the road to meet you coming home to Reality.  You are welcome.  You are accepted.  A 
feast is being prepared for you.
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Tillich calls this entire happening an illumination of the Christian word “grace.” This 
happening is the healing that the Jesus Christ revelatory event means to the human 
species. This healing does not happen only to practitioners of a Christian religion.  It has 
nothing whatsoever to do with screwing up our minds to believe unbelievable 
Christian doctrines.  Grace is simply a deeply human event applicable to all humans  in 
all cultures, times, and places.  Christian doctrines, God talk, sermons, theologies, etc. 
came into being to share with one another (and with whoever else was ready to listen) 
how it is that the human is healed from the most important disease that ails 
us—estrangement from Reality.

Tillich is clear that life after grace is an ongoing surrender to God’s forgiveness or 
acceptance.  Clearly, the life after grace is not a life of imposing our ideals upon the real 
situations we face.  Here are two more Tillich paragraphs that provide the flavor of this:

In the light of this grace we perceive the power of grace in our relation to others and 
to ourselves.  We experience the grace of being able to look frankly into the eyes of 
another, the miraculous grace of reunion of life with life. We experience the grace of 
understanding each other’s words. We understand not merely the literal meaning of 
the words, but also that which lies behind them, even when they are harsh or angry.   
For even then there is a longing to break through the walls of separation.  We 
experience the grace of being able to accept the life of another, even if it be hostile and 
harmful to us, for, through grace, we know that it belongs to the same Ground to 
which we belong, and by which we have been accepted. We experience the grace which 
is able to overcome the tragic separation of the sexes, of the generations, of the 
nations, of the races, and even the utter strangeness between man and nature.  
Sometimes grace appears in all these separations to reunite us with those to whom we 
belong. For life belongs to life.

And in the light of this grace we perceive the power of grace in our reunion to 
ourselves. We experience moments in which we accept ourselves, because we feel that 
we have been accepted by that which is greater than we.  If only more such moments 
were given to us!  For it is such moments that make us love our life, that make us 
accept ourselves, not in our goodness and self complacency, but in our certainty of the 
eternal meaning of our life.  We cannot force ourselves to accept ourselves. We cannot 
compel anyone to accept himself. But sometimes it happens that we receive the power 
to say “Yes” to ourselves, that peace enters into us and makes us whole, that self-hate 
and self-contempt disappear, and that our self is reunited with itself. Then we can 
say that grace has come upon us. (pages 162-163)

Such forgiving grace is Final Reality’s action for everyone all the time.  Here is a 
most important implication of “God’s” universal forgiveness: if we accept our 
forgiveness, we accept it for the whole of humankind. To accept forgiveness for 
ourselves means accepting forgiveness for our worst enemies, our unfaithful friends, 
and our stupid advisors, everyone.  And forgiveness means a fresh start.  Everyone on 
Earth faces this possibility of fresh start.  Reality accepts us for a fresh start in realism.

In reading these words, we must not assume that Tillich is minimizing the 
importance of our decision to surrender to God’s forgiveness and make a fresh start 
based on that commitment.  The decision to accept our acceptance is not a minor part of 
the grace happening.  Without our choice to accept forgiveness, grace has not 
happened.

Our whole nation faces a thoroughgoing fresh start. A fresh start is already here for 
the taking.  For the taking, we could have a whole new energy system.   People cry and 
moan that such a transition is too huge to be possible.  But with Reality all things are 
possible!  Also beckoning to this nation is a fresh start in the full expression of 
democracy.  Our whole crummy half-baked democracy is forgiven.  Fresh start is a fact 
of life.  Fresh start is a fact of life built into the cosmos.  You Are Forgiven.  We are 
forgiven.  Welcome home to Reality—to the real fresh starts that confront us.
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