Soren Kierkegaard and the Supremacy of Faith
Contributed by Tim Garrett

Kierkegaard--The Radical Reformer

One of the most difficult barriers to evangelism today is the difficulty in defining what it is to be a Christian. Some
consider attendance in a Christian church to be sufficient, while a vast number of people simply associate "Christian" with
being a good, moral person. And in a country such as the U.S., there are even those who assume American citizenship
is an adequate basis for being a Christian. This is what happens when people reject the Bible for its understanding of
divine truth.

However, this predicament is not unique to the 21st century. In the mid-nineteenth century, one of the great defenders of
Christianity confronted this very problem in his native Denmark. Disturbed by the culture's definition of Christianity, Sören
Kierkegaard dedicated his life to a defense of Christianity that was truly a way of life rather than simply the acceptance of
a church creed. Kierkegaard was especially disturbed that the Danish church had accepted its definition of Christianity
from the famous German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel. For Hegel, rationality was the supreme virtue, and Christianity was
the ultimate religion because the doctrine of the Trinity was in accordance with his own understanding of logic: God the
Father and Jesus Christ are identical since each is God, and yet they are different from one another since they are
distinct individuals. This apparent "difference" is then reconciled by the fact that God has made Himself known through
the Holy Spirit's birthing of the church. Hegel found this definition of the Trinity to be the mirror image of his own
understanding of logic, in which opposites are to be synthesized in order to come to a fuller understanding of reality.

Hegel's reference to Christianity as the ultimate religion led many to assume that he was a strong advocate of
Christianity. However, for Hegel, "reality" was only what could be experienced in the here and now. He rejected any
suggestion that there was an afterlife or otherworldly existence. And while he referred to Christianity as the ultimate
religion, he also declared that religion was subordinate to his own philosophy. Because Christianity is based on faith,
Hegel taught that to be rational we must go beyond religion and turn to Hegel's own philosophy if we are to understand
ultimate reality.

It was Kierkegaard's self-appointed task to confront Hegel's thinking and to present the supremacy of the Christian faith
to the Danish people. His brilliant apologetic effort was so ridiculed, however, that for years after his death Danish
parents admonished their children "don't be a Sören" in order to warn them about foolish behavior. In order to understand
why, it will be necessary first to examine Kierkegaard's life and strategy, after which we will discuss his well-known works.
Kierkegaard and His Pseudonyms

Few people today know the story of Morris Childs. Childs, who as a young man was a high ranking official in the
American communist party, became an informant for the FBI against communism in the early fifties. Because of his
background, Childs moved easily among communist leaders, both in the United States and abroad, for nearly thirty
years. And yet, due to the highly secretive nature of his mission, very few of his fellow American citizens realized that
Morris Childs was a true patriot. Instead, he was considered by many to be a communist, a traitor. Far from being a
traitor, Childs had risked his life in order to pass on highly sensitive information to his American spy-masters.

Like Childs in the political realm, Sören Kierkegaard has been misunderstood by many of his fellow Christians. Partly due
to the influence of Francis Schaeffer, who blamed Kierkegaard for the modern trend toward irrationalism, there are those
who assume that Kierkegaard was a secularist. However, part of the genius of Kierkegaard was his desire to present the
truth of Christianity from the perspective of a non-Christian. Consequently, many of his books were written under various
pseudonyms.
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When reading Kierkegaard under one of these pseudonyms, you can never assume that everything Kierkegaard is
writing is his own belief. Instead, he typically introduces himself to the reader as a non-believer who, for whatever reason,
is interested in religious questions. It was Kierkegaard's belief that the most important religious and ethical questions
could not be communicated directly. He therefore developed a method famously known as "indirect communication" in
which he hoped to establish common ground with the non-believer. By not introducing himself as a Christian, he sought
an audience for the gospel that he would not have gained otherwise.

Another aspect of Kierkegaard's life that must be taken into account is his tragic relationship with a young woman named
Regina Olsen. Kierkegaard deeply loved Regina, and for a short period of time they were engaged to be married. But
Kierkegaard forced himself to break off the engagement. And the fact that they never married was, for Kierkegaard, the
true proof of his love for her. Much of his motivation for the break-up was based on the melancholy nature he had
received from his father. Kierkegaard's father, Michael, had cursed God as a young boy due to his miserable working
conditions and was haunted all his life by the suspicion that he had committed the unpardonable sin against the Holy
Ghost. Not only did Kierkegaard hope to spare Regina from his own depression, he also attempted to demonstrate in his
writings that his rejection of Regina was motivated by love, just as God's love for us was revealed through His rejection of
His own beloved Son.
Kierkegaard on the Incarnation

The Weigh-Down Workshop, a weight loss program developed by Gwen Shamblin, is based on the admirable thesis that
those who would like to lose weight should replace their excessive hunger for food with hunger for God. But recently it
became evident that Shamblin's Christian beliefs are unorthodox. According to Shamblin, the doctrine of the Trinity is a
"man-made" formula that arose in a polytheistic society in order to "make sure no one mistakenly believed that Christians
worshipped several gods." Shamblin is under the mistaken belief that trinitarian teaching suggests that Jesus and God
are the same person, when in fact the biblical teaching is that Jesus (the Son) and God (the Father) are distinctive
persons, identical in their divine essence.

In one of Kierkegaard's more famous works, The Philosophical Fragments, it is suggested that the doctrine of the
Incarnation is indeed the ultimate paradox: How can it make sense that God became man? But Kierkegaard wrote this
work under the pseudonym of Johannes Climacus. Johannes Climacus does not claim to be a Christian, but he is at
odds with the philosophy of Hegel, who sees faith as a stepping-stone to the ultimacy of reason. Climacus is intent on
demonstrating that, if Hegel is right, then Christianity is completely wrong. But, if Hegel is wrong, then it is possible to
understand that doctrines such as the Incarnation reveal the logical superiority of Christian faith.

Climacus begins by asking if the truth can be learned. He therefore questions what kind of teacher would be capable of
bringing the truth to human beings who do not know the truth. Since all people are created by God, it must have been
God who made it possible for human beings to know the truth. But since people don't know the truth, then only a divine
being could teach human beings the truth. And what is it that prevents people from knowing the truth? It is sin. And since
the teacher must bring people out of this sinful condition in order for them to understand truth, this teacher should also be
seen as a savior, a deliverer. But, to be a savior for humans, this divine being must also become human as well, which is
illogical to those who have not received the truth. All this is to suggest, however, that the Christian doctrine of the
Incarnation is perfectly consistent for the person of faith.

Yet, since Climacus is writing in response to the philosophy of Hegel, he points out that God becoming a man is absurd,
a paradox beyond human comprehension. For this reason many readers assume that Kierkegaard himself thought that
the Incarnation was absurd, when in fact he was emphasizing that mere human reason was insufficient to be a Christian.
For Kierkegaard, biblical faith takes us beyond what human reason can possibly conceive.
Kierkegaard on Abraham

Mohammed Ali was one of the greatest fighters of all time. After he began calling himself "The Greatest," that title quickly
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became associated with Ali. We often debate about the greatness of athletes and politicians, but rarely in our pluralistic
society do we present our position on the greatness of religious figures. And yet that is exactly what Kierkegaard did in
his work, Fear and Trembling, written under the pseudonym of Johannes de Silentio. Johannes is fascinated by Abraham
and desires to understand how anyone could be as great as Abraham.

Johannes is intrigued by a seeming paradox: How is it that Abraham is routinely recognized to be one of the greatest
figures in all of Scripture, the father of faith, and yet at the same time we must admit that he was a split-second away
from murdering his own son? If anyone were to emulate Abraham in modern times, we would do our best to prevent such
a heinous act. Yet, at the same time preachers routinely preach on the greatness of Abraham. Johannes concludes that
what made Abraham so amazing was his belief that he would receive Isaac back in this life, rather than just in the life
everlasting. Still, this leads to the conclusion that Abraham was willing to kill Isaac. How, then, can we exalt Abraham as
a great man?

Johannes proceeds to examine the purpose behind Abraham's action. This is where, once again, Kierkegaard is intent
on skewering the philosophy of Hegel. According to Hegel, the individual was to subordinate his own desires for the
broader good of the institutions of family, civil society, and the state. Consequently, it would have been Hegel's position
that Abraham's actions were both ludicrous and evil since they did not conform with the ethical standards of a civilized
people. As a result, Johannes forces us to ask whether the philosophy of Hegel or the teaching of Scripture is to take
priority.

Johannes' own unique answer is that, in order to understand Abraham's relationship to God, there must be what he calls
the "teleological suspension of the ethical." Teleology is the idea that everything has a purpose. For Hegel, the ultimate
purpose of ethics was for the members of a state to share the same moral virtue, under which circumstances a nation
can be joined together with a common bond. But for Johannes, the individual takes priority over the state. Abraham's
actions were guided by a higher purpose than simply conforming to the ethical norms of society. His faith enabled him to
obey God to the point of becoming a murderer, while believing that God would raise his beloved son from the dead. Who
then is greater? Hegel, or Abraham? Human reason gives one answer, but Christian faith another.
Kierkegaard and Truth

"What is truth?" The famous question of Pilate to Jesus has become even more pertinent today, as truth has become
more a matter of pragmatic concerns rather than having any correlation with reality. Biblical Christianity is grounded on
the truths of God's Word, and the loss of truth in a postmodern society has had a devastating effect on the influence of
the gospel. Thus, on first glance it can be disturbing that Kierkegaard claimed that all truth is subjectivity. To conclude
this article, I want to explore exactly what he means by this phrase.

We must be very careful when reading someone as elusive as Kierkegaard. Once again, it is Johannes Climacus who is
the spokesman for the claim that all truth is subjectivity. Climacus is again attacking the philosophy of Hegel, who
claimed that it was possible for human beings to possess absolute knowledge through carefully analyzing human
existence. Climacus questions how it is possible to have absolute certainty in this life, especially when we consider the
wide variance between philosophers since ancient times. More importantly, the claim of absolute knowledge seems to
mean that, for the Christian, knowing is more important than believing. Since faith, as in the case of Abraham, often times
requires patience and endurance before reaching its fulfillment, there is a qualitative difference between faith and
knowledge. According to Climacus, only God can have absolute knowledge. This is important to consider when
pondering the assertion that all truth is subjective, for Climacus is making a major distinction between the human realm
and the divine realm.

One of Kierkegaard's major emphases in his writings was that the Christian life is more than simply believing in orthodox
doctrine. He himself was passionate about his relationship with Christ, and was disgusted by the apathetic attitude of
many church-goers. Consequently, when Climacus claims that all truth is subjectivity he is claiming that human beings
must appropriate the truth of whatever they believe if it is truly to take hold of their lives. There can be no such thing as a
passive, disinterested Christian. Neither should the Christian confuse knowledge, which can never be complete in this
life, with the life of faith. The Christian must make a leap of faith, in the sense that faith always involves risk. Climacus
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therefore hoped to contrast the willingness to believe and live out the truths of Christianity against the acceptance of
philosophical systems that did not require any personal commitment. This, for Climacus, is the difference between
subjective and objective truth.

As we have seen, it is very easy to construe Kierkegaard as a non-Christian if we do not take into consideration his
strategy of indirect communication. Hopefully this brief introduction to Kierkegaard's thought will stimulate many to a fuller
appreciation for this important Christian thinker. #include file="bio-tim.html" -->
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