In Works of Love, Sgren Kierkegaard professes that (Christian) love is the bridge between
the tempora and the eterndl.* More specifically, he asserts that undertaking to unconditionaly
obey the Chrigtian tenet “Y ou Shdl Love The Neighbour” facilitates the individua to overcome
finiteness and move towards her/his eternal God-relation. Y t, can loving the neighbour be
properly commanded within the context of awritten formulation? That is, can Kierkegaard
properly communicate this command within the framework of the relationship he creates
between himsdlf and his reader? To the end of resolving these central questions, | will begin by
briefly explicating his argument for the unconditiond duty to love the neighbour as ameansfor
achieving eternd freedom. Second, | will demongtrate how Kierkegaard' s relationship with the
reader ultimately undermines his attempt to speek directly to the sngle individua as a subject of
thiscommand. Lagdtly, | will present evidence for the conclusion that hisinability to effectudly
demand the reeder to love the neighbour need not diminish hiswork insofar asthe chief am of
hiswriting can itsaf be perceived as an atempt on the part of Kierkegaard to execute hisown

works of love.

l. You Shdl Love The Neighbour

The first of the series of Christian works of love that Kierkegaard advancesis the
unconditional obedience to the command “Y ou Shdl Love The Neighbor.” According to
Kierkegaard, it is only through deference to this duty that the reader can secure eternd
independence. But, one might interject, how can freedom be made manifest in the act of being
forced to obey an imperative? After dl, being compelled to fulfil ademand seems
counterintuitive to our commonplace notion of the exercise of freedom. Kierkegaard begins by

explaining that deriving security through forms of non-Christiar? love such as friendship and



eratic love rey wholly on the permanence of aset of preferentia inclinations between two
individuds. So, for example, my obtaining happiness from preferentia 1ove depends completely
on the object of my adoration smultaneoudy singling me out as the subject of her/his adoration
aswell. AsKierkegaard asserts, “ Spontaneous [preferential] love makes a person free and at the
next moment dependent”.® But it is precisdly the discrimination that is made manifest in
preferentia love that deniesit from obtaining security inthe eterna. As such, this kind of nor
Chrigtian love resdesin a congtant state of susceptibility to the possibility of change (i.e., the
other person ceasing to have preferentid inclinations towards me, my developing affections for
someone el g, the deeth of one of the involved individuas, etc). In short, because preferentia
love remains vulnerable to change, it can only be affirmed in the tempora redm (i.e,, from
moment to moment), and thus cannot secure eternd freedom for the individua agent.

Unlike friendship and erotic love, Kierkegaard continues, the Christian imperative “Y ou
Shall Love the Neighbor” removes the possibility of my love being undermined for it demands
that | love each and every individua unconditionaly. He eaborates that Chrigtian love for the
neighbour transcends the possibility of the kinds of changes that friendship and erctic love are
susceptible to since the neighbour is every individua and thus does not exhibit preference. As
he states, “No change, however, can take the neighbor from you, because it is not the neighbor
who holds you fagt, but it is your love that holds the neighbor fast...Death cannot deprive you of
the neighbor, for if it takes one, lifeimmediatdly gives you another”.* Furthermore, since the
imperative commands unconditional love, it cancels out the possibility of thislove being
undercut by a dependence on the neighbour having this or that inclination. Thisis so by virtue of
the fact that Christian love for the neighbour is not based on areciproca condition; oneis

commanded to love the neighbour independent of the neighbour’ s behaviour towards oneself.



Rather, the love for the neighbour remains congtant insofar asiit is pitted in an unconditiona duty

to an unremitting God who acts as the middle-term between the Chrigtian lover and the



whom the imperative is addressed. That isto say that | can only overcome my temporality by
sdf-identifying asa“You” that “Shdl Love the Neighbor”. Hence Kierkegaard' simperdtive
formulation of the command. That is, by perpetudly addressng the reader asa“You,”
Kierkegaard in effect sngles out the reader asthat individua who is persondly responsible for
saisfying the imperative; the command is written such thet it dicits the sdlf-identification by the
reader asa Y ou who is subject to fulfilling the command. In formulaing the command in this
way, Kierkegaard further motivates the reader to identify her/himsdlf as a Christian lover (of the
neighbour). As he describes the smilar method taken by the writers of the Gospel Scripture,
“those sacred words of that text...are rather ooken admonishingly to the single individud, to
you, my listener, and to me, to encourage him [the reader] not to dlow his love to become
unfruitful.” And again, “when the Gospel spesks, it speaksto the singleindividua. It does not
speak about us human beings, you and me, but spesks to us human beings, to you and me” °

Y e, in identifying mysdlf (the reader) asthe “Y ou” who is commanded under the
imperdive to love my neighbour, | must dso necessarily recognize mysdf asan “1”, namdly, the
| thet isthe Chridtian lover. That is, in accepting the repongbility of being the You intheI-You
relation with Kierkegaard,'° the reader smultaneoudy becomesthe | in the I-Y ou relation with
the neighbour. But if the neighbour is supposed to be the “firgt you,” then how can | aso readily
identify mysdlf asthe Y ou, namely, the Y ou that is subject to the command Y ou Shall Love
The Neighbor?” That isto say that so long as| am engaged in an author-reader relationship
within the context of the book, | am aready assuming the Y ou identity and thus cannot readily
transpose the Y ou to another party, namely, the Chrigtian neighbour, without compromising the
force of the imperative upon me.

In fact, it ssems that the command cannot be effectudly articulated within the context of



any |-You rdationship. After dl, anI-You rdation is necessarily erected by the mere utterance
of the command. Rather, the command to love the neighbour must either be communicated
outside the context of any relationship with any other person or must otherwise be communicated
viaathird-party description of the reader. But it seems non-sensical to even speak of
communicating anything outsde of the context of areationship snce the very act of
communicating presupposes an exiging relationship between two or more parties. Therefore, it
seemsthat Kierkegaard is|eft to adopt the latter aternative where he describes the reader from
the third- person description. Y et such an approach ill obvioudy compromises the force of the
imperative insofar asit does not compel the reader to self-identify asthe Sngle individud who is
responsible for carrying out the command to love the neighbour. As Kierkegaard himsdlf attests
to the importance of the imperative form of addressin Chridtianity, “[For] every one of Christ’s
answers... it isinfinitdy important thet it is Christ who said it, and when it istold to the single
individud, itisto him thet it istold. The whole emphasis of eternity retson this, that itisto
him, even though it istold in that way to dl individuals”*

One might object that, strictly spesaking, the command does not require the reader to
smultaneoudy be a'Y ou who fdls subject to the command and an | who must discover and love
another Y ou (the neighbour). After al, loving the neighbour is rooted in the obedience to a duty
prescribed by God who is the middle term between the reader and the neighbour, but loving God
(i.e., viathe work of love in unconditionally obeying His commands) isjust aricher form of sdf-
love. Ashe dates, “Chrigtianity teaches that love is a rdationship between: aperson — God — a
person, that is, that God is the middle term...[And] To love God is to love onesdlf truly.” *2 In
other words, one might contend that because the act of loving the neighbour is ultimately rooted

inalovefor sdf, it does not require the Y ou (who shdl love the neighbour) to posit another You



identity on somebody € se and, thus, does not compromise the force of the imperative upon the
reader.

Neverthdess, it ssems that Kierkegaard must maintain that the love for the neighbour
subsigts, at least to some extent, beyond an extension of self-love. That is, the lover-neighbour
affiliation must necessarily take the form of an I-Y ou relaion; recdl that the only way that
loving the neighbour can be an act of sdlf-denid? isif this love cannot be whally trandated into
alovefor sdf. That thisissoisrenforced further in Kierkegaard' s own ducidation of the
relationship between the Chrigtian lover and her/his neighbour. As he gates, “passionate
preferentiad love is another form of sdf-love,...self-denid’ s love, in contrast, lovesthe
neighbor.”** And again, “but the beloved [object of preferential love] he loves as himself is not
the neighbor; the beloved isthe other 1...[whereas] the neighbor isthefirst you.” ** Henceit
seems that Kierkegaard cannot effectively communicate the command in itsimperative formin

the absence of faling to make the reader into a'Y ou who shdl love the neighbour.

I1l. Kierkegaard's Work of Love

However, it is questionable whether Kierkegaard is even trying to directly communicate
the command to the reeder at dl. Ashe asserts, “O my listener, it is not you to whom | am
spesking; it is| to whom eternity says: You shdll.” ** But, one might ask, why would he
explicitly deny any participation in an 1- Y ou relaionship with the reeder and, a the same time,
indst on employing these indexica predicatesin hiswriting? The answer ssemsto lieinthe
understanding of Kierkegaard' s writing as the product of his using the process of authorship to
execute his own works of love!” As he confesses, “being an author is my only work and my

only task.” *® Heexplainsin the second part of the book, for example, that atrue work of love



does not seek itsown. Rather, the true Chrigtian gives love in self-denid such that the recipient
does not recognize the Christian lover as the giver because, otherwise, the lover runs the risk of
making the recipient dependent on the giver. *° Thus, if the above mentioned interpretation of
Works of Love as amanifestation of Kierkegaard' s own works of |ove is accepted, then one
would expect hiswriting to aso reflect an intention to deny himsalf recognition by the reader so
as to ensure that his teachings are followed for their own sake. As he describes God and the
gpodtle, “As soon as he sees that he can win them [the people] in such away that they become
devoted to him but misunderstand him and distort his doctrine, he will promptly thrust us away -
in order to win them.” 2°

Hence the I- Y ou association that Kierkegaard explicitly refers to throughout the text is
neither representative of the relationship between he and the reader nor thet between God and the
reader but rather speaksto the relationship that he is striving to establish between God and
himsdf. Assuch, thetext itsdf can be understood as an attempt by Kierkegaard to erect adivine
middle-term between he and the reader; the book can be perceived as a manifestation of the
divinemiddle-term. It is precisdly in convincing the reader that the I-Y ou relation is not between
he and the reader but, rather, between he and God, that he can deny himsalf the recognition of
thel inan I-Y ou relationship with the reader and, in turn, accomplish an authentic work or task
of love through authorship. Furthermore, in directing his work of love (i.e., hiswriting the book)
inthisway, Kierkegaard in effect distances the reader from himself and, in doing o, crestesthe
gpace he needs to journey inwards and praise love. In “thrusting” the reader away, he denies
himsdlf the outward recognition of an author and converts himself into the “nothing” and the
“unworthy servant” that he must become before he can properly do the work of praising love?:

In conclusion, Kierkegaard maintains that the key to overcoming one' s tempordity and



achieving eternal freedom isto obey the Chrigtian tenet “Y ou Shall Love The Neighbor.” He
purposefully formulates the command in the imperative so as to provoke the reader to usurp the
responghility of fulfilling it. But it isnot dear that Kierkegaard can effectudly communicate

this command in the context of the reader-author relationship without compromising the force of
the imperative upon the reader. Specificdly, it isnot clear how the reader can both saf-identify
as the Y ou who is commanded by the imperative and trangpose the Y ou identity to the
neighbour. Nonethdess, if hiswriting isitsdf percaived as an attempt to perform his own works
of love, then perhaps it was never Kierkegaard's am to directly communicate the imperative but
rather to deny himsalf outward recognition and thus spesk only indirectly to the Sngle individua

reader.
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between God and the reader insofar as Kierkegaard is merely propagating His commands.

Kierkegaard. Pg. 97. Italics original. In the last section of this paper, we will seelater that Kierkegaard
ultimately overcomes this obstacle by positing God as the middle term between he and the reader. In doing
so, he manages to both communicate the command within the context of his1-Y ou relationship with God
and speak (albeit indirectly) to the reader.

Kierkegaard. Pg. 107. Italicsoriginal.

For, as Kierkegaard professes, “ Christian love is self-denial’slove’. (Pg. 52)

Kierkegaard. Pg. 53. Emphasis added.
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Kierkegaard. Pg. 90. Italicsorigina .

Additional support for thisinterpretation can be found on pg. xiv in the historical introduction by Hong and
Hong.
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