
ABSTRACT 

The Concept of Eternity in Kierkegaard’s Philosophical Anthropology 

Christi Lyn Hemati, Ph.D. 

Mentor: C. Stephen Evans, Ph.D. 
 
 
This study provides a critical analysis of the meaning of eternity as it relates to the 

human being in Kierkegaard’s psychological work, The Concept of Anxiety.  First, the 

eternal signifies the divine image implanted in human beings from the beginning of 

creation, making us spiritual, embodied beings with the capacity for self-consciousness, a 

God relationship, freedom, everlasting life, and communal fellowship with other persons.  

Second, the eternal is present both ontologically and normatively in human beings, 

providing an unchanging criterion and telos of human existence, a task we are responsible 

to fulfill.  Third, eternity signifies perfection; it is the ideal for which we were created.  

By failing to fulfill this task, we can be said to “lose” the eternal through sin and “gain” it 

again through redemption.  As sinners who are guilty of refusing to fulfill this task, 

Haufniensis argues that eternity’s criterion can only be fulfilled through faith in Christ’s 

atonement.  This decision in time paradoxically has eternal consequences, and in this 

sense the eternal signifies transcendence beyond our spatiotemporal world.  However, the 

believer’s eternal decision in time not only determines whether life after death entails 



 

 

 

 

eternal happiness instead of eternal damnation; it also has redemptive consequences that 

begin in temporality, bringing a spiritual continuity and sanctified vision of oneself, 

others, and the temporal world here and now.  

Chapter one gives an overview of the significance and conceptual aspects of 

eternity.  Chapter two investigates the predominantly ontological presence of the eternal 

in the self, specifically in a human being’s original created structure (i.e., before the fall 

into sin).  Chapter three explores the self’s falling away from the eternal, a fall that 

reveals eternity’s ontological and normative role, as well as what Kierkegaard calls the 

“demonic” relation to eternity.   Chapter four offers a contrast between the Platonic and 

Christian ways of helping the self regain a proper relationship to eternity, both 

ontologically and normatively.  Chapter five further develops and analyzes the normative 

implications of Christian repetition and explains how the qualities of inwardness, 

earnestness, and concretion characterize a proper conception and relationship to the 

eternal.
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introducing the Problem 
 
 

Introduction 

The problem of human existence is for Søren Kierkegaard the problem of coming 

to understand and properly orient the human self in relation to time and eternity.  

Drawing on a Platonic metaphor from the Phaedrus, Johannes Climacus explains, 

Eternity is infinitely quick like that winged steed, temporality is an old nag, and 
the existing person is the driver, that is, if existing is not to be what people usually 
call existing, because then the existing person is no driver but a drunken peasant 
who lies in the wagon and sleeps and lets the horses shift for themselves.1 
 

Few would contest that human life is temporal; eternity, on the other hand, is a more 

contested category and its significance for persons in time remains unclear.  Although 

Kierkegaard does not offer a clear and unambiguous explanation of the concept and its 

significance, the notion of eternity is undoubtedly an essential element of his philosophy.  

In fact, one could say that the majority of Kierkegaard’s work is an attempt to show the 

impact a person’s relation to the eternal has on his temporal life: “To satisfy eternity—

with this task man was sent out into the world, and later the order was unconditionally 

enjoined by Christianity.”2 The aim of this dissertation is to provide a critical analysis of 

the meaning of eternity as it relates to the human being in Kierkegaard’s psychological 

                                                 

1  Søren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments, ed. Howard 
V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), 1.311-312.  Henceforth 
CUP.  Originally published in 1846. 

 
2  Søren Kierkegaard, Søren Kierkegaard's Journals and Papers, ed. Howard V. Hong, Edna H. 

Hong and Gregor Malantschuk (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1967-1978), 3.2565.  For all 
references to Kierkegaard’s Journals and Papers, I cite the volume number and entry number of the Hong 
edition. 
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work, The Concept of Anxiety.  I focus on this work not only because it contains many of 

Kierkegaard’s most illuminating discussions about eternity’s role in the human being, but 

also because the scholarship on this theme in Concept of Anxiety is sparse and 

undeveloped. 

In this chapter I introduce the project by looking at the importance of eternity in 

Kierkegaard’s work, especially in relation to the virtue of hope.  I explain my 

methodology and defend the decision to limit the analysis predominantly to Concept of 

Anxiety.  After describing the difficulties that this investigation entails, I preview how I 

will overcome these issues in subsequent chapters.  I conclude this chapter by articulating 

the basic aspects of Kierkegaard’s concept of eternity.3 

 
Importance of Eternity in Kierkegaard’s Thought: The Virtue of Hope 

In the popular understanding of Christianity “eternity” often refers to life after 

death; in more philosophically informed versions, it usually means a realm or status of 

existence outside of time.   Although the goal of eternal blessedness for human beings is 

certainly important to him, Kierkegaard is also concerned to remind his reader about the 

implications that a person’s decision about his eternal destiny has in the present: “But 

now eternity, surely this is the greatest task ever assigned to a human being” in this 

temporal life.4 As Kierkegaard argues most explicitly in Works of Love, a proper relation 

                                                 

3  This includes reviewing the findings and shortcomings in secondary literature, and suggesting 
the merit my own investigation may have in this conversation. 

 
4  Søren Kierkegaard, Works of Love, ed. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1995), 252.  Henceforth, WL.  Originally published in 1847. 



 

 

3 

 

to eternal happiness involves the virtue of hope, in which one always recognizes both the 

possibility and difficulty of attaining the thing hoped for.5  

Thomas Aquinas points out that even though “hope has no mean or extremes, as 

regards its principal object, since it is impossible to trust too much in the Divine 

assistance,” it still has “a mean and extremes, as regards those things a man trusts to 

obtain, in so far as he either presumes above his capability, or despairs of things of which 

he is capable.”6  In this regard, Kierkegaard warns against the two vices that signify an 

excess or deficiency of expectation and that lead one away from the eternal: presumption 

and despair.  In presumption, a person sees the possibility of eternal happiness, but is 

blind to its difficulty.  Kierkegaard points out such presumption in those who never 

recognize the rigorous nature of eternity’s demand: “Christianity really presupposes that 

eternity engages a man absolutely, but in the ordinary course of living we never dream 

that eternity is supposed to have any significance for us: we are all going to be saved—no 

question about that.”7  In the culture of Christendom, where all citizens assume they are 

                                                 

5  For the most important discussion of hope and its relation to possibility and eternity, see the 
section in Works of Love entitled “Love Hopes All Things—and Yet Is Never Put to Shame.” Ibid., 246-
263.   

 
6  I do not mean to imply that it is possible to have an excess of hope in God, but rather that 

presumption occurs when one hopes too much in oneself or erroneously assumes one is already properly 
related to God (and will therefore attain eternal happiness) when one is not.  As Aquinas explains, “a moral 
virtue is concerned with things ruled by reason, and these things are its proper object; wherefore it is proper 
to it to follow the mean as regards its proper object.  On the other hand, a theological virtue is concerned 
with the First Rule not ruled by another rule, and that Rule is its proper object.  Wherefore it is not proper 
for a theological virtue, with regard to its proper object, to follow the mean, although this may happen to it 
accidentally with regard to something that is referred to its principal object.  Thus faith can have no mean 
or extremes in the point of trusting to the First Truth, in which it is impossible to trust too much; whereas 
on the part of the things believed, it may have a mean and extremes; for instance one truth is a mean 
between two falsehoods.” Emphasis mine.  "The Summa Theologia of St.  Thomas Aquinas," in Kevin 
Knight [database online].  6 October 2005 [cited 2005], II-II, 17, 5.   Available from 
http://www.newadvent.org/summa/. 

 
7  JP, 1.844.   
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Christians by birth and thereby take salvation for granted, few would guess that they have 

not fulfilled all that Christianity asks of them.  As a result, Christian faith becomes 

“accommodated within this life, as an aid in this life,”8 a kind of utilitarian good that is 

only valuable insofar as it is a means to other temporal ends such as wealth, social status, 

or the appearance of moral character.  “But this it simply cannot be,” Kierkegaard insists.  

Faith “can only make this life as strenuous as possible.”  It is not that Christianity offers 

no reward to the believer—for it offers eternal happiness.  It is just that 

Christianity assumes the concern for everything to go well for one in eternity to 
be so great that in order to find peace in this respect one finds joy in—yes, gives 
thanks for, God's making this life somewhat more, yes, infinitely more strenuous 
than it is when a person does not get involved with Christianity.9 
 

But if Kierkegaard is correct in claiming that believers must be willing to take joy in 

temporal suffering for the sake of eternity, then Christianity has lost its presumed 

utilitarian value in Christendom, and for many this is too much to ask.  Indeed, “by itself, 

to have a genuine concern for one's eternal salvation (as Christianity requires), this alone 

is an enormous weight compared to the manner of living that leaves the eternal an open 

question.”10  

Even if a person does recognize the absolute nature of eternity’s demand (and 

hence its difficulty), so that presumption is no longer a danger, the opposite vice of 

despair still poses a threat.   In despair, one sees the difficulty of obtaining the object of 

hope, but cannot see its possibility; the one who despairs therefore ceases to hope for a 

                                                 

8  Ibid. 
 
9  Ibid.   
 
10  Ibid. 
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share in eternal happiness.  Such despair can especially arise in response to temporal 

suffering, but even though such “hardship can drown out every earthly voice,” 

Kierkegaard suggests, “it cannot drown out this voice of eternity deep within."11  Indeed, 

just as eternity’s requirement teaches a person to see its difficulty, eternity also can teach 

a person its possibility.  Kierkegaard explains, 

If eternity were to assign the human being the task all at once and in its own 
language, without regard for his capacities and limited powers, the human being 
would have to despair.  But then this is the wondrous thing, that this the greatest 
of powers, eternity, can make itself so small that it is divisible in this way, this 
which is eternally one, so that, taking upon itself the form of the future, the 
possible, with the help of hope it brings up temporality’s child (the human being), 
teaches him to hope (to hope is itself the instruction, is the relation to the 
eternal)….  By means of the possible, eternity is continually near enough to be 
available and yet distant enough to keep the human being in motion forward 
toward the eternal, to keep him going, going forward.  This is how eternity lures 
and draws a person, in possibility, from the cradle to the grave—provided he 
chooses to hope.12 
 

Eternity provides orientation and inspires movement toward future happiness by teaching 

a person to hope and showing him its own possibility.  For Kierkegaard, eternity signifies 

not merely our own possibilities as spiritual creatures, but also (as the personification of 

eternity in this passage suggests, and as I will argue below) God, a perfect, non-temporal 

agent outside us who lovingly “lures and draws a person, in possibility, from the cradle to 

the grave.” 

In this way, Kierkegaard argues that Christianity offers a unique orientation 

toward the future.  As we shall see in chapter four, the Platonic view of eternity allows a 

person to enter eternity “backwards” through recollection, and thus admits of its 

                                                 

11  Søren Kierkegaard, Christian Discourses, ed. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997), 114.  Henceforth CD.  Originally published in 1848. 

 
12  WL, 258-259.   
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possibility, but it provides this possibility by ignoring the difficulty of sin.  Christianity, 

by contrast, makes the difficulty of sin explicit while also providing renewed possibility 

for hope of a future through Christ, so that eternity may be “entered forward” through 

what Kierkegaard calls “repetition.”13  In this way, while Christianity generally shares 

with Plato the sense that the achievement of eternal happiness is our ultimate good as 

human beings (it is our final cause), it differs with regard to the means by which that 

good is obtained (our efficient cause).14  For Plato, the person is himself the efficient 

cause, eventually reaching eternal happiness as he grows in wisdom and recollects the 

knowledge he has within himself.  Conversely, in Christianity, only God, by means of 

Christ, can be the efficient cause of a person’s eternal happiness.15 

Kierkegaard refers to eternity as both an ontological status and a normative guide 

that is woven into the essential fabric of human beings in time.  As the pseudonym Anti-

Climacus states, “Man is a synthesis of the infinite and the finite, of the temporal and the 

eternal, of freedom and necessity, in short it is a synthesis.  A synthesis is a relation 

between two factors” (SUD 13).16  Hence, in Kierkegaard’s philosophical anthropology, 

                                                 

13  I explain further what “entering eternity forwards” means in chapters four and five.  Basically, 
it entails first coming into a right relationship with the eternal with the presupposition that one has first 
been cut off from it through sin, and second, to the eschatological hope of eternal life after death. 

 
14  Aquinas, Summa Theologia, I-II, 40, 7.  Kierkegaard does not use the terms “final cause” and 

“efficient cause” to describe the eternal.  I use these terms because I believe they help to illuminate 
Kierkegaard’s position. 

 
15 CUP, 1.570-586.  In this section, I refer to the writings of Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms only when 

they are in agreement with Kierkegaard’s general view of eternity. 
 
16  Søren Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death: A Christian Psychological Exposition for 

Upbuilding and Awakening, ed. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1983).  Henceforth SUD.  Originally published in 1849.  I will give internal citations only for 
references to Sickness Unto Death and Concept of Anxiety since these two texts are the main focus of my 
dissertation. 
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the eternal is one of the “factors” that makes up a human being; for “next to God there is 

nothing so eternal as a self” (SUD 53).  Eternity is not only an ontological factor in the 

self; it is also a normative guide.  It is both gift and task.  “What else, indeed,” 

Kierkegaard asks, “is the accounting of eternity than that the voice of conscience is 

installed eternally in its eternal right to be the only voice!”17  Hence, the eternal defines 

both what we are as human beings and what we ought to become.  In fact, the eternal in 

persons is one thing that distinguishes them from other animals.  Unlike the rest of the 

cosmos, the human being is “the place where the eternal and the temporal continually 

touch each other, where the eternal is refracted in the temporal.”18  Eternity is not merely 

reflected in the temporal, but “refracted,” implying that eternity is bended or reshaped by 

being observed from a temporal, human perspective.19  Hence, the bird never worries 

about making a living, for  

it lives only in the moment, because there is nothing eternal in the bird.  But this 
is indeed a perfection! On the other hand, how does the possibility of worry about 
making a living arise—because the eternal and the temporal touch each other in a 
consciousness or, more correctly, because the human being has consciousness; … 
when eternity came into existence for him, so also did tomorrow….  he has the 
eternal in his consciousness and measures the moments with it.20 
 

                                                 

17  Søren Kierkegaard, Upbuilding Discourses in Various Spirits, ed. Howard V. Hong and Edna 
H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993), 128.  Henceforth UDV.  Originally published in 
1847. 

 
18  Ibid., 195-196.   
 
19  The word “refraction” also implies that one is looking through a lens, a lens that does not 

necessarily hinder one’s sight, but works to focus and sharpen it.  It evokes the image of eternity squeezing 
itself into the temporal, shifting itself so that they align, however imperfectly.  This connotation is no doubt 
an expression of the perspectival and worldview implications of eternity that Kierkegaard often stresses. 
UDV, 128-138, 147-152. 

 
20  Ibid., 195-196.   
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Eternity so transforms our consciousness that it is what enables us to recognize time as 

tensed, as separated into past, present, and future, and to relate these tenses to one another 

in understanding our identity.  Such recognition has its advantages and disadvantages—it 

is both a divine gift and an existential weight.  For the  

temporal and the eternal can in many ways touch each other painfully in the 
human consciousness….  Yet the ability to have worry about making a living is a 
perfection, … because just as high as God lifts up he also presses down just as 
low….  God lifted the human being high above the bird by means of the eternal in 
his consciousness; then in turn he pressed him down, so to speak, below the bird 
by his acquaintance with care, the lowly, earthly care of which the bird is 
ignorant.21 
 

The eternal in a human being makes possible both the loftiness of a God-relationship and 

the lowliness of anxiety and despair.   

But if human beings are finite creatures situated in time, how is it that we are 

eternal as well?  This is one of the main questions my investigation seeks to answer.  The 

struggle to maintain the tension between existing in time and recognizing the eternal 

nature of one’s “spirit” and ultimate telos is one of the most difficult things about human 

existence.  It may be that existence without a conscious relation to eternity is quite easy, 

but for Kierkegaard, this is not existence in the highest sense.  Climacus explains, 

To exist, one thinks, is nothing much, even less an art.  Of course, we all exist, but 
to think abstractly—that is something.  But truly to exist, that is, to permeate one's 
existence with consciousness, simultaneously to be eternal, far beyond it, as it 
were, and nevertheless present in it and nevertheless in a process of becoming—
that is truly difficult.22 
 

                                                 

21  Ibid. 
 
22  CUP, 1.208. 
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This difficulty of synthesizing the temporal and the eternal in the human self remains at 

the center of Kierkegaard’s entire corpus, and my project seeks to shed light on the 

mystery of this temporal-eternal synthesis. 

 
Structure and Context of Project 

The present investigation is an endeavor to discern how Kierkegaard conceives of 

these ontological and normative roles of the eternal in temporal human beings.  The 

structure of this project parallels the structure of Kierkegaard’s development of the 

eternal in Concept of Anxiety.  In chapter two, I investigate the predominantly ontological 

presence of the eternal in the self, specifically in a human being’s original created 

structure (i.e., before the fall into sin).  In chapter three I discuss the self’s falling away 

from the eternal, a fall that reveals eternity’s ontological and normative role, as well as 

what Kierkegaard calls the “demonic” relation to eternity.   Chapter four offers a contrast 

between the Platonic and Christian ways of helping the self regain a proper relationship 

to eternity, both ontologically and normatively.  In my last chapter, I further develop and 

analyze the normative implications of Christian repetition and how the qualities of 

inwardness, earnestness, and concretion characterize a proper conception and relationship 

to the eternal. 

The structure of chapters two through five of my dissertation mirrors the biblical 

metanarrative of creation, fall, and redemption; chapter two explains the proper relation 

to eternity within the self (creation), chapter three details what happens when this relation 

to eternity is lost (fall), and chapters four and five focus on how the self may be saved 

and restored to the eternal (redemption).  I believe this structure is implicit in 

Kierkegaard’s thought and I defend this conviction in the following chapters.  Although 
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Kierkegaard, presumably for rhetorical reasons, tends to communicate his Christian 

philosophy in a way that bypasses creation, beginning with the fall and transitioning to 

redemption—this is the structure of Sickness Unto Death, as well as the stages of 

existence and the general dialectical development of his authorship—he does not reject 

the original good creation of the biblical metanarrative.  Rather, his intention is to address 

his readers where they begin existentially:23 as fallen sinners.  However, especially in 

Concept of Anxiety, he is careful to include the original innocence of creation in his 

account of man’s development in order to make the Christian categories clear and 

develop the problem of original sin.   

My project concentrates on Concept of Anxiety for a variety of reasons.  As I 

explain below, Concept of Anxiety is one of the two texts in Kierkegaard’s corpus 

dedicated principally to developing a philosophical anthropology, and as such, it contains 

some of the most complete accounts of the structure and development of the 

Kierkegaardian self.  Further, unlike the other anthropological work, Sickness Unto 

Death, which has received a significant amount of scholarly attention, the scholarship on 

Concept of Anxiety (especially concerning the theme of eternity) remains sparse and 

underdeveloped.  This is not surprising, since Sickness Unto Death has a lucidity and 

transparent pseudonymous perspective of Christian ideality that Concept of Anxiety does 

not.  However, Concept of Anxiety contains far more references to eternity and its role in 

the self, and these important passages have yet to receive their due attention.   

My analysis of these passages is not undertaken in isolation from Sickness Unto 

Death, but rather, the insights, arguments, and conclusions of Sickness Unto Death often 
                                                 

23 By “existential,” I mean that which has significance for a person’s concrete experience. 
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serve to illuminate what remains obscure in Concept of Anxiety; and since Sickness Unto 

Death clearly represents Kierkegaard’s own views, the continuities and discontinuities 

between these two works cannot be ignored.  I do not think this approach is antithetical to 

Kierkegaard’s demand for distinct identity among the pseudonyms.  Kierkegaard himself 

often uses one work to help explain another (as in Climacus’ review of “Danish 

literature” in the Postscript), or reveals his thoughts through his journals, and most 

directly, gives his readers the literary, philosophical, and religious intentions behind all of 

his work in The Point of View for My Work as an Author and On My Work as an 

Author.24  However, I do intend to take Kierkegaard’s distancing of himself from the 

views of his pseudonyms seriously, and I further explain the particular implications of the 

pseudonymity of Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death below.  Therefore, even 

though it is correct to say that this project is principally concerned with Concept of 

Anxiety, it must also be noted that Sickness Unto Death lies in the background as an 

interpretive guide.  For this reason, it is important that we establish how these two works 

relate to each other in Kierkegaard’s larger corpus.25 

Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death span major developments within 

Kierkegaard’s authorship, Concept of Anxiety being published during Kierkegaard’s 

earlier, predominantly pseudonymous period (especially alongside works by the 

pseudonym, Johannes Climacus), and Sickness Unto Death being published during 

                                                 

24  Søren Kierkegaard, The Point of View, ed. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1998), 351.  Henceforth PV. 

 
25 My focus on Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death does not mean that I intend to exclude 

from my analysis those insights from Kierkegaard’s other works that may shed light on important questions 
under consideration. 
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Kierkegaard’s later, predominantly nonpseudonymous, religious authorship.26  As a 

result, with the exception of his early aesthetic and latest religious works, these two texts 

provide insight into the continuities and discontinuities regarding eternity and the self 

through the course of Kierkegaard’s thought.27  One could say that Kierkegaard’s formal 

anthropological contemplation begins in Concept of Anxiety (1844)28 and that this work is 

directly related in substance to Sickness Unto Death since, as we shall see, “despair is an 

advanced stage beyond anxiety.”29  Published the same year as Concept of Anxiety, 

                                                 

26  Even though these texts were only published five years apart, this gap of time is significant in 
Kierkegaard’s case.  Indeed, the major texts of his entire corpus were published between 1843 and 1850, 
and Concept of Anxiety (1844) falls at the beginning of this period and Sickness Unto Death (1849) toward 
the end. 

  
27  My omission of Kierkegaard’s early aesthetic works such as Either/Or and Fear and Trembling 

is an unfortunate aspect of the practical need to narrow my investigation in order to treat his texts with 
sufficient hermeneutical care and philosophical depth.  Indeed, my investigation constitutes a necessary 
complement to existing secondary literature which has closely given attention to the concept of eternity in 
these earlier works.  See, for instance, John W. Elrod, Being and Existence in Kierkegaard's Pseudonymous 
Works (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1975), Howard P. Kainz, "Ambiguities and Paradoxes in 
Kierkegaard's Existential Categories," Philosophy Today 13 (Summer 1969): 138-145, Edward D. Mooney, 
"Repetition: Getting the World Back," in Cambridge Companion to Kierkegaard (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), 282-307, Mark C. Taylor, Kierkegaard's Pseudonymous Authorship: A Study of 
Time and the Self (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1975), Sylvia I. Walsh, Living Poetically: 
Kierkegaard's Existential Aesthetics (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994). 

My omission of Kierkegaard’s later religious works such as Judge For Yourself and Attack on 
Christendom is more unfortunate, because I believe there is a significant difference between the way 
Kierkegaard portrays eternity’s role in the Christian life in these works and the earlier works.  While in 
religious works such as Upbuilding Discourses in Various Spirits, Works of Love, and Sickness Unto 
Death, eternity serves as a redemptive agent in temporal life, Kierkegaard heightens the opposition between 
time and eternity in his very latest works, sometimes to the extent that the task of redeeming our temporal 
world seems neither important nor commendable.  It is my opinion that this progression reflects badly on 
Kierkegaard’s later thought because it leads him to advocate a kind of otherworldly dualism (or denigration 
of material, earthly life) that is neither healthy nor Christian.  In comparison, I believe Works of Love and 
Sickness Unto Death portray a more balanced and better reflection of the proper role of eternity in the 
Christian life. 

 
28  Concept of Anxiety and Prefaces were published on June 17, 1844, when Kierkegaard was 

thirty-one years old.  Earlier that same month, Kierkegaard also published Three Upbuilding Discourses 
and Philosophical Fragments (only four days earlier).  That same year he also published Two Upbuilding 
Discourses and Four Upbuilding Discourses. 

 
29 Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong, introduction to The Sickness Unto Death, by Søren 

Kierkegaard (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1983), xiii. 
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Philosophical Fragments (1844) attempts in the form of a hypothesis to answer the 

question, “If an advance is to be made upon Socrates, then what follows?” Concluding 

Unscientific Postscript (1846) is then published two years later and provides categories 

that show the “positive ascent” in anthropology from the “universally human” self (the 

Socratic, Religiousness A) to the “theological self” of Christianity (Religiousness B).30  

In other words, despite the predominant unity of purpose in Fragments and Postscript, 

Fragments emphasizes the distinction between the Socratic and Christian self, while 

Postscript also argues for the existential development of the Christian self beyond the 

Socratic.  Finally, three years later, Kierkegaard publishes Sickness Unto Death (1849), 

arguably the fullest expression of Kierkegaard’s philosophical anthropology, a work that 

shows “the Socratic and Christianity in a correlation of complementary discontinuity.”31  

Kierkegaard’s ultimate anthropological goal is to develop a Christian philosophy of the 

human being; according to Howard and Edna Hong, the idea is that “with dogmatics as a 

presupposition, a truly Christian view of life, anthropology, and psychology could be 

worked out, and on this foundation Kierkegaard structured his whole authorship.”32  But 

he recognized that in order to do this, he must first show what philosophy can offer us 

without the help of the transcendent revelation of Christ.  For Kierkegaard, Socrates (and 

Religiousness A) represents the highest of what natural revelation can attain.  More 

                                                 

30 I am not assuming that Religiousness B and Christianity are identical in all regards.  Indeed, 
there may be important differences between the way Climacus, the unbelieving pseudonym, characterizes 
Religiousness B as Christianity, and the way Kierkegaard or Anti-Climacus, the ideal believer, characterize 
Christianity in works written from a distinctly Christian perspective.  I only use the terms synonymously 
when I believe Religiousness B and Christianity do agree in the subject under discussion. 

 
31  Ibid.  xiii-xiv. 
 
32  JP, 4.737-738.   
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importantly, because of Socrates’ greatness, the limitations in his concept of the self are 

even more illuminating.  Kierkegaard argues that Socrates’ immanent perspective of 

human nature falls short in a way that can only be rescued by what is offered through the 

transcendence of Christianity.  This is why Kierkegaard regards the relation between the 

Socratic and Christianity as one of complementary discontinutity.  As I show in chapter 

four, the Socratic is the philosophical foil to Christianity; Socrates’ position can seem 

similar enough but actually illuminates the significance of Christianity precisely where 

the two are radically discontinuous. 

Returning to the place of Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death in the 

Kierkegaardian corpus, while “Kierkegaard’s entire authorship may in a sense be 

regarded as the result of his having undertaken [the] task” of “genuine anthropological 

contemplation,” Concept of Anxiety might be regarded as its formal beginning and 

Sickness Unto Death as its “consummation.”33  In 1841, three years before Concept of 

Anxiety was written, Kierkegaard gave a sermon containing prophetic ruminations on 

human existence that “may be regarded as an epitomization of Kierkegaard’s 

anthropological contemplation to that date,” a contemplation of which Concept of Anxiety 

and Sickness Unto Death “may be regarded as a two-stage explication:”34 In this sermon, 

he asks, 

Was there not a time also in your consciousness, my listener, … when the thought 
of God blended irrelevantly with your other conceptions, blended with your 
happiness but did not sanctify it, blended with your grief but did not comfort it?  
And later was there not a time when this in some sense guiltless life, which never 
called itself to account, vanished?  Did there not come a time when your mind 

                                                 

33  Hong and Hong, intro. to Sickness Unto Death, x. 
 
34  Ibid. 
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was unfruitful and sterile, your will incapable of all good, your emotions cold and 
weak, when hope was dead in your breast, and memory painfully clutched at a 
few solitary recollections of happiness and soon these also became loathsome, 
when everything was of no consequence to you, …?  Was there not a time when 
you found no one to whom you could turn, when the darkness of quiet despair 
brooded over your soul, and you did not have the courage to let it go but would 
rather hang on to it and you even brooded once more over your despair?  When 
heaven was shut for you, and the prayer died on your lips, or it became a shriek of 
anxiety which demanded an accounting from heaven, and yet you sometimes 
found within you a longing, an intimation to which you might ascribe meaning, 
but this was soon crushed by the thought that you were a nothing and your soul 
lost in infinite space?...  Alas, it seemed to you that the distance between heaven 
and earth was infinite?  And in spite of all this was there not a defiance in you 
which forbade you to humble yourself under God's mighty hand?  Was this not 
so?  And what would you call this condition if you did not call it death?35 
 

Kierkegaard poignantly describes the existential transition from a kind of dreaming 

innocence or ignorance of one’s own guilt to the awakening of guilt-consciousness.36  He 

also speaks of the inner turmoil one undergoes when cut off from the eternal, separated 

by an “infinite” distance, when no temporal comfort satisfies.  He suggests that such 

alienation from eternity transforms the whole person – mind, will, emotions, memory, 

and even one’s capacity for hope.  Even more, he speaks of anxiety and despair as central 

characteristics of this diseased consciousness, both of which he aims to identify by 

pointing out their origin and varieties of expression.37  He wants to help his readers 

recognize these dispositions within themselves and understand them in terms of spiritual 
                                                 

35  Emphasis mine.  JP, 4.3915.   
 
36  In chapters two and three, I describe the nature of this transition from innocence to guilt and 

how it relates to eternity, drawing especially on insights provided by Kresten Nordentoft’s study of 
Kierkegaard’s psychology.  See Kresten Nordentoft, Kierkegaard's Psychology (Pittsburg, PA: Duquesne 
University Press, 1978). 

 
37  Despite the striking similarities between anxiety and despair, there is an important difference.  

Despair is always an expression of sin and is therefore a sickness to be cured.  Anxiety, by contrast, is not 
sinful in itself – Adam and Eve are said by Haufniensis to have experienced anxiety before the fall – and 
therefore the goal is not to rid oneself of anxiety entirely, but to learn how to be anxious in the right way 
and for the right reasons. It is true that in a dialectical sense, despair is the cure for despair, but this still 
does not make despair, like anxiety, a reality in human beings prior to the fall. 
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and anthropological categories.  When this is accomplished, he can point to the eternal 

healing power of Christ that is available through faith (CA 162, SUD 113).  This is the 

joint task of Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death. 

 
Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death 

As we have already seen in part, Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death are 

naturally paired together in Kierkegaard’s corpus in their common concern for 

anthropological contemplation and the continuity and discontinuity between Socratic and 

Christian accounts of selfhood.  Both works explore the interconnection among 

psychology, the problem of sin, and man’s proper and improper relationship to God and 

the eternal in terms of particular dispositions (anxiety, despair, faith).  Finally, both 

endeavor to situate man’s relation to the eternal in terms of both human freedom and 

submissive reliance on God.  Let us investigate in more detail these continuities as well 

as discontinuities between the two works. 

 
Continuities 

Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death aim to develop the relation between 

the origin and consequences of sin and man conceived as a synthesis, principally because 

sin shows most clearly how a person’s loss of the eternal is also a loss of his own self.  

By sin, Kierkegaard essentially means disobedience against and separation from God, 

both in terms of a particular act that goes against God’s law and in terms of a continuous 

state of falleness in which a person refuses to be the self God created him to be (SUD 81-

2).  While the presence of sin does signify a person’s loss of himself and the eternal, it 

also paradoxically heightens that person’s individuality and awareness of the eternal by 
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making him guilty and responsible for that sin before God.  Kierkegaard’s analysis of sin 

not only describes where man is ontologically and spiritually, but also points normatively 

to where he ought to be. 

The anthropological concerns of Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death are 

connected intrinsically to their psychological orientation.  In fact, Reinhold Niebuhr has 

praised Kierkegaard as “the profoundest interpreter of the psychology of the religious 

life, in my opinion, since St. Augustine."38  Kierkegaard does not use the term 

“psychology” in the standard modern, objectivist or behaviorist sense.39  That is, 

psychology is not merely a study of the external, scientifically observable aspects of 

human beings, nor of the behavioral tendencies of particular human individuals (CA 

75).40  Rather, he aims to convey what it means to be a human being holistically and 

essentially, with priority placed on the inner, spiritual life—the eternal center of human 

beings.  As a kind of “depth psychologist,” Kierkegaard explores the deeper (and often 

hidden) motives and meanings behind human actions with the help of particular frames of 

reference or life-views that make sense of these actions. 

                                                 

38  Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong, introduction to Søren Kierkegaard's Journals and Papers, 
by Søren Kierkegaard (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1967-1978), I, xxviii. 

 
39  As Reidar Thomte points out, Kierkegaard’s phenomenology “is based on an ontological view 

of man, the fundamental presupposition of which is the transcendent reality of the individual, whose 
intuitively discernible character reveals the existence of an eternal component.  Such a psychology does not 
blend well with any purely empirical science and is best understood by regarding soma, psyche, and spirit 
as the principal determinants of the human structure, with the first two belonging to the temporal realm and 
the third to the eternal.” Reidar Thomte, introduction to The Concept of Anxiety, by Søren Kierkegaard 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press), xiv. 

 
40  Interestingly, Haufniensis is clear about the limitations of the science of psychology, 

particularly concerning  its incapacity or lack of interest in seeking out “the eternal” in a human being: 
“The attention of psychology is fixed exclusively upon the particular phenomenon, but at the same time it 
does not have its eternal categories ready and does not lay adequate emphasis upon saving mankind, which 
can be done only by saving each particular individual into the race, whatever the cost may be” (CA, 75). 
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What then is the role of the psychologist according to Kierkegaard?  The 

psychologist offers a phenomenology of human possibilities that can be acknowledged 

and affirmed by any keen observer of human nature (SUD 173).  Max Weber’s 

conception of “ideal types” approximates Kierkegaard’s psychological method, although 

Kierkegaard does not adopt Weber’s Enlightenment presuppositions.  According to 

Weber, an “ideal type” is formed imaginatively by one-sidedly accentuating all of the 

possible aspects of a kind of personae with a particular point of view and values into a 

unified thought-construct.41  Similarly, Haufniensis describes his approach to psychology 

in terms of imagining distinct life-views or passions and then accentuating or purifying 

them in order to see what possibilities and limits these views of life entail: 

One who has properly occupied himself with psychology and psychological 
observation acquires a general human flexibility that enables him at once to 
construct his example which even though it lacks factual authority nevertheless 
has an authority of a different kind.  The psychological observer ought to be more 
nimble than a tightrope dancer in order to incline and bend himself to other people 
and imitate their attitudes….  Hence he ought also to have a poetic originality in 
his soul so as to be able at once to create both the totality and the invariable from 
what in the individual is always partially and variably present.  (CA 55)42 
 

Haufniensis uses his insight into the “partially and variably present” characteristics in 

human lives around him to construct, with the help of his poetic imagination, archetypes 

or representative figures who embody the “totality and invariable” idealizations of one 

life story or another.  Kierkegaard is not original among philosophers in deploying this 

method.  In the Republic, Plato identifies different types of persons depending on which 

part of the soul (rational, spirited, or appetitive) is the ruling element, and Aristotle 

                                                 

41  Max Weber, The Methodology of the Social Sciences (New York: Free Press, 1997), 88.   
 
42  Emphasis mine. 
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similarly distinguishes three types of lives in his Nicomachean Ethics depending on 

whether one’s ultimate telos is pleasure, honor, or contemplation.43  In this sense, 

“psychology” is for Haufniensis a discipline that makes judgments regarding different 

types or conditions of the soul (psyche).   

The sources of insight that Kierkegaard uses in his psychological analysis can be 

defined in terms of observation and introspection, the former being more “objective” and 

the latter being more “subjective.”44  The more objective method of observation involves 

what I have already described, that is, paying careful attention to the lives of people 

around oneself, recognizing certain patterns of personality, behavior, or worldview, and 

developing a kind of psychological anatomy or “descriptive logic” of the self.45  Its 

objectivity lies in its external focus and does not imply a detached or disinterested 

relation to one’s subject of study.   

Introspection, on the other hand, is more subjective in that its focus is inward, 

drawing on one’s own memories, patterns of action, and existential participation in life.  

This method allows a kind of seeing that can only occur through involvement in human 

existence.  According to Kresten Nordentoft, an introspective method was used by 

                                                 

43 Plato, The Republic, 435c-444e; Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, I.5. 
 
44  C. Stephen Evans, Søren Kierkegaard's Christian Psychology: Insight for Counseling and 

Pastoral Care (Vancouver, BC: Regent College, 1995), 37.   
 
45  Even though I have described this method as more “objective,” it still requires a great deal of 

personal empathy, and thus a strongly developed subjectivity, in order to be carried out.  This is obvious in 
the way that Haufniensis describes his strategy as a psychological observer: “Thus if someone wants to 
observe a passion, he must choose his individual.  At that point, what counts is stillness, quietness, and 
obscurity, so that he may discover the individual’s secret.  Then he must practice what he has learned until 
he is able to delude the individual.  Thereupon he fictionally invents the passion and appears before the 
individual in a preternatural magnitude of the passion.  If it is done correctly, the individual will feel an 
indescribable relief and satisfaction, such as an insane person will feel when someone has uncovered and 
poetically grasped his fixation and then proceeds to develop it further” (CA, 55-56).   
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academic psychologists in the late nineteenth century, and its aim was to identify and 

describe “subjective emotional states in as objective and disinterested a mode as possible, 

and with the conscious abstraction from all possible accompanying circumstances and 

causes.”46  Kierkegaard’s approach is different in important ways.  Although he values 

self-honesty and is always seeking to expose his own evasions or efforts at self-

deception, Kierkegaard is far from seeking a disinterested view of himself or others.  

Rather, he is attentive to the way in which his emotional states connect to his actions and 

general view of life.  This is why Nordentoft rightly observes that Kierkegaard differs 

from the introspectionism of his day in that instead of passively registering and 

describing emotions, he seeks to actively analyze both emotional states and their 

existential function in his own life.47  While his self-analyses are interested and personal, 

they are not intended to be merely private or idiosyncratic.  On the contrary, his aim is to 

provide an interpretation of his private experiences that offers universally valid insights, 

an interpretation that reveals something about what it means to be human more generally.  

Kierkegaard does this first with the Socratic belief that knowing oneself is the 

precondition for knowing others, and secondly with the assumption that “every person 

possesses in himself, when he looks carefully, a more complete expression for everything 

human” than the entirety of knowledge available through empirical studies.48 

                                                 

46  Nordentoft, Kierkegaard's Psychology, 3.   
 
47  Ibid., 3-4.   
 
48  Quoted in Nordentoft, Kierkegaard's Psychology, 6.   
 



 

 

21 

 

Ultimately, both methods of observation and introspection are important and are 

best used in tandem.49  David Gouwens has noted the predominance of “observer” figures 

among Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms, and suggests that one could rank them in terms of 

their participation or lack thereof in the kind of existence they describe.50  If we were to 

rank Haufniensis and Anti-Climacus in this way, Haufniensis as “the watchman” is no 

doubt more an observer than a participant,51 while Anti-Climacus as the ideal Christian 

more successfully integrates observation and participatory introspection, using them 

together in their greatest capacities.52  

There is a subtle but important distinction that must be noted between 

Kierkegaard’s conception of psychology and what we have called “philosophical 

anthropology.”  While anthropological contemplation is for Kierkegaard a broader 

category that can include all that is entailed in what it means to be human, psychology is 

more specific and limited as a science.  Psychology can provide observations and insight 

                                                 

49  David Gouwens suggests that Kierkegaard also has a third way of understanding human beings 
that combines observation and participation into what Gouwens calls “passional antipathy.” Unlike the 
“passional sympathy” of participatory knowing, “passional antipathy” deals with particular ways of life that 
one may believe to be destructive or in error.  The assumption is that without literally participating in such 
practices or lifestyles, one can still understand and charitably critique them through an empathetic, 
imaginative, and critical insight.  I agree with Gouwens that Kierkegaard often uses this approach, such as 
in the case of the demonic.  David J. Gouwens, Kierkegaard as Religious Thinker (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), 59.   

 
50  Ibid., 58.   
 
51  Kierkegaard notes this “observer” quality of Haufniensis and distances himself from it in the 

following journal entry: “Some people may be disturbed by my sketch of an observer in The Concept of 
Concept of Anxiety.  It does, however, belong there and is like a watermark in the work.  After all, I always 
have a poetic relationship to my works, and therefore I am pseudonymous.  At the same time as the book 
develops some theme, the corresponding individuality is delineated.  For example, Vigilius Haufniensis 
delineates several, but I have also made a sketch of him in the book.” JP, 5.5732.   

 
52  My distinction between observation and participatory introspection is not meant to imply that 

these two methods are unrelated to one another.  In fact, there are many cases in which being a good 
observer depends largely on being adept at introspection, where it is one’s ability to imaginatively 
empathize with the person being observed that helps make sense of that person’s actions.   
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into why people behave as they do, how they fail, how they succeed, and what 

fundamental human possibilities and limits follow from various perspectives of existence.  

More than anything it penetrates the problem of human existence.  On the other hand, 

psychology is limited in that it cannot by means of its own resources provide the solution 

to human existence – that only the revelation of God in Christ can provide, according to 

Kierkegaard.  But this does not negate the value of psychology.  Even though Christianity 

is the solution to the problem of human existence, Kierkegaard suspects that many fail to 

understand Christianity because they fail to understand the problem of human existence.  

One cannot understand the solution without first understanding the problem, and this is 

what psychology provides.53 

 
Discontinuities 

As we have seen, there are continuities between Concept of Anxiety and Sickness 

Unto Death, the former preparing the way for the latter, but what of their discontinuities?  

The subtitles to these works already point to what they do and do not hold in common.  

The subtitle of Concept of Anxiety, “A Simple Psychologically Orienting Deliberation on 

the Dogmatic Issue of Hereditary Sin,” informs us first that this work is “simple,” not 

meaning easy to understand—for it may be Kierkegaard’s most difficult work—but that 

its form is direct, singular of purpose, and even “algebraic”54 in a careful, compact unity.  

This simplicity of form correlates with the kind of work Concept of Anxiety is: a 

                                                 

53  Evans, Kierkegaard's Christian Psychology, 21.   
 
54  The Hongs define “algebraic” as “compact, abstract, dialectical,” and they consider the form of 

both Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death to possess this quality.  I agree that Sickness Unto Death 
also has an “algebraic” character to it, but my point is that this is even more pronounced in Concept of 
Anxiety.  Hong and Hong, intro. to Sickness Unto Death, xiii. 
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“deliberation.”  In his distinction between the roles of deliberations and upbuilding 

discourses, Kierkegaard explains why a simple “communication of knowledge” must 

often precede other texts that aim at transforming the reader inwardly:  

A deliberation does not presuppose the definitions as given and understood; 
therefore, it must not so much move, mollify, reassure, persuade, as awaken and 
provoke people and sharpen thought.  The time for deliberation is indeed before 
action, and its purpose therefore is rightly to set all the elements into motion….  
An upbuilding discourse about love presupposes that people know essentially 
what love is and seeks to win them to it, to move them.  But … a "deliberation" 
must first fetch them up out of the cellar, call to them, turn their comfortable way 
of thinking topsy-turvy with the dialectic of truth.55 
 

As the author of a “deliberation,” Haufniensis’s goal is more informative and preparatory 

than transformative and edifying56—he offers a direct, formal instruction to his readers 

regarding the possibility and actuality of hereditary sin—a vital concept he assumes his 

readers do not understand. 

Sickness Unto Death, on the other hand, is more akin to an “upbuilding discourse” 

and may be the very text that Concept of Anxiety prepares us for—its subtitle is “A 

                                                 

55  JP, 1.641.   
 
56  Still, Haufniensis’s role as a “watchman” is somewhat tenuous.  For example, in a journal of 

1846, Kierkegaard speaks quite dismissively of the watchman’s role: “Imagine, if you will, a devout 
woman singing a hymn with inward reverence, enunciating clearly every word, yet without raising her 
voice at all but rather with a humble, tremulous muffling and muting almost like the resignation of death--
so that one has to be completely still to hear it.  But sense impressions are like a bellowing watchman 
drowning out all the others without the slightest inwardness.  Having a beautiful voice or not having a 
beautiful voice neither adds nor subtracts as far as inwardness is concerned.” Ibid., 2.2294.   In this way, 
direct instruction without the component of inwardness may fall on deaf ears, and one could say that that 
although Concept of Anxiety is more “direct” in its style of communication, its meaning is no less difficult 
to decipher. 

In fact, Johannes Climacus notes the lack of appreciation for Concept of Anxiety’s directness 
among the reading public, since they have apparently been demanding a more “direct” work from a 
pseudonym: “The somewhat didactic form of the book was undoubtedly the reason it found a little favor in 
the eyes of the docents as compared with the other pseudonymous works.  I cannot deny that I regard this 
favor as a misunderstanding, wherefore it pleased me that a merry little book was published simultaneously 
by Nicolaus Notabene.  The pseudonymous books are generally ascribed to one writer, and now everyone 
who had hoped for a didactic author suddenly gave up hope upon seeing light literature from the same 
hand.” CUP, 1.229.   
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Christian Psychological Exposition for Upbuilding and Awakening.”  Indeed, it does not 

seek merely to provide a necessary “communication of knowledge,” but to transform its 

readers inwardly, to demand, “move, mollify, reassure, and persuade” them.  On the other 

hand, although it is “for upbuilding and awakening,”57 Sickness Unto Death is not strictly 

an “upbuilding discourse,” but an “exposition,” and in this sense it shares with Concept of 

Anxiety a strong concern for the clarification of concepts in terms of their existential 

implications.  Kierkegaard notes this ambiguity in his “Report” on Sickness Unto Death: 

There is one difficulty with this book: it is too dialectical and stringent for the 
proper use of the rhetorical, the soul-stirring, the gripping.  The title itself seems 
to indicate that it should be discourses—the title is lyrical…. 
… The point is that before I really can begin using the rhetorical I always must 
have the dialectical thoroughly fluent, must have gone through it many times.  
That was not the case here.58 
 

 Although its purpose is different, Sickness Unto Death is like Concept of Anxiety in its 

dialectical rigor, or what Kierkegaard elsewhere calls “dialectical algebra.”59  By 

“dialectical” or “dialectic,” Kierkegaard means “the elucidation (exposition) of the 

existential situation with the aid of thought.”60  Its purpose in this case is to consistently 

think through the implications of central Christian concepts and thereby safeguard his 

                                                 

57  The Hongs point out in their introduction to Sickness Unto Death that the works labeled “for 
upbuilding” include Two Ethical-Religious Essays, by H. H., and Anti-Climacus’ works, Sickness Unto 
Death and Practice in Christianity.  And as for the label “for awakening,” the entire authorship could be 
described this way “through the positing of a choice between esthetical and the religious.” However, the 
expression “for awakening” is used explicitly for pseudonymous works by Anti-Climacus.  Hong and 
Hong, intro. to Sickness Unto Death, xxii. 

 
58  JP, 6.6136.   
 
59  Ibid., 6.6137.   
 
60  Gregor Malantschuk, commentary on Søren Kierkegaard’s Journals and Papers, by Søren 

Kierkegaard (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1967-1978), I, 525.  All references to notes and 
commentary on Kierkegaard’s Journals and Papers refer to volume number and page number.   
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readers from confusing Christian existence with other forms of existence.61  By contrast, 

a “rhetorical” discourse depicts particular forms of existence poetically, using individual 

characters to represent each form of life.  Although Kierkegaard considered recasting 

Sickness Unto Death in a rhetorical instead of dialectic form, he ultimately decided that 

this would make his task “too great,” and that dialectics would simply “work better.”62 

The other unique aspect of Sickness Unto Death to note from its subtitle is that it 

is a “Christian Psychological Exposition” and therefore approaches its subject matter 

with a Christian framework and purpose directly in mind.  I say more about the 

implications of this important difference in my analysis of the two pseudonyms. 

 
Ambiguities and Difficulties 

What may be obvious from the preceding discussion is that while Kierkegaard 

places eternity at the heart of his deliberations on human ontology, ethics, and existence, 

he is often ambiguous about what he means by the term itself.  Consequently, I face three 

difficulties in my investigation: the interpretive challenge of Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms, 

predicating eternity of human beings and God without pantheistically conflating 

humanity with the divine, and synthesizing time and eternity in the self-structure. 

 
Pseudonyms and Indirect Communication 

My first difficulty concerns the hermeneutical challenge of Kierkegaard’s method 

of indirect communication.  This challenge is not specific to understanding eternity, but is 

a general difficulty in interpreting Kierkegaard’s writings as a whole.   Kierkegaard 

                                                 

61  Ibid., V, 6137.   
 
62  Ibid. 
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attributes many of his works to pseudonyms who have worldviews of their own—often 

worldviews that are explicitly opposed to his own.  One might say that while 

Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms share a concept of eternity, they have different conceptions 

shaped by their respective worldviews. For instance, eternity evokes a wide range of 

different existential expressions within Kierkegaard’s three existence-spheres—the 

aesthetic, ethical, and religious.  Representatives in all three stages speak of eternity, but 

while the aesthete has an overly romanticized sense of eternity that lacks moral or 

spiritual authority, the ethicist errs in the opposite direction by associating eternity almost 

exclusively with moral duty.  Furthermore, all of the existence-spheres except 

Religiousness B fail to recognize what may be the most important aspect of the eternal, 

the incarnation (the eternal God coming into time) and atonement of Christ, and its 

impact on selfhood.  Therefore, my task of understanding Kierkegaard’s own definition 

of eternity is much more difficult if I am to respect the pseudonymous character of 

Kierkegaard’s texts.  The choice to limit my analysis to Concept of Anxiety (and 

occasional aid from Sickness Unto Death) allows me to focus primarily on the religious 

stage of existence and this focus makes my task more manageable. 

As for the corresponding difficulty of pseudonymity, fortunately my project is 

narrowed in scope to only two pseudonyms, Vigilius Haufniensis and Anti-Climacus, 

with whom Kierkegaard stands in close to complete agreement, especially with Anti-

Climacus.  It is still important that we attend to the character traits that define and 

distinguish Haufniensis’s and Anti-Climacus’ perspectives.   

First, the name of the pseudonym of Concept of Anxiety, Vigilius Haufniensis, 

literally means “watchman of the harbor,” or “watchman of Copenhagen” (CA 221).  In 
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Kierkegaard’s time, there was a group of watchmen who patrolled Copenhagen at night 

for citizens’ protection and security.  The implication is presumably that Kierkegaard 

regards the content of Haufniensis’s analysis of hereditary sin to be crucial for his own 

city’s and culture’s well-being.  In fact, Kierkegaard often refers to the doctrine of 

hereditary sin as the knot fastened by a person who sews at one end of a thread that holds 

the fabric of Christianity firmly in place.63  While speculative, abstract philosophers and 

theologians may claim to explain away the problem of human sin by sewing “without 

fastening the end and without knotting the thread”—which is why, “wonder of wonders, 

it can go on sewing and sewing, that is, pulling the thread through”—Christianity, by 

contrast, “fastens the end by means of the paradox” (SUD 93).  Haufniensis, by clarifying 

and delineating what the doctrine of hereditary sin means and what its anthropological 

implications are, is the “watchman” or protector of Christianity within Christendom. 

This protective role also makes more sense of the style of Haufniensis’s writing.  

The pseudonym Johannes Climacus says of Concept of Anxiety that it “differs essentially 

from the other pseudonymous works in that its form is direct and even somewhat 

didactic.”64  Climacus suspects that the reason for Haufniensis’s direct approach is that 

“at this point a communication of knowledge might be needful before a transition could 

be made to the development of inwardness.”65  Of course, as a “psychological” 

enterprise, this direct and didactic approach may be itself a subtle form of indirect 

communication.  In a journal from 1851 titled “My Psychological Tactic,” Kierkegaard 

                                                 

63 The paradox of Christ is the knot tied at the other end of the thread. 
 
64  CUP, 1.269-270.   
 
65  Ibid., 1.270.   
 



 

 

28 

 

hints at the merit in the psychologist’s method of secretly drawing out the existential 

implications of a person’s beliefs.  He says that when a person makes “some inflated 

statement about himself,” instead of telling him he is wrong and starting a quarrel, “I take 

his statement and think it through to all its existential consequences.  I confront him with 

them.”  As a result, he says, “one of two things happens—either he more or less accepts 

them and then there is more or less truth in him, or he does not accept them—and then he 

has judged himself.  I judge no one, but this brings things into the open.”66  Similarly, as 

a psychologist Haufniensis does not “judge” his readers, but merely “confronts” them 

with the “existential consequences” of particular forms of life.   

On the other hand, as a “deliberation,” Concept of Anxiety also requires its author 

“to be a "gadfly" in service to the city.  To achieve this purpose, the author must be 

impatient, high-spirited in mood.67  Thus despite the directness of his approach, 

Haufniensis also resembles Socrates, the gadfly given by God to a community that “like a 

great and noble steed who is tardy in his motions owing to his very size” needs to be 

fastened upon and stirred, aroused and reproached for its intellectual and existential 

laziness.  The actual watchmen of Copenhagen in Kierkegaard’s time not only patrolled 

the city in order to maintain peace and security while its citizens slept, but also checked 

up on each other, shouting out in religious and admonitory verse to any watchmen who 

may have fallen asleep on duty.68  In the same way, Haufniensis seeks to “awaken,” 

                                                 

66  JP, 6.6726.   
 
67  Ibid., 6.6726. 
 
68 Julia Watkin, Historical Dictionary of Kierkegaard's Philosophy (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow 

Press, 2001), 265. 
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“provoke and sharpen” the thought of his readers by means of conceptual analysis and 

vital distinctions. 

It would seem then that as “watchman of Copenhagen,” Haufniensis has at least 

three roles: protector of doctrine, communicator of knowledge, and sharpener of thought.  

With these reflections in mind, we might say that insofar as Haufniensis is not explicitly 

seeking to transform his readers inwardly but only to refine their thinking, he may not 

represent the voice of Kierkegaard himself.  But, with regard to the content of Concept of 

Anxiety, there is little reason to believe Haufniensis and Kierkegaard are in disagreement.  

In fact, Haufniensis is only drawing out the logical and psychological consequences of 

hereditary sin from the perspective of “dogmatics,” a science that depends upon the 

authority of Christian Scriptures. 

While Haufniensis is a difficult pseudonym to understand, the pseudonymous 

author of Sickness Unto Death, Anti-Climacus, is relatively obvious; without much 

hesitation we can attribute his views to those of Kierkegaard himself.  This is why 

Sickness Unto Death can help as a guiding standard and source of clarification in my 

interpretation of Concept of Anxiety.  Anti-Climacus, the pseudonymous author of what 

Kierkegaard considers his greatest religious works, Sickness Unto Death and Practice in 

Christianity, is given a name that contrasts him with the earlier pseudonym Johannes 

Climacus (literally “John the Climber”69).  As author of what many consider 

                                                 

69  “John the Climber” refers to a Greek monk living during the fifth and sixth centuries who 
authored the work, Ladder of Paradise.  Written as a guide to living the contemplative life, it provides a 
ladder of thirty steps that might lead its readers to impassibility and tranquility so that they can enjoy a 
momentary vision of heaven.  It is now one of the most popular devotional works in the Orthodox Christian 
churches.  Just as this Monk guides his readers in a subjective, passionate ascent toward God, the 
pseudonym Johannes Climacus, although an unbeliever, seeks to guide his readers in a subjective, 
passionate ascent toward truth. 
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Kierkegaard’s greatest philosophical works, Fragments and Postscript, Climacus denies 

he is a Christian, but nevertheless strives to understand and explain the rigorousness and 

uniqueness of Christianity, as well as the subjective passion required to become a 

believer.  Anti-Climacus, by contrast, is the ideal Christian believer.  Kierkegaard writes 

in a journal that “Climacus is lower, denies he is a Christian.  Anti-Climacus is higher, a 

Christian on an extraordinary level.”70  Why then use a pseudonym if Kierkegaard is 

himself a Christian as well?  This is because Kierkegaard does not and cannot represent 

the “demands of ideality,” and is therefore concerned not to let his readers confuse 

himself with the ideal.  No, Kierkegaard assures us, although “I would place myself 

higher than Johannes Climacus, [I am] lower than Anti-Climacus.”71  Anti-Climacus is 

essentially different as a pseudonym than the others, Kierkegaard insists, because he does 

not “retract the whole thing humorously,” but instead identifies himself “as one who is 

striving.”72  In other words, it is safe to assume that what Anti-Climacus claims is 

consistent with Kierkegaard’s highest ideals.  His readers need this alternate, imagined 

persona so they will not be tempted to react to the rigorousness of the demand by only 

asking whether the author really lived accordingly or not.  No, Kierkegaard is himself 

striving along with his readers, and wants only to point to “something higher that 

examines a person critically and forces him back within his boundaries.”73 

 

                                                 

70  JP, 6.6439.   
 
71  Ibid., 6.6433.   
 
72  Ibid., 6.6446.   
 
73  Ibid., 6.6518.   
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Eternity of God and Human Beings 

The second difficulty of my project concerns how eternity can be predicated of 

both God and human beings.  Kierkegaard is careful to maintain the strict distinction 

between God and man.  As Climacus explains, 

The absolute difference between God and a human being is simply this, that a 
human being is an individual existing being (and this holds for the best brain just 
as fully as for the most obtuse), whose essential task therefore cannot be to think 
sub specie aeterni, because as long as he exists, he himself, although eternal, is 
essentially an existing person and the essential for him must therefore be 
inwardness in existence; God, however, is the infinite one, who is eternal.74 
 

The human being is essentially a finite, existing being, a synthesis of body and spirit, of 

time and eternity.  By contrast, God is essentially spirit and eternal, one who “himself is 

outside existence and yet in existence, who in his eternity is forever concluded and yet 

includes existence within himself.”75  Even in the Incarnation, when God comes into 

existence in Christ, Climacus is careful to distinguish God incarnate from human beings: 

The historical is that the god, the eternal, has come into existence at a specific 
moment in time as an individual human being….   

… A human being according to his possibility is eternal and becomes 
conscious of this in time; this is the contradiction within immanence.  But that the 
by-nature eternal comes into existence in time, is born, grows up, and dies is a 
break with all thinking.  If, however, the coming into existence of the eternal in 
time is supposed to be an eternal coming into existence, the Religiousness B is 
abolished, “all theology is anthropology.”76 
 

In predicating eternity of God and human beings, Kierkegaard aims to avoid two 

extremes: one that conflates God and human beings so that by becoming eternal, a person 

can become divine, and another that misses the intimate kinship, analogous nature, and 
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intended relationship between humans and God that is connected to the eternal in us.  I 

address this concern and its success in chapters four and five. 

 
Synthesis of Temporality and Eternity in Self-Structure 

The third difficulty concerns the question of how a human being can be temporal 

and eternal at once and how the two can be brought into synthesis.  If Kierkegaard is not 

positing a kind of Platonic dualism, where the goal is to strip away our temporal bodies 

and find our identity exclusively in our eternal souls, how does he reconcile these 

apparent opposites?  It is clear that in contrast to the immanentist claim that human 

beings live merely in time, in an infinite succession of moments, Kierkegaard makes the 

paradoxical Christian claim that the human being is intended to live both “in and out of 

time,” both immersed in the flux of existence and oriented toward eternity.  Of course, 

the paradoxical nature of this position is not unique to Christianity; Plato is aware of the 

tension involved in relating to eternal truth as an existing person.  As Climacus explains 

in the Postscript, 

The eternal, essential truth, that is, the truth that is related essentially to the 
existing person by pertaining essentially to what it means to exist (viewed 
Socratically, all other knowledge is accidental, its degree and scope indifferent), is 
a paradox.  Nevertheless the eternal, essential truth is itself not at all a paradox, 
but it is a paradox by being related to an existing person.77 
 
Any relation of a being in time to an eternal truth is paradoxical because in order 

to be related to an existing subject, the eternal must be placed in time as an object of 

consciousness, which implies a coming into existence, and this seems to contradict the 

very nature of the eternal.  But Christianity takes this paradox a step further, Climacus 
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insists, by making the eternal God come into existence as a historical human being.  As I 

explain in chapters four and five, the Incarnation not only makes it clear that we have 

“lost” the eternal, but also offers a way for the self to regain it.  Thus, while in 

Religiousness A, the existing individual realizes he is eternal—a paradox Kierkegaard 

calls the “contradiction within immanence”78—in Christianity (or Religiousness B), a 

person loses the eternal through sin, and then regains it by putting his faith in Christ: 

The individual, who was not eternal, now becomes eternal, and therefore does not 
reflect on what he is but becomes what he was not, and please note, becomes 
something that has the dialectic that as soon as it is it must have been, because 
this is the dialectic of the eternal.—What is inaccessible to all thinking is: that one 
can become eternal although one was not eternal.79 
 

This passage highlights the difficulty I face in making sense of two seemingly 

contradictory Kierkegaardian claims: on the one hand, eternity is said to be an essential 

part of the human being, while on the other hand, the self is said to be capable of losing 

and regaining the eternal (e.g., “one can become eternal although one was not eternal”).  

In order to understand how both of these claims can be true, I argue in chapters two and 

three that we must distinguish two important senses of eternity: one sense that we possess 

essentially as human beings created in God’s image, and another sense that is linked to 

having or lacking a God-relationship and that can be “lost” and regained through Christ.  

In Christianity, the individual can be said to “lose” the eternal in time through sin, and 

this makes sin as well as salvation a paradox.  As Kierkegaard explains, “Because man 

has in him something eternal, therefore he can lose the eternal, but this is not to lose, it is 
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to be lost; if there were nothing eternal in man, he could not be lost.”80  However, 

Christianity also teaches that a person can regain the eternal in time through Christ.  As I 

explain in chapter four, the paradox of eternity and time coming together in Christ makes 

it possible for time and eternity to come together paradoxically in the self. 

 
The Characteristics and Roles of Eternity 

Before understanding eternity’s role in the self, we must first understand what is 

broadly included within Kierkegaard’s concept of eternity.  This includes reviewing the 

findings and shortcomings in secondary literature and suggesting the merit my own 

investigation may have in this conversation. 

The Kierkegaardian secondary literature mentions and sometimes reflects upon 

the question of time and eternity, but scholars tend to mention eternity only in passing, or 

give priority to the role of time in their analyses.  Most surprising is that there has been 

little recent scholarship on Kierkegaard’s philosophical anthropology, much less its 

relation to eternity.  The most work has been done by Mark C. Taylor in Kierkegaard’s 

Pseudonymous Authorship: A Study of Time and the Self (1975), where Taylor 

investigates Kierkegaard’s dialectic of time and eternity with an emphasis on the meaning 

of time for becoming a self.81  In this work, he defines eternity primarily as 

changelessness and possibility.82  Richard Colledge has also provided a helpful analysis 

of the anthropology of Sickness Unto Death and Concept of Anxiety, which he claims 
                                                 

80  CD, 142.   
 
81  Mark C. Taylor, Kierkegaard's Pseudonymous Authorship: A Study of Time and the Self 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1975); "Time's Struggle with Space: Kierkegaard's 
Understanding of Temporality," The Harvard Theological Review 66, no. 3 (July 1973): 311-329.   

 
82  Taylor, Kierkegaard's Pseudonymous Authorship, 91. 
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culminates in the time-eternity synthesis with weighted emphasis on the eternal 

component.83  Colledge does not provide a strict definition or conceptual analysis of 

eternity, partially because, as he points out, Haufniensis distances his project from such 

attempts at conceptual analyses by claiming that he is using his terms in a self-evident 

way that “often has been stated.”  Haufniensis explains, “it is not my wish to discover 

something new, but rather it is my joy and dearest occupation to ponder over that which 

is quite simple” (CA 85).  However, Colledge is helpful in equating the opening of the 

self to the eternal with the positing of the God-relation and the movement of faith.84  In 

fact, his study and conclusions are in many ways more similar to my own than Taylor’s 

for reasons I discuss in the following chapters. 

John Elrod’s Being and Existence in Kierkegaard’s Pseudonymous Works (1975) 

is also important in its treatment of Kierkegaard’s ontology of the self as a whole, 

especially with respect to the different developmental roles of each set of polarities in the 

self and their various synthetic expressions.  Elrod also sets a trend in Kierkegaardian 

interpretation by categorizing and providing extensive definitions of each synthetic 

expression in terms of what he sees as its place in the self’s dialectical development 

through the three stages of existence.  According to Elrod, the Kierkegaardian self retains 

both a dynamic, multi-faceted nature and a unified continuity of identity as a single 

synthesis.  Elrod describes Kierkegaard’s anthropological framework in terms of the 

following polarities and corresponding third terms: finite-infinite: concrete; body-soul: 
                                                 

83  Richard Colledge, "On the Dialectic of Selfhood in Kierkegaard's Psychological Works: A 
Study in Subjective Ontology" (Ph.D. diss., Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, 2000); "Kierkegaard's 
Subjective Ontology: A Metaphysics of the Existing Individual," International Philosophical Quarterly 44, 
no. 1 (2004): 5-18.   

 
84  Colledge, “Dialectic of Selfhood,” 189.   
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spirit; reality-ideality: consciousness; necessity-possibility: freedom; and time-eternity: 

temporality.85  The time-eternity synthesis is the most important of the polarities, since 

“the other expressions of the self as a synthesis are all affected by this basic and 

fundamental fact that spirit’s task of gaining eternity is enormously complicated by its 

inextricable confinement in time.”86  Also, Elrod adds, “the category of the eternal is 

equally fundamental, because it expresses the notion that the self is not necessarily lost in 

the infinite successiveness of time, but is capable of transforming time into future and 

past which may be united in the present.”87  Elrod conceives of the eternal as the thing 

that gives unity and continuity to personal identity over time: “the self becomes eternal in 

the sense that past (necessity) and future (possibility) are unified in the present….  To 

become eternal is, then, to become oneself.”88  Elrod’s insightful and extensive analysis 

was groundbreaking in Kierkegaardian scholarship when it was published, and I hope to 

revive the importance of the questions that he asks about Kierkegaard’s anthropology.  

The shortcomings of Elrod’s analysis that I aim to improve upon include his disregard for 

the pseudonymous character of the texts and his narrow and often vague characterization 

                                                 

85  Elrod, Being and Existence, 32-71.   It must be noted that there are potential problems 
regarding Elrod’s dialectic of necessity-possibility: freedom.  In Sickness Unto Death, Anti-Climacus states 
on the first page of Part One that humans are a synthesis of freedom and necessity—not possibility and 
necessity, and consequently Elrod’s synthesis seems to make freedom the third term of the synthesis, not 
the extending polarity that it is for Anti-Climacus (SUD 13).  Elrod is not entirely wrong in that Anti-
Climacus also refers to this synthesis as one of possibility and necessity, with freedom connected to the 
self’s task: “Possibility and necessity are equally essential to becoming (and the self has the task of 
becoming itself in freedom)” (SUD 35).  This question regarding to place and function of freedom in the 
self is one that I investigate further in chapter three. 

 
86  Elrod, Being and Existence, 68.   
 
87  Ibid., 68-69.   
 
88  Ibid., 205.   
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of eternity in relation to the self.89  Elrod also focuses so much on the way eternity 

transforms an individual’s life in time that he fails to emphasize the important 

eschatological component of Kierkegaard’s account.  Finally, Elrod focuses on only one 

or two characteristics of eternity as unity (or, continuity) and ethical norm, whereas I 

argue that eternity has many more components. 

Other than Taylor, Colledge, and Elrod, other groundwork has been laid in 

Kierkegaard’s general anthropology by Kresten Nordentoft, Louis Dupré, John Glenn, 

Arnold Come, and C. Stephen Evans, each scholar defining the eternal in slightly 

different ways.90  Louis Dupré characterizes eternity as the transcendent element of a 

person’s being that can bring self-unity when one freely comes into a conscious 

relationship with God.91  John Glenn merely defines the eternal in terms of unity, as 

opposed to the dispersal of temporality.92  Arnold Come’s position is somewhat unique, 

claiming that for Kierkegaard, eternity is only a characteristic of God, primarily 

                                                 

89  See especially the section “Two Determinations of the Eternal” where Elrod often discusses the 
role of eternity in Religiousness A and B, but never really defines what “the eternal” is.  Ibid., 203-208.   

 
90  Nordentoft, Kierkegaard's Psychology, Elrod, Being and Existence, Louis Dupré, "Of Time and 

Eternity," in International Kierkegaard Commentary: the Concept of Anxiety (Macon, GA: Mercer 
University Press, 1985), 111-131, John D. Glenn, "The Definition of the Self and the Structure of 
Kierkegaard’s Work," in International Kierkegaard Commentary: The Sickness Unto Death (Macon, GA: 
Mercer University Press, 1987), 5-22, Arnold B. Come, Kierkegaard as Humanist: Discovering My Self 
(Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1995), C. Stephen Evans, Kierkegaard's 
Fragments and Postscript: The Religious Philosophy of Johannes Climacus (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: 
Humanities Press, 1983). 

 
91 Dupré has continued Elrod’s project of explaining the development of polarities in the self in 

conjunction with the stages of existence, providing slight alterations to Elrod’s conclusions, and he offers 
more insight into the influence of the German idealists, especially F. W. J. Schelling.  Dupré, “Of Time and 
Eternity,” 111-131.   He also gives a more nuanced, richly textured explanation of eternity than Elrod, yet 
as a conceptual analysis it still remains underdeveloped.  See also Louis Dupré, "The Constitution of the 
Self in Kierkegaard's Philosophy," International Philosophical Quarterly , no. 3 (1963): 506-526; A 
Dubious Heritage: Studies in the Philosophy of Religion After Kant (New York: Paulist Press, 1977), 177.   
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signifying His transcendence; the self never literally “possesses” the eternal within itself, 

but only figuratively possesses it when the self comes into relation with God through 

faith.93  C. Stephen Evans, in his analysis of the Climacus literature, provides a helpful, 

albeit brief, conceptual picture of eternity.  According to Evans, eternity’s underlying 

meaning is “what is unchangeable, perfect, and complete as opposed to what is changing, 

imperfect, and in process.”94  He also shows how as a qualitative adjective, the eternal 

has four significant uses: it refers to abstract logical possibilities, moral obligations, God, 

and man’s future life. 

The differences in defining the eternal are widespread in Kierkegaardian 

literature, and these studies are helpful and interesting in their different areas of 

emphasis, whether the eternal is said to signify unity, transcendence, changelessness, 

possibility, perfect completeness, or a God-relationship.  However, there are a few 

problems that make my current task important.  First, most of these scholars define 

eternity too narrowly, focusing on one or two characteristics or functions to the exclusion 

of others.  Second, their studies tend to concentrate on Kierkegaard’s anthropology as a 

whole instead of focusing on the role that eternity plays in this anthropology.  Hence, no 

scholar has given the concept of eternity the kind of sustained attention it deserves.  

Third, no scholar to my knowledge has focused specifically on Haufniensis’s account of 

eternity and the self in Concept of Anxiety. 

I argue in my conceptual analysis of eternity in Haufniensis’s anthropology that 

eternity’s meaning includes changelessness, perfect completeness and unity, 
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transcendence beyond our spatio-temporal world, and divinity.  Ironically, Kierkegaard 

often uses these four characteristics of eternity not to describe what it means to be human, 

but quite the opposite—what it means to be God as opposed to the temporality and 

finitude of human beings.  He wants to avoid the hubristic Hegelian tendency to so 

deemphasize human finitude that the divine and the human are no longer distinct.  But he 

is also interested in avoiding the opposite danger of immanentizing his anthropology so 

that we lose the capacity for a God-relationship and moral responsibility.  As a result, 

each characteristic of eternity can be understood in terms of both difference and identity; 

that is, first in terms of its description of God in His distinction from human beings, and 

secondly in terms of human kinship with God.  In the course of my investigation, I 

specify exactly how we are like and unlike God with regard to each eternal characteristic. 

The roles that eternity plays for a human being are also central in Concept of 

Anxiety.  First, becoming eternal (“Evige”) for the human being ultimately means coming 

into a right relationship with God (the God-relation).  To be a self is to be constituted by 

God; one cannot acquire selfhood in the ideal sense without first acknowledging one’s 

ontological dependence upon Him.95  This characteristic of eternity provides the 

underlying transcendent, divine element that keeps Kierkegaard’s ontological framework 

central in his discussion of selfhood, so that human freedom and the becoming of 

existence are not emphasized to the exclusion of the power that establishes that freedom 

and becoming.  However, this God-relation is not simply an admission of God’s role as 

creator and sustainer.  In Christianity, the eternal functions in a person’s life when the 

                                                 

95 One can be a self in the basic sense without recognizing one’s ontological dependence on God, 
but selfhood in the highest sense cannot be attained without this recognition. 
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self commits to an earnest, passionate devotion to God:96 for “the greatness of a man 

depends simply and solely on the energy of the God-relation in him,”97  “devotion [to 

God] is the self,” and it is “in the giving of oneself [to God that] the self is gained” (SUD 

50). 

Second, eternity functions as possibility of the good (as opposed to mere 

possibility).  Haufniensis often associates eternity with possibility and the future; but to 

be even more precise, the eternal is not mere possibility, but possibility in the right 

direction.98  This keeps eternity from being associated with Sartrean possibility, which 

can tend toward moral relativity and a focus on the freedom of choosing rather than the 

thing that is actually chosen.99  Most often, this function of eternity is important with 

regard to the self’s freedom, future, salvation, and eternal happiness (all of which are 

related).  As I show in chapter four, Haufniensis explains that when eternity is brought 

into relation with time in the self, the concept of “temporality” arises.  The reflection of 

eternity in time in the “moment” gives us a “foothold” or “present” that can divide time 

into the tenses of past, present, and future (CA 85, 89).  By this division, attention is 

drawn to the fact that the future, being “the whole of which the past is a part,” is linked to 

                                                 

96 Reidar Thomte confirms this position in his “Historical Introduction” to Concept of Anxiety: 
“The God-relation is an ontological quality of the self, apart from which the self cannot fully actualize itself 
or know itself as the infinite self” (CA, xvii).   

 
97  Ibid., 110.   
 
98 In Works of Love, Kierkegaard explicitly states that “possibility of the good is the eternal,” as 

opposed to “mere possibility,” or the “indifferently expecting person” for whom “the possibilities of the 
good and of the evil [are] equal.” WL, 249-250.   

 
99 As possibility in the right direction, Kierkegaard’s view of eternity is also distinguished from 

that of Socrates and Plato.  While eternity functions as directing one toward the past (through recollection) 
for the Greeks, it functions as directing one toward the future (repetition) for Christianity. 
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the eternal for an existing being.100  As a result, the eternal functions to present the 

individual with divinely oriented potentialities for her life that she may recognize and 

freely choose.  For Christians, the ultimate potentiality for human beings is salvation 

through faith and eternal happiness.  In fact, when possibility is conceived through the 

eyes of faith, it is so connected to the eternal that it is easy to read the final section on 

possibility in Concept of Anxiety as being fundamentally about the function of eternity.   

Haufniensis tells us that “anxiety, being identical with “freedom’s possibility,” becomes 

“absolutely educative” through faith because it “consumes all finite ends and discovers 

all their deceptiveness” (CA 155).  Possibility signifies one’s freedom and infinitude, and 

when directed by faith, one sees that the eternal is a person’s ultimate possibility. 

Third, eternity serves as the ultimate telos and criterion of human existence.  The 

eternal is the task or demand that one is asked to fulfill as a human being.  This function 

of the eternal corresponds to a person’s maturity in spirit, freedom, and responsibility.  

Anti-Climacus explains, “For only bad temper, not despair, is associated with children, 

because we are entitled only to assume that the eternal is present in the child 

[potentially], not to demand it of him as of an adult, for whom it holds that he is meant to 

have it” (SUD 49, emphasis mine).  Even in the child, the eternal “is present” potentially, 

but this presence becomes a “demand” as one grows, signifying and demanding of us 

                                                 

100 In Works of Love, Kierkegaard clearly explains this connection between the eternal and the 
future (as possibility) for an existing individual: “The eternal is, but when the eternal touches the temporal 
or is in the temporal, they do not meet each other in the present, because in that case the present would 
itself be the eternal.  The present, the moment, is over so quickly that it actually does not exist; it is only the 
boundary and therefore is past, whereas the past is what was present.  Therefore, when the eternal is in the 
temporal, it is in the future (because it cannot get hold of the present, and the past indeed is past) or in 
possibility.  The past is the actual, the future is the possible; eternally, the eternal is the eternal; in time, the 
eternal is the possible, the future.  This, of course, is why we call tomorrow the future, but we also call 
eternal life the future.  The possible as such is always a duality, and in possibility the eternal always relates 
itself equally to its duality.” WL, 248-249.   
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what we are created to become—it is our telos and criterion.  In this way, eternity also 

serves as an authoritative and ruthless conscience—it will make manifest to the despairer 

that “his condition was despair and will nail him to himself so that his torment will still 

be that he cannot rid himself of his self….  Eternity is obliged to do this” (SUD 21).  

Augustine is helpful in providing an example.  Shortly before becoming a Christian, 

Augustine hears an exhilarating story about the conversion of a friend, and as he listens, 

God speaks to Augustine in the same way Anti-Climacus describes eternity’s voice: 

As he spoke, you, Oh Lord, turned me back upon myself.  You took me from 
behind my own back, where I had placed myself because I did not wish to look 
upon myself.  You stood me face to face with myself, so that I might see how foul 
I was … so that I might find out my iniquity and hate it.101 
 

As we see in Augustine’s case, the eternal not only shows a person the ethical and 

spiritual heights to which he is meant to reach, but also the extent to which he has 

rejected and fallen short of these heights.  As our telos and criterion, the eternal is our 

guide and judge. 

This last role of eternity alludes to the three qualities that Haufniensis ascribes to 

a person’s proper appropriation of the eternal: earnestness, inwardness, and concretion.  

To acquire the eternal with inwardness means that it does not remain solely external to 

oneself as a metaphysical reflection, but also transforms one’s spiritual core by rooting 

out sin in the process of salvation and sanctification.  Earnestness focuses on the 

significance of human freedom and passionate concern in uniting one’s feeling and self-

consciousness toward one’s eternal telos; all elements of a person are integrated and 

committed to this end.  Finally, to make the eternal concrete means that it is not merely 

                                                 

101  St. Augustine, The Confessions of St. Augustine, tr. John K. Ryan (New York, NY: Bantam 
Doubleday, 1960), 8.7.16.   
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an abstract generality, but has determinate content and that one recognizes its 

significance and application to particular circumstances in life. 

As I investigate these characteristics and roles of the eternal in chapters four and 

five, we shall keep three interrelated questions in mind: What important differences arise 

when we compare the picture of eternity available through general revelation (Greek 

recollection) and that available through special revelation (Christian repetition)?  How is 

eternity’s function for the self both unique and comparatively superior in Christianity?  

And finally, how are eternity’s functions related to one another?  Answering these three 

questions involves asking exactly what difference the Incarnation and the authority of 

special revelation make.  It will also require working out the implications in the 

difference between recollection and repetition,102 guilt-consciousness and sin-

consciousness,103 and finding the eternal (or God) within oneself versus outside of 

oneself.104

                                                 

102 Recollection, representative of Religiousness A and particularly the ancient Greeks, is an 
attempt to enter eternity backwards; whereas in repetition (Religiousness B), an individual moves forward 
toward eternity (eternal life).  CUP, 1.207-208, 1.569-571; CA, 88-91.   

 
103 As Climacus points out, in contrast to the break between the eternal and the existing person 

known as “guilt-consciousness” that still lies in immanence (Rel. A), in the real break (Rel. B.), “the eternal 
itself must define itself as a temporality, as in time, as historical, whereby the existing person and the 
eternal in time have eternity between them.  This is the paradox.” CUP, 1.532.   

 
104 Again, Climacus is helpful in explaining this distinction.  The upbuilding element in 

Religiousness A is when “the individual sets himself aside in order to find God, since it is the individual 
himself who is the hindrance.” The upbuilding is distinguished by the negative, “by the self-annihilation 
that finds the relationship with God within itself, that suffering-through sinks into the relationship with 
God, finds its ground in it….  In the ethical-religious sphere, the individual himself is the place [where he 
finds God], if the individual has annihilated himself….  In Religiousness B, the upbuilding is something 
outside the individual; ...  [he] does not find the upbuilding by finding the relationship with God within 
himself but relates himself to something outside himself….  The paradoxical upbuilding therefore 
corresponds to the category of God in time as an individual human being, because, if that is the case, the 
individual relates himself to something outside himself.” Ibid., 1.560.   
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Eternity in the Ontology of the Self 
 
 

Introduction 

Anti-Climacus begins Sickness Unto Death by pondering what it means to be a 

human being: “A human being is spirit.  But what is spirit?  Spirit is the self.  But what is 

the self?” (SUD 13)  This question of what it means to be spirit or self is not easy to 

answer, particularly because Kierkegaard’s anthropology does not find obvious parallels 

in the history of philosophy.  In fact, his anthropology is easily mistaken as more similar 

to his modern predecessors or his postmodern successors than it actually is.  Instead, 

Richard Colledge rightly suggests, Kierkegaard is a transitional figure between the “ultra-

essentialism” of early modern thinkers such as Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz on the 

one hand and the “anti-essentialism” of twentieth century “secular existentialist and post-

foundationalist thought (typified by Sartre and Derrida respectively) on the other.”1   

Kierkegaard departs from the tendency of the metaphysical tradition’s “ultra-

essentialism” to privilege the self’s static essence over its dynamic becoming and the 

universal concept over the concrete individual.  Even Hegel is guilty of the latter 

tendency, since he downplays the limits of human reason and produces a rationalistic 

“systemization of reality” that swallows up the individual human being for the sake of 

“generalized totalities and inexorable processes.”2  Thus, in many ways, Kierkegaard is 

                                                 

1  Richard Colledge, "Between Ultra-Essentialism and Post-Essentialism: Kierkegaard as 
Transitional and Contemporary," ContreTemps 3 (2002): 55.   

 
2  Ibid., 58. 
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rightly characterized as the “father of existentialism,” a pioneering advocate of 

“individuality, freedom, becoming, imagination (perhaps even, ‘la différance’), and the 

primacy of subjective volition and decision.”3  However, in condemning the ultra-

essentialist desire for human essence without existence, Kierkegaard does not then 

condone an anti-essentialist desire for human existence without essence.  According to 

Colledge, 

Unlike a Kantian or an empiricist critique founded on epistemological reservation 
or skepticism about the possibility of such a quest per se, or indeed a Nietzschean 
assault on the very idea of eternal realities behind the flux of experience, 
Kierkegaard’s reasoning was rather founded on his axiological presupposition 
about the radical transcendence of God, a gulf he saw as unbridgeable by the 
ambitions of human rationality, and breached only by the ineffable contradiction 
of Christ….  Kierkegaard rejected western metaphysics not because he was a 
priori disposed towards an anti-supernaturalist or humanist agenda in which 
human free becoming is affirmed as the ground of all being, in which the human 
becomes god to itself.  Nothing could be further from the case.  Indeed, that the 
human is not God is the very reason why for Kierkegaard the Hegelian project to 
grasp the essence of the Divine and to discern the implications of such knowledge 
for ourselves is hubristic in the extreme.4 
 

Kierkegaard may identify the same problem as secular existentialism with ultra-

essentialist renderings of the self, but he offers a radically different solution.  As a result, 

Kierkegaard is unacceptable to both camps, to ultra-essentialists because his 

anthropology is too metaphysically dynamic, epistemically limited, and philosophically 

existential, and to anti-essentialists because his theological and ontological assumptions 

are too classically metaphysical and theologically orthodox.  This is why Colledge calls 

Kierkegaard a kind of “anthropological Heraclitian and a theological Parmenidean.”5  

                                                 

3  Ibid., 59.   
 
4  Ibid.   
 
5  Ibid., 58.   
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And yet, from another point of view, Kierkegaard’s account is uniquely successful 

because it provides the strengths of both traditions without falling prey to their 

weaknesses.  He preserves the eternal telos and Divine ground of human existence while 

maintaining the epistemic humility required by human finitude and an existential passion 

that affirms and nourishes the meaning of human life. 

In the section that follows, I defend this latter evaluation of Kierkegaard’s success 

by explaining his conception of the human being in way that is anthropologically 

Heraclitian and theologically Parmenidean.  As Richard Colledge suggests, Kierkegaard 

does not “banish essentialist onto-metaphysical categories as much as redeploy them so 

that they are placed in the service of existential thinking.”6  Although Kierkegaard rejects 

a totalizing Hegelian “system” for human existence, he does provide a “subjective 

ontology,” meaning “a clear set of essential metaphysical parameters” or an ontological 

structure that defines a “definitively human way of being.”7 

In this chapter, I define this “way of being” in terms of four interrelated 

categories, all of which are connected to “the eternal”: normativity, ontology, narrative, 

and relationality.  The second half of this chapter is devoted to explaining how 

Haufniensis structures the human being in terms of a synthesis of various polarities, 

focusing especially on the soul-body of the created or pre-fallen human being.  I conclude 

with a critique of Kierkegaard’s portrait of innocence, arguing that it too closely 

resembles his category of aesthetic immediacy, the lowest level of selfhood. 

                                                 

6 Richard Colledge, "Kierkegaard's Subjective Ontology,” 6-7.   
 
7 Ibid., 7-8.   
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With regard to the pseudonyms, Haufniensis and Anti-Climacus are not in any 

significant disagreement in the subjects discussed in this chapter.  Haufniensis does have 

more to say than Anti-Climacus (or, indeed, than any Kierkegaardian pseudonym) about 

the pre-fallen state.  This difference between the two is easily explained:  Haufniensis’s 

topic is original sin, so he explores the spiritual state of Adam and Eve in creation as an 

instructive contrast to their fallen condition; Anti-Climacus’s focus, on the other hand, is 

the situation in which his readers find themselves, the post-lapsarian state of humanity.  

Nevertheless, both pseudonyms affirm the same ontological structure of the self, 

including the various polarities and the synthesis that brings them together.  In fact, with 

regard to defining the self’s basic ontological structure, created telos, and potentialities as 

a human being, Haufniensis and Anti-Climacus are equally resourceful.  Thus, the 

difference between the pseudonyms in this chapter is primarily a distinction of emphasis, 

not a distinction of truth claims.   

 
Kierkegaard’s Concept of the Human Being 

 
The Normative Self 

The most obvious and uncontroversial aspect of the Kierkegaardian self is its 

normative character.  We are to see ourselves not merely as what we already are, but as 

what we can and ought to become.  As Anti-Climacus explains, “Yet every moment that 

a self exists, it is in a process of becoming, for the self [in potentiality] does not actually 

exist, is simply that which ought to come into existence” (SUD 30).  This does not mean 

that until we fulfill our potential, we are not yet human beings.  Rather, to be a “human 

being” on the one hand and to be a “self” or to acquire “selfhood” on the other are two 
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different concepts.  We are human beings from the moment of conception (or birth), and 

there is nothing we must accomplish to be granted this ontological status.  But selfhood is 

not something automatically given.  Rather, Anti-Climacus insists, 

To become oneself is to become concrete.  But to become concrete is neither to 
become finite nor to become infinite, for that which is to become concrete is 
indeed a synthesis.  Consequently, the progress of the becoming must be an 
infinite moving away from itself in the infinitizing of the self, and an infinite 
coming back to itself in the finitizing process.  (SUD 30) 
 

By saying that selfhood does not consist merely in becoming finite or infinite, Anti-

Climacus distinguishes true selfhood from two superficial conceptions of the self.  The 

person who exists finitely never reflects on her identity or actions, but rather passively 

follows her natural impulses and the societal norms.  She is what Kierkegaard elsewhere 

calls an immediate aesthete, reposing in natural unity with her surroundings and lacking 

any reason to develop herself further.  On the other hand, the person who “becomes 

infinite,” represented by Kierkegaard’s category of the reflective aesthete, does reflect on 

her identity—not only on who she is but also who she could become—but her reflection 

is amoral and never translates to action.8  As C. Stephen Evans explains, 

Intellectual reflection is potentially infinite.  When considering an action, I can 
always continue to reflect on the reasons for the action, to look for additional 
reasons or reevaluate the reasons I have.  Eventually, if action is to occur, this 
process of deliberation must be brought to a close.  However, thought itself 
cannot bring about this closure.9 
 

                                                 

8 In Either/Or I, the immediate aesthete is represented by Don Juan, and the reflective aesthete is 
embodied in the character of Faust.  One could say that these two superficial senses of self reflect 
Kierkegaard’s two polemical targets, Christendom and Hegelian thought, the former caught in finitude and 
the latter caught in infinitude. 

 
9  C. Stephen Evans, On Faith and the Self: Collected Essays (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 

2006), 206. 
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Since human life consists not only in knowing or imagining, but in acting and loving as 

well, becoming infinite through reflection is not enough.  Thus, rather than merely 

becoming finite or infinite, the becoming of true selfhood involves two movements: first, 

one must reflect on the infinite, on what one can and should become, and second, one 

must passionately transform these infinite ideals into finite action—“an infinite moving 

away from itself in the infinitizing of the self, and an infinite coming back to itself in the 

finitizing process” (SUD 30). 

This teleological understanding of the self as task has crucial ramifications for 

how a human being relates to the eternal.  As Johannes Climacus explains, the eternal is a 

human being’s ultimate telos, while 

eternity is eternity only for the Eternal, who is not in a process of becoming….  
But where everything is in a process of becoming, where only so much of the 
eternal is present that it can have a constraining effect in the passionate decision, 
where the eternal relates itself as the future to the person in the process of 
becoming—there the absolute disjunction belongs.  In other words, when I join 
eternity and becoming, I do not gain rest but the future.  Certainly this is why 
Christianity has proclaimed the eternal as the future, because it was proclaimed to 
existing persons, and this is why it also assumes an absolute aut/aut [either/or].10 
 

Human beings are temporal creatures for whom life is a process of becoming, and as such 

the changelessness and perfection of the eternal is for us still a future goal toward which 

we strive.  In this passage Climacus’s point is similar to Saint Augustine’s confession that 

our hearts are restless until they rest in God.11  The sweetness of the eternal should not 

stop us in our existential striving, but rather stimulate us to endure whatever hardships 

stand between us and eternal blessedness.  For “when I join eternity and becoming, I do 

                                                 

10  CUP, 1.306-307.   
 
11  Augustine, Confessions, 1.1.1.   
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not gain rest but the future.”  The reason why Kierkegaard believes our striving toward 

the eternal cannot take the form of a backward movement or return to the past, such as 

Platonic recollection in which one remembers the eternal Forms that one has forgotten, is 

that because of our sin, we can never go back to created innocence.12 

 
The Ontological Self 

While Kierkegaard scholars have recognized the dynamic, normative character of 

the Kierkegaardian self, few are willing to grant it a substantive, ontological character.  

Etienne Gilson read Kierkegaard as rejecting ontology, and thus laments, “In the case of 

Wolff and Hegel, we had ontologies without existence, but in Kierkegaard’s own 

speculation we seem to be left with an existence without ontology.”13  Mark C. Taylor 

claims that Kierkegaard rejects the category of substance altogether and joins Hegel in 

defining the self as “the dynamic process by which potentialities are actualized.”14  

Consequently, Taylor suggests, “when Kierkegaard contends that the self is a synthesis of 

the temporal (changeable) and the eternal (the unchangeable), he does not mean, as had 

many of his predecessors, that the self is comprised of a self-identical (unchanging) 

substratum (substance) in which constantly changing experiences (accidents) inhere.”15  

                                                 

12 I discuss this distinction between Platonic recollection and Christianity’s orientation toward the 
future in chapter four. 

 
13  Etienne Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval 

Studies, 1952), 146.   Quoted in Colledge, Subjective Ontology, 6.   
 
14  Taylor, Kierkegaard's Pseudonymous Authorship, 115.   
 
15  Ibid., 116.   
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But if the self is merely a process, as Taylor contends, what does Kierkegaard 

mean when he calls the self “eternal”?  Taylor explains this conundrum by equating the 

eternal with freedom: 

That which does not change within the self system is the fact of the self’s 
freedom.  In this context, “unchanging” carries the specific connotation of 
“constant.”  The eternal or unchanging dimension of the self system is the 
constant capacity of the self to relate itself (its ideal self, its possibilities, its 
infinitude) to itself (its real self, its actuality, its finitude).  The eternal component 
of the self does not refer to an unchanging substratum or to a static substance, but 
designates the constant ability of the self to act, or to strive to actualize certain 
possibilities in any given situation.16 
  

Thus, the eternal is for Taylor merely a constant capacity for freedom.  The only 

characteristics he attributes to Kierkegaard’s concept of eternity are changelessness and 

possibility.17 

In response to Taylor and other scholars who attribute no conception of the 

substantial self to Kierkegaard, a few observations must be made.  First, we must grant at 

least one of Taylor’s claims: what is unchanging in the Kierkegaardian self can be linked 

to a human being’s capacities or potential.  As Evans explains, 

The self that the individual is charged with failing to become is in some sense the 
self the individual is already.  Certainly, there is a tremendous difference between 
what we could call the minimal self, who is a ‘bit of a subject,’ and the 
responsible self who has a formed character.  Nevertheless, even this minimal self 

                                                 

16  Ibid., 116-117.   
 
17  Ibid., 91.  This interpretation leads Taylor to claim that for Kierkegaard, human beings are not 

essentially immortal, but can only become immortal through Christian salvation.  Unbelievers, on the other 
hand, simply cease to exist at death—there is no such thing as eternal damnation.   Although Kierkegaard’s 
views on eternal damnation are sometimes ambiguous, it is difficult to see how Taylor can so easily pass 
over so much evidence that contradicts his assumption that Kierkegaard does not believe in the immortality 
of the human person.   Even though one can accept a substance view of the self without affirming the self’s 
immortality, one cannot affirm human beings’ immortality without accepting a substance view; 
Kierkegaard falls in the latter category. 
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must in some sense be; if it were nothing at all, then there would be nothing to 
become—or fail to become.18 
 

This much Taylor would agree with, but he would refuse to associate this aspect of the 

self with ontological substance.  Thus, Evans goes on to make a more controversial claim 

when he says that although Kierkegaard may reject the metaphysical notion of the self as 

a “fully formed entity with a fixed identity,” Kierkegaard still regards the self as an 

ontological entity, one who is rooted in being and therefore not to be “understood merely 

in ethical terms.”19 

Anti-Climacus provides evidence for this position in his discussion of the inability 

of despair to destroy the self: 

To despair is a qualification of spirit and relates to the eternal in man.  But he 
cannot rid himself of the eternal—no, never in all eternity….  On the contrary, the 
torment of despair is precisely this inability to die….  If a person were to die of 
despair as one dies of a sickness, then the eternal in him, the self, must be able to 
die in the same sense as the body dies of sickness.  But this is impossible; the 
dying of despair continually converts itself into a living.  (SUD 17-18) 
 

There is an ontologically given element in the human being, an element he designates as 

“spirit” or “the eternal” that keeps despair from destroying the self.   In contrast to 

Taylor’s claim that only through Christian salvation can a person gain immortality, Anti-

Climacus emphasizes that all persons, even the unbeliever, the person in despair, cannot 

die.  Moreover, this immortality is linked to something in us that is not achieved, but 

given to all human beings by our Creator.  In fact, Anti-Climacus directly rejects Taylor’s 

position when he warns that although the despairer desires absolute annihilation through 

physical death, this is impossible: 

                                                 

18  Evans, On Faith and the Self, 267.   
 
19  Ibid., 268.   
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Socrates demonstrated the immortality of the soul from the fact that sickness of 
the soul (sin) does not consume it as sickness of the body.  Thus, the eternal in a 
person can be demonstrated by the fact that despair cannot consume his self, that 
precisely this is the torment of contradiction in despair.  If there were nothing 
eternal in a man, he could not despair at all; if despair could consume his self, 
then there would be no despair at all.  (SUD 20-1) 
 

Anti-Climacus links his concepts of “spirit” and “the eternal” to Socrates’ immortal soul, 

a connection that would make little sense if a person were not ontologically substantial.20  

He even suggests the reason a person might find Taylor’s position attractive.  For when 

the despairer realizes she cannot be annihilated in bodily death—a fact that brings 

comfort to the believer—this “comfort is precisely [her] torment, is precisely what keeps 

the gnawing alive and keeps life in the gnawing, for it is precisely over this that [she] 

despairs (not as having despaired): that [she] cannot consume [herself], cannot get rid of 

[herself], cannot reduce [herself] to nothing” (SUD 18-19).   No, Anti-Climacus 

maintains, “to be saved from this sickness by death is an impossibility, because the 

sickness and its torment—and the death—are precisely this inability to die” (SUD 21). 

The other facet of Kierkegaard’s thought that shows the ontological and non-

achievement oriented aspect of the self is how “the eternal” in a person equalizes all 

temporal dissimilarity and reveals the innate dignity of each individual: 

                                                 

20 Interestingly, it is precisely Climacus’ contrast between Socrates (Religiousness A) and 
Christianity (Religiousness B) that Taylor uses to defend his view that Kierkegaard rejects an immortal and 
substantial notion of the self.  He cites the following passage from Postscript: “In Religiousness A there is 
no historical point of departure.  Only in the realm of time does the individual discover that he must 
presuppose himself to be eternal.  The moment in time is therefore eo ipso swallowed by the eternal.  In 
time, the individual reflects upon his being eternal.  This contradiction is only within immanence.  It is 
different when the historical is outside and remains outside, and the individual, who was not eternal, now 
becomes eternal, and therefore does not reflect on what he is but becomes what he was not, and please note, 
becomes something that has the dialectic that as soon as it is it must have been, because this is the dialectic 
of the eternal.—What is inaccessible to all thinking is: that one can become eternal although one was not 
eternal." CUP, 573.  I analyze this important and challenging passage in chapter four where I discuss the 
difference between Platonic recollection and Christian repetition.  As I shall argue, my suspicion is that 
Taylor interprets “the eternal” in this passage in terms of immortality, while I believe that it signifies 
eternal blessedness. 
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Alas, but in the life of actuality, there the individual in his temporal growth grows 
together with the dissimilarity; this is the opposite of eternity's growth, which 
grows away from the dissimilarity.  The individual becomes deformed; from 
eternity's point of view, every such individual is a cripple… 

…Christianity has not wanted to storm forth to abolish dissimilarity, 
neither the dissimilarity of distinction nor of lowliness; ...  but it wants the 
dissimilarity to hang loosely on the individual, as loosely as the cape the king 
casts off in order to show who he is, as loosely as the ragged costume in which a 
supranatural being has disguised himself.  In other words, when the dissimilarity 
hangs loosely in this way, then in each individual there continually glimmers that 
essential other, which is common to all, the eternal resemblance, the likeness.”21  
 

Indeed, this “eternal resemblance” is the created, ontological “watermark” in each human 

being, the thing that makes an infant just as human and worthy of love as the mature, 

existentially developed self.  Kierkegaard also stresses the hiddeness of this substantial, 

eternal aspect of the self.  Just as dissimilarity “is temporality's method of confusing that 

marks every human being,” so also can one  

[t]ake many sheets of paper, write something different on each one; then no one 
will be like another.  But then again take each single sheet; do not let yourself be 
confused by the diverse inscriptions, hold it up to the light, and you will see a 
common watermark on all of them.  In the same way the neighbor is the common 
watermark, but you see it only by means of eternity's light when it shines through 
the dissimilarity.22 
 

It thus seems pertinent for Kierkegaard that we grant the substantial aspect of the self in 

order to preserve recognition of human dignity.  To be sure,  

if each individual lived in this way, then temporality would have reached its 
highest.  It cannot be like eternity, but this expectant solemnity that without 
stopping the course of life rejuvenates itself everyday with the eternal and with 
eternity's equality, everyday saves the soul from the dissimilarity in which it still 
remains—this would be the reflection of eternity.23 
 

                                                 

21  WL, 88.   
 
22  Ibid., 89.   
 
23  Ibid.   
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Therefore, the self’s ontology signifies what one is—one’s unmerited givenness—

and the normativity signifies what one should become—one’s task.  Interestingly, 

Kierkegaard equates both with “the eternal.”  But how can the eternal be something we 

already possess as well as something to be acquired?  This paradoxical role of the eternal 

also arises in Anti-Climacus’ claim that the eternal is always within every human being, 

and that at the same time, the person in despair has lost the eternal.  I explain in chapters 

three and four how these two paradoxes might be explained.  What is clear at this point is 

that Kierkegaard must include the eternal in the self’s ontology and normativity.  This 

double requirement keeps Kierkegaard’s anthropology from being equated with the 

Sartrean self for whom existence precedes essence and free choice creates both norms 

and personal dignity.24  As Merold Westphal explains, Kierkegaard’s “journey [of 

selfhood] is grounded in human nature and its goal is simultaneously the discovery and 

realization of one’s true self.”25  The distinction is between the human nature and dignity 

that a person essentially possesses as a human being created in God’s image on the one 

hand, and on the other hand, the fully developed, spiritually mature, qualitatively 

changed, genuine self that one becomes when one is properly related to the eternal.  

Westphal explains this two-fold sense of self when he points to Kierkegaard’s assumption 

that  

‘self’ is a task word and not an achievement word; that selfhood is the goal rather 
than the presupposition of my existence; and that I am enough of a self to 
undertake the tasks of becoming a self in fear and trembling but not enough of a 

                                                 

24  Jean-Paul Sartre, "Existentialism is a Humanism," in Existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre 
(New York, NY: Meridian Books, 1956), 345-369.   

 
25 Emphasis mine.  Merold Westphal, Becoming a Self: A Reading of Kierkegaard's Concluding 

Unscientific Postscript, (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 1996), 21.   
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self to think that I have completed those tasks.  Epistemologically such a self 
remains fallible, unable to see the world sub specie aeterni.26 
 
 

The Narrative Self 

The Kierkegaardian self also finds its identity within a dynamic narrative 

framework.  David Gouwens describes the connection between Kierkegaard’s 

psychology and the Augustinian understanding of the self as “a temporal narrative of 

one’s journey from and to God.”27  According to Gouwens, Kierkegaard emphasizes how 

the “moods” of anxiety and despair must be understood as “functions of the actions, 

attitudes, judgments, and decisions that a person makes,” both in the “ordinary 

experience of daily life” and in the “relation of the self to God as the source and goal of 

one’s happiness.”28  For Kierkegaard, the two most important narrative frameworks for 

self-identity are the larger Christian narrative of creation, fall, and redemption (including 

the incarnational narrative), and the narrative of one’s own individual life, especially as a 

person develops within the three stages of existence. 

Despite his antagonism toward the Hegelian system, Kierkegaard organizes his 

account of the self around another sort of ‘system’—the biblical narrative of creation, 

fall, and redemption.  Many secular postmodernists appeal to Jean-Francois Lyotard’s 

critique of metanarratives to assert that this Christian narrative is guilty of the same 

hubris and philosophical naiveté as the Hegelian system.  But Kierkegaard, following the 

                                                 

26  Ibid., ix.   
 
27  Gouwens, Kierkegaard as Religious Thinker, 90.   
 
28  Ibid., 90-91.   
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Christian tradition, has significant reasons for believing the two are not the same.  David 

Lyle Jeffrey explains, 

Rather than holding a Hegelian view of history, thinkers in the Judeo-Christian 
tradition until at least the eighteenth century believed in history that unfolded, like 
a triptych, or the pages of a book, in a pre-determined narrative, having the 
balance and the symmetries of story rather than the forces and counterforces of 
dialectic.  In this story, as in all good stories, meaning is not fully revealed until 
the ending.  The structural prototype, the narrative model for the story of history, 
is, of course, the Bible.29 
 

As Jeffrey implies and Merold Westphal has explicitly argued, the “metanarrative” that 

Lyotard critiques is different from the “meganarrative” (or “big story”) of Christianity in 

at least two ways.30  First, as Westphal explains, Lyotard is suspicious of the way 

metanarratives legitimate themselves.  He describes the postmodern skepticism toward, 

for instance, modernity’s self-legitimizing “story of progress from opinion and 

superstition to scientific truth and on to universal peace,” using “new authorities” to 

support “the truth of its knowledge (science)” and “the justice of its practices (the state or 

the revolution).”  Christianity joins Lyotard in his concern, since it “legitimizes only one 

kingdom, the Kingdom of God,” and thus “delegitimizes every human kingdom … just to 

the degree that they are not the full embodiment of God’s kingdom.” 31  Second, Lyotard 

is critical of metanarratives finding their origin in human reason.  Modern philosophy, for 

example, tends to ground itself in  

the autonomy of the human subject, whether that be the individual as knower 
(Descartes’s ego cogito), the individual as bearer of inalienable rights (Locke, 

                                                 

29  David Lyle Jeffrey, People of the Book: Christian Identity and Literary Culture (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1996), 151.   

 
30 Merold Westphal, Overcoming Onto-theology: Toward a Postmodern Christian Faith (New 

York: Fordham University Press, 2001), xiii. 
 
31 Ibid. 
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Jefferson), or modern humanity collectively as the fulfillment of history (Hegel, 
Marx, popular American self-consciousness as the city set on a hill).32 
 

The Christian meganarrative, on the other hand, finds its origin in divine revelation, and 

therefore refuses to replace divine revelation with “pure reason to the end of making ‘our’ 

beliefs and practices immune to critique, both from within (the critic as heretic) and from 

without (the critic as infidel).”33  For Kierkegaard, both of these distinctions are 

important.  The Hegelian system is authored by human reason, while the Christian 

narrative is regarded as divinely authored, and we remain limited knowers within a 

providential plan that is both given to us in bare outline and ultimately beyond our grasp.  

We know the ending, but this story is still open-ended in the sense that we do not know 

how long or what path history may take.34  

In a journal entry from 1837, Kierkegaard expresses his admiration for 

Augustine’s formulation of the Biblical narrative.  Kierkegaard points out how, in 

contrast to Pelagianism which “addresses itself to man as he is,” Augustine “crushes 

everything in order to rebuild it again” by understanding Christianity in “three stages: 

creation—the fall and a consequent condition of death and impotence; a new creation—

whereby man is placed in a position where he can choose; and then, if he chooses—

                                                 

32 Ibid., xv. 
 
33 Ibid., xv-xvi.  An additional distinction given by Westphal is that a metanarrative in a 

“metadiscourse in the sense of being a second-level discourse not directly about the world but about a first-
level discourse.” The meganarrative of Christianity, by contrast, is a first-order discourse, a big story about 
the world passed down in the recital of creeds and songs, received through sermons and lessons, and 
enacted in sacraments.  “It is kerygma, not apologetics.” Ibid., xiii. 

 
34  Søren Kierkegaard, The Book on Adler (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998), 173-

188.  Henceforth, BA. 
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Christianity.”35  Haufniensis makes this framework his own by organizing the book in 

terms of the biblical story of creation and fall.  He also introduces the problem of 

hereditary sin, its impact on creation, and its ontological and spiritual impact on human 

beings: 

The sense in which creation sank into corruption through Adam’s sin, how 
freedom was posited by the fact that its misuse was posited and thus cast a 
reflection of possibility and a trembling of complicity over creation, the sense in 
which this had to take place because man is a synthesis whose most extreme 
opposites were posited and whose one opposite, precisely on account of man’s 
sin, became a far more extreme opposite than it was before … [all of this] belongs 
in dogmatics, in the Atonement, in the explanation by which this science explains 
the presupposition of sinfulness.  (CA 58) 
 

In this way Haufniensis formulates the nature and development of human beings in terms 

of their created innocence and fall, and he concludes by pointing to redemption through 

the Atonement. 

 David Gouwens has also shown how Kierkegaard uses the narratives of God’s 

dealings with biblical characters such as Abraham and Job to interpret religious self-

reflection: 

It is the tales of standing before God … that now define the divine context….  In 
these religious stories the narrative pattern is the same: the past is called up in 
recollection and sifted and redefined; the suffering person looks for the stories and 
paradigms that will make sense of the experience; and a future is looked for in 
which one can breathe.36 
 

These biblical stories are not just fictional tales with helpful life lessons.  Rather, they are 

accounts of sacred history, of the communication and interaction between the eternal and 

the temporal, and they contain imperatives for us, for our relationship to the eternal God. 

                                                 

35  JP, 1.29. 
 
36  Gouwens, Kierkegaard as Religious Thinker, 121.   
 



 

  

60 

 

Most importantly, both Haufniensis and Anti-Climacus stress the Christological 

formation of selfhood.  Anti-Climacus states that 

A self directly before Christ is a self intensified by the inordinate concession from 
God, intensified by the inordinate accent that falls upon it because God allowed 
himself to be born, become man, suffer, and die also for the sake of this self.  As 
stated previously, the greater the conception of God, the more self; so it holds true 
here: The greater the conception of Christ, the more self.  Qualitatively a self is 
what its criterion is….  For only in Christ is it true that God is man’s goal and 
criterion. (SUD 113-114, emphasis mine) 
 

Kierkegaard often says that the eternal is a person’s goal and criterion, but here Anti-

Climacus specifies and concretizes exactly how the eternal expresses itself—in the 

incarnation, life, suffering, and atonement of Christ.  In Practice in Christianity, Anti-

Climacus elaborates on what this Christological formation demands of us when we 

recognize Christ as the paradigm.37  Haufniensis also discusses the significance of the 

Atonement narrative for self-identity, especially in the way Christ’s atonement has the 

power to “cancel” hereditary sin in a way nothing else can (CA 28, 33, 58, 104). 

The narrative dimension of the self also extends to a person’s individual life story.  

For the believer, this expresses itself as a dynamic journey of self-clarification and 

purification, a process of becoming a self before God.38  Michael Plekon affirms this 

narratival understanding of the self in his study of the “kinetic metaphors” that 

Kierkegaard uses to describe human beings, metaphors such as “wanderer,” “wayfarer” 

or “pilgrim,” “traveler,” and “seeker.”39  As I show in the next three chapters, the 

                                                 

37  Søren Kierkegaard, Practice in Christianity, ed. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), 40-56.  Henceforth, PC. 

38  Gouwens, Kierkegaard as Religious Thinker, 92.   
 
39  Michael Plekon, "`Anthropological Contemplation': Kierkegaard and Modern Social Theory," 

Thought 55 (1980): 349.   Unlike Hegel’s system, the larger metanarrative does not destroy the 
individuality of the person that is a part of it. 
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narrative of one’s existential development often expresses itself in terms of an increasing 

despair and consciousness of the eternal.  According to Anti-Climacus, the occasion of 

despair is  

always of the eternal, whereas that which is despaired over can be very diverse.  
We despair over that which binds us in despair—over a misfortune, over the 
earthly, over a capital loss, etc.—but we despair of that which, rightly understood, 
releases us from despair: over the eternal, of salvation, of our own strength, etc.  
(SUD 60-1) 
 

The eternal makes us aware of what we lack and shows us how we can be healed.  In this 

way, the narrative of selfhood is a narrative of discovering the eternal and then 

synthesizing the temporal and eternal in one’s own life. 

 
The Relational Self 

Finally, the self is a relational being, both internally in terms of self-consciousness 

and externally in terms of human community and the God-relationship.  The three main 

structural components of the Kierkegaardian self include first, a synthesis of polarities (a 

relation of two opposing factors); second, self-relating, or the activity of the relation’s 

relating itself to itself; and third, ultimate dependence upon another (SUD 13). 

Anti-Climacus offers his most direct yet ambiguous statement on the ontological 

structure of the human being in the following passage.  Since it is extremely important to 

my investigation, I cite the passage in its entirety: 

A human being is spirit.  But what is spirit?  Spirit is the self.  But what is 
the self?  The self is a relation that relates itself to itself or is the relation’s relating 
itself to itself in the relation; the self is not the relation but is the relation’s relating 
itself to itself.  A human being is a synthesis of the infinite and the finite, of the 
temporal and the eternal, of freedom and necessity, in short, a synthesis.  A 
synthesis is a relation between two.  Considered in this way, a human being is still 
not a self….  If, however, the relation relates itself to itself, this relation is the 
positive third, and this is the self. 
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Such a relation that relates itself to itself, a self, must either have 
established itself or have been established by another.  If the relation that relates 
itself to itself has been established by another, then the relation is indeed the third, 
but this relation, the third, is yet again a relation and relates itself to that which 
established the entire relation.   

The human self is such a derived, established relation, a relation that 
relates itself to itself and in relating itself to itself relates itself to another.  (SUD 
13-14) 
 
Anti-Climacus begins by equating a human being with “spirit” and “self.”  

Fundamentally, “self” signifies not only what a human being is in his totality (unifying 

all three components of the self that Anti-Climacus sets forth).  I describe the nature of 

spirit below. 

The first component of the self is a “synthesis” or “relation between two.”  These 

two contrasting elements are created in the self as part of its given ontological structure.  

The contrasting elements, or polarities, of the human synthesis are soul and body, 

infinitude and finitude, freedom/possibility and necessity, and eternity and temporality.  

All of these polarities contain an expanding pole (soul, infinitude, freedom/possibility, 

eternity) and a limiting pole (body, finitude, necessity, temporality), and in this way, the 

polarities create a seemingly irreconcilable tension in the self.  For Kierkegaard, despair 

arises whenever one of factors is lacking in comparison with its contrasting factor, 

whereas the healthy human enjoys an equilibrium of the contrasting factors.   

One way of understanding the various polarities and their corresponding 

syntheses is simply as different ways of signifying the same thing: one expanding factor 

in tension with another limiting factor, with the goal of synthesizing or balancing these 

factors through a third factor, “spirit” or “self.”  In one sense, this interpretation is 

entirely correct.  Anti-Climacus does not describe the self as a set of “syntheses,” but as a 

single “synthesis” (SUD 13), and Haufniensis more explicitly maintains that “the 
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synthesis of the temporal and the eternal is not another synthesis but is the expression for 

the first synthesis, according to which man is a synthesis of psyche and body that is 

sustained by spirit” (CA 88, emphasis mine).  Thus, in Kierkegaard’s anthropology it is 

impossible to have a single self unless all the polarities come together in a single self-

synthesis.  Even more, it is not enough to try maintaining the distinction among the 

polarities by defining them as smaller syntheses that are then synthesized into a larger 

synthesis.  Haufniensis explicitly rules out this option in the quote above when he says 

that the temporal-eternal synthesis is “an expression for” the soul-body synthesis, “not 

another synthesis.”  However, Mark C. Taylor makes this very mistake, claiming that 

Kierkegaard’s self-structure consists of two syntheses, one embedded within the other. In 

Taylor’s model of the Kierkegaardian self, he argues that within the larger “self-system” 

synthesis, there is a smaller synthesis that Taylor simply calls the “self” (or “self, spirit, 

freedom”) which includes a limiting factor consisting of body, finitude, and necessity (all 

“functionally equivalent”), an expanding factor consisting of soul, infinitude, and 

possibility, and the third factor of spirit, self, or freedom that unites the synthesis.  This 

smaller synthesis is then embedded in a second, larger “self-system” synthesis, which 

includes the limiting factor of “temporality” (which contains the limiting and expanding 

factors of the smaller synthesis), the expanding factor of “eternity” (which contains spirit, 

the third factor of the smaller synthesis), and the third factor is the “moment” of human 

free choice.40  There are several problems with this model, but the one I am concerned to 

point out here is Taylor’s failure to attend to Haufniensis’s desire to maintain a unity of 

all the polarities within a single synthesis. 
                                                 

40  Taylor, "Time's Struggle with Space,” 326. 
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To be fair to Taylor, there are difficult passages—especially in Concept of 

Anxiety—that seem to suggest not only that the differences among the polarities must be 

maintained (with a clear privileging of the temporal-eternal polarity), but also that the self 

is comprised of more than one synthesis.   The following claim made by Haufniensis 

hints at this possibility (it occurs only a few pages prior to the claim that there is only one 

synthesis): 

Man, then, is a synthesis of psyche and body, but he is also a synthesis of the 
temporal and the eternal….  As for the latter synthesis, it is immediately striking 
that it is formed differently from the former.  In the former, the two factors are 
psyche and body, and spirit is the third, yet in such a way that one can speak of a 
synthesis only when spirit is posited.  The latter synthesis has only two factors, 
the temporal and the eternal.  Where is the third factor?  And if there is no third 
factor, there really is no synthesis, for a synthesis that is a contradiction cannot be 
completed as a synthesis without a third factor, because the fact that the synthesis 
is a contradiction asserts that it is not.  What, then, is the temporal? (CA 85) 
 

It is easy to see why Taylor and others conclude from this passage that the 

Kierkegaardian self consists of at least two distinct syntheses: a body-soul-spirit synthesis 

and a temporal-eternal synthesis.  For if the soul-body-spirit synthesis is “formed 

differently” from the temporal-eternal synthesis, in that the former possesses a third 

factor (spirit) while the “latter synthesis has only two factors,” how can Haufniensis 

claim just three pages later that there are not two syntheses, but rather, only one, since the 

temporal-eternal is just the expression for the soul-body-spirit synthesis? 

Since my project is limited to the anthropology developed by Haufniensis, I must 

limit my discussion to the two polarities that Haufniensis discusses: the body-soul and 

temporal-eternal polarities.  What I believe the passage above shows is that even though 

there is only one self synthesis, entailing a unity among the polarities in that all limiting 

factors are expressions of one aspect of the self while all expanding factors are 
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expressions for another aspect, there is also some difference between the body-soul 

polarity synthesized by spirit and the temporal-eternal polarity, inasmuch as the latter is 

“formed differently from the former” (CA 85).   What I hope to show below in my 

discussion of innocence is that Haufniensis seems to differentiate these polarities in terms 

of when they emerge in the existential development of the self.  That is, while the body-

soul-spirit synthesis is actualized in the transition from innocence to sin, the temporal and 

eternal polarities do not seem to emerge concretely until after the fall.  This is not to say 

that the temporal and eternal aspects of the self are absent in innocence.  Even though 

they are not fully actualized until the highest state of selfhood, they are implicitly 

involved from the beginning of the self’s development.  The eternal is the initial spark 

that ignites the passion and yearning for existential development in the “waking” of spirit, 

and it is simultaneously the object or goal of that yearning, the only thing that provides 

rest for a restless soul—even if the person is unaware that this is what he is seeking.41  

The second component of the self’s ontological structure is the capacity of this 

relation between two contrasting elements to “relate itself to itself,” meaning that a 

human being can become self-conscious and work toward establishing a right 

relationship, or equilibrium, between his various polarities.  He can reflect upon who he 

is and ought to be and then choose to be what he wills; in other words, there is both an 

epistemological and volitional aspect to this component of the self.  A person not only 

                                                 

41 My description of Kierkegaard’s anthropological project is similar to Robert Roberts’ account 
of how “an innate human need for God” can develop into a “mature Christian passion” for the kingdom of 
God.  Roberts offers an “evolutionary” account that begins “at the bottom of the scale, with the suggestion 
of a yearning for eternity or for something abstractly resembling the kingdom of God on which the 
Christian pins his hopes.” He then goes on to describe “a concern out of which the Christian passion can 
develop,” and then concludes with an account of “a passion that is adequate and fitted to the Christian 
teachings.” Robert C. Roberts, Spiritual Emotions: A Psychology of Christian Virtues (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2007), 50.   
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becomes aware of himself and his potentialities, but also chooses himself as a normative 

task.   

The activity of self-relating is only possible through a third factor, an ontological 

factor in the self (in addition to the two polar factors).42  By factor, I mean an essential 

constituent of the self, a part of its content that is both an ontological reality and a 

capacity we are created to actualize.  This third factor is what Kierkegaard calls “spirit” 

(Aand).  Haufniensis emphasizes that spirit is both an ontological substance or entity and 

a dynamic task (i.e., a power or capacity), something that we are and that we must 

become; in this way spirit’s function is similar to the eternal, and often the two are hard to 

distinguish.  Spirit expresses itself in different forms depending on where the self is in its 

spiritual development, including its progression through the stages of existence (or 

dialectical development).43  

Technically, only God is eternal “spirit,” where spirit is “a conscious personal 

power which has created the world and rules it,”44 while according to Climacus, human 

beings are “derived spirits” who, “viewed essentially, are equals within a common 

derivation from God,” and are therefore capable of “turning inward into [themselves] 

(consequently only in the inwardness of self-activity)” and becoming “aware and capable 

                                                 

42 The need for a third factor raises an important question: must a person possess this unifying 
third term in order to qualify as a “self” or human being?  In other words, prior to possessing or achieving 
the relational synthesis of selfhood in Kierkegaard’s dialectical development, does the self still retain the 
essence and dignity of personhood?  For reasons given above in my description of the ontological self, the 
answer to this question is yes; there is something essential to the human being that remains regardless of 
how far short a person has fallen from his human ideal.   

 
43 Unless otherwise specified, I use the terms “dialectical” or “dialectical development” to refer to 

where the self is situated in the process of becoming with regard to Kierkegaard’s three stages of existence. 
 
44 JP Commentary, IV, 688. 
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of seeing God.”45  Broadly speaking, spirit is something that makes us aware of and 

concerned about ourselves and our need for existential development.  It also directs us 

beyond ourselves, enabling us to recognize and love our neighbor, and ultimately links us 

to God.46  I discuss the nature of spirit in more detail below in my analysis of the body-

soul-spirit synthesis. 

Third, as “a derived, established relation,” the human being is “a relation that 

relates itself to itself and in relating itself to itself relates itself to another” (SUD 14).  

This relation to another outside oneself can be expressed in two ways.  First, the relation 

can take the form of acknowledged ontological dependence, a relation to someone to 

whom one owes one’s very existence.  Second, this relation can function as the source of 

one’s identity, a relation to a person with whom one is so intimately and loyally 

connected that the meaning of one’s life is tied to that relationship.  A good example of 

this second expression is Augustine’s account in his Confessions of the death of his 

unnamed friend.  When his friend dies, Augustine becomes a riddle to himself, and 

laments that 

he, whom I had loved as if he would never die, was dead.  I marveled more that I, 
his second self, could live when he was dead….  For I thought that my soul and 

                                                 

45 CUP, 1.243.  In this way, spirit is not only that which awakens and points a person’s 
consciousness toward the eternal God, but also what makes us capable of relating personally to God.  
However, human beings can only relate to God indirectly.  Climacus explains, “Accordingly, not even God 
relates himself directly to a derived spirit (and this is the wondrousness of creation: not to produce 
something that is nothing in relation to the Creator, but to produce something that is something and that in 
the true worship of God can use this something  to become by itself nothing before God); ... Nature, the 
totality of creation, is God’s work, and yet God is not there, but within the individual human being there is 
a possibility (he is spirit according to his possibility) that in inwardness is awakened to a God-relationship, 
and then it is possible to see God everywhere.” CUP, 1.246-247 

 
46 Spirit also separates us from beasts, showing us that unlike the rest of creation, we are intended 

to relate to God in a personal, intimate way. 
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his soul were but one soul in two bodies.  Therefore, my life was a horror to me, 
because I would not live as but a half.47 
 

The person from whom Augustine derives his identity is taken from him, and he feels as 

if he has experienced the death of half his self.  Of course, he later realizes that what he 

loved in his friend he loved in place of God. 

As Evans points out, most scholars have made two false assumptions about this 

third component of the Kierkegaardian self: first, they assume this relation “to another” 

refers exclusively to God, and secondly, they believe the God-relation “does not count as 

a real other” or cannot be the foundation for genuine human community.48  Evans 

reminds us that Anti-Climacus introduces this component in the first half of Sickness 

Unto Death, where the definition of selfhood is abstract and strictly limited to “the self 

whose criterion is the human,” while the second half of Sickness Unto Death defines 

selfhood in concrete, theological terms, as “the self directly before God” (SUD 79).  As 

Evans explains, Anti-Climacus can 

talk about the formal structure of the self in a way that allows us to understand 
that God is the ultimate basis of selfhood without claiming that the actual identity 
of the concrete self is always grounded solely in God.  The ontological structure 
of the self is relational, he wishes to claim.  It is not possible to be a self apart 
from a relation to something outside the self from which the self derives its 
identity.49 
 

By stating that human beings are structured in such a way that they cannot help but relate 

to someone outside themselves, Anti-Climacus shows how this third ontological 

component describes the nature of all human beings, not merely those most highly 

                                                 

47  Augustine, Confessions, 4.6.11.   
 
48  Evans, On Faith and the Self, 269.   
 
49  Ibid., 270.   
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developed through a relationship with God.  This broadly defined character of 

relationality parallels Haufniensis’s claim about the eternal.  He says that all persons have 

a relation to the eternal that defines their existence, even though they may conceive of the 

eternal in a variety of false ways (CA 151-4).50  The goal is to recognize this essential 

characteristic of oneself and then seek to satisfy this need with a relation to someone who 

can be the foundation of genuine selfhood.  In the following chapters, I explain how this 

relational component of the self expresses itself with regard to the eternal in the various 

stages of a person’s spiritual development. 

 
Eternity in the Pre-Fallen Self 

According to Haufniensis, the ontological structure of the pre-fallen human being 

is a body-soul, or psycho-somatic negative unity.  Spirit and all of the other polarities 

remain essentially passive, unactualized until the fall into sin.  In this section, I define 

what Haufniensis means by a psycho-somatic unity and suggest what role the eternal 

plays in innocence.  I then examine the similarities between Haufniensis’s state of 

innocence and Kierkegaard’s immediate aesthete in order to determine the degree of 

human selfhood Haufniensis allows pre-fallen persons. 

Haufniensis never defines “body” (legeme) explicitly nor dwells upon it in detail.  

Most likely, the term signifies the material or physical aspect of a person.  John Elrod 

claims that for Kierkegaard, body is not “an extended, mathematically calculable 

substance like Descartes’ res extensa,” but is rather “the on-going, consistently changing 

facticity of each individual subject.”  Thus, body signifies “not a static and unchanging 

                                                 

50 In the next chapter I discuss the four most common false conceptions of eternity found in 
“demonic” persons. 

 



 

  

70 

 

phenomenon,” but simply “bodily events.”51  Elrod is right to distance Kierkegaard from 

Descartes’ anthropology since Kierkegaard has a more integrated view of the relation 

between body, soul, and spirit.  But I agree with Richard Colledge’s suspicion that 

Elrod’s “fluidity claim” about the body generalizes the category too far.  Rather than 

merely a series of “bodily events,” the Kierkegaardian body is “clearly and concretely 

somatic,” and has a kind of integrity of its own.52  In its immediate unity with the soul, 

even though the temporal and material body does not “have endurance, inasmuch as it 

first receives the latter by spirit,” it still “has persistence” (CA 44).  The body does retain 

a single identity over time, but the element of “spirit” is the truly enduring element of the 

person; it is the eternal element in us.  Nevertheless, Haufniensis is not eager to specify 

the exact nature of the body-soul-spirit relation.  He states,  

It is not my purpose to present a pretentious and bombastic philosophical 
deliberation on the relation between psyche and body and to discuss in which 
sense the psyche itself produces its body (whether this be understood in the Greek 
way or in the German way) or, to recall an expression of Schelling, in what sense 
the psyche itself, by an act of ‘corporization,’ posits its body.  Here I have no 
need of such things.  For my purpose, I shall express myself to the best of my 
ability: The body is the organ of the psyche and in turn the organ of the spirit.  As 
soon as the serving relation comes to an end, as soon as the body revolts, and as 
soon as freedom conspires with the body against itself, unfreedom is present as 
the demonic.  (CA 136, emphasis mine) 
 

The crucial point is that the body is meant to “serve” or be guided by the soul and spirit.  

Also, one sign of a disordered self-structure is that the body, in collusion with a perverted 

will, works against itself, against its own good. 

                                                 

51  Ibid., 227-228.   
 
52  Colledge, "Dialectic of Selfhood,” 108.   
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The meaning of the term “psyche” or “soul” (sjæl) is more complex and 

controversial.  In his religious works, Kierkegaard often uses “soul” as a synonym for the 

self, especially when reflecting on biblical passages that employ the term in a similar 

way.  But for Haufniensis and Anti-Climacus, the soul is, like the body, strictly an 

immanent, natural part of the person.53  Thus, as an animating force akin to the morphic 

soul of Aristotle, the function of Haufniensis’s soul is to provide the physical body with 

form and life, or more specifically, rational form and life since humans are rational 

beings.54  The “spirit” is, by contrast, the transcendent, eternal faculty of the person, and 

consequently, Haufniensis’s description of anthropological development is largely a 

description of spiritual development, that is, how a person’s spirit moves from latent 
                                                 

53 In his commentary on Kierkegaard’s Journals and Papers, Gregor Malantschuk affirms this 
finite conception of the soul, and points out the following: “Kierkegaard, in line with the New Testament, 
uses the expression "soul" in referring to the beginning of one's spiritual development, as in the two 
discourses ‘To Acquire One's Soul in Patience,’ and ‘To Preserve One's Soul in Patience’….  Here the 
ground is broken for the transition from man as a psychic being to man as a spiritual being, since a person 
must learn to free himself from his dependence on finitude through patience in the reverses of life.”   JP 
Commentary, IV, 689.  See Søren Kierkegaard, Edifying Discourses, trans. David F. Swenson, Lillian M. 
Swenson (Minneapolis, MD: Augsburg Publishing House, 1943), 7-35, 67-87. 

 
54 See Aristotle, "De Anima," in The Basic Works of Aristotle (New York: Random House, 1941), 

415b; Aquinas, Summa Theologia, I.97.3.  James Collins provides a helpful comparison between 
Kierkegaard and Aquinas regarding the meaning of “soul” and “spirit.” However, I agree with Colledge’s 
suggestion that there are passages where Haufniensis seems to separate soul and spirit, natural and 
supernatural, unlike Aquinas (CA 41-44, SUD 144-147).  There are other passages, however, in which 
Haufniensis seems to imply that soul is, unlike the body, a spiritual power.  For instance, the demonic 
“does not belong among natural phenomena but is a psychical phenomenon—it is an expression of 
unfreedom” (CA 130).  See James Collins, "Kierkegaard and Christian Philosophy," The Thomist: A 
Speculative Quarterly Review 14, no. 4 (1951 2006): 458-459; Colledge, “Dialectic of Selfhood,” 108-109.  
According to Julia Watkin, Kierkegaard’s term “sjæl” belongs to the first synthesis of the self and can be 
translated into the modern terminology of “psyche” in that it denotes the nonphysical part of the initial self 
that the individual starts out with in life.  Thus, the initial condition of the self is physical body and psyche.  
Conversely, spirit “belongs to the second main synthesis or combination possible to humans—that of the 
temporal and the eternal.  Spirit, or the spiritual part of a person, is thus intimately connected with 
becoming an individual, as opposed to being like everyone else, since the development of the spiritual self 
is through an ethical relation to the eternal or God.”  Watkin, Historical Dictionary, 240-241.   Cole defines 
soul as the affective and psychological aspects of a person.  J. Preston Cole, The Problematic Self in 
Kierkegaard and Freud (New Haven, CN: Yale University Press, 1971), 12.   Elrod equates the initial soul 
with natural and cultural immediacy, and then when spirit awakens, soul takes on the qualities of spirit: it 
“becomes conscious of itself as real and ideal, is challenged by the possibility of its own freedom, and is 
stratified as a being which is in both time and eternity.”  Elrod, Being and Existence, 40. 
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potentiality to conscious, existential actuality.  Along with the God-relationship, spirit is 

the third factor that holds the body and soul as well as the other polarities of the self 

together. 

Haufniensis and Anti-Climacus generally presuppose that the body-soul55 relation 

is the first and most fundamental building block of the whole person.  Haufniensis 

maintains that “man is a synthesis of psyche and body sustained by spirit” (CA 122).56  

However, most scholars pass over the body-soul relation in their discussions of 

Kierkegaard’s subjective ontology.  For instance, Taylor claims that since the body-soul 

relation is “functionally equivalent” to the finite-infinite and necessity-possibility 

polarities, it can justifiably be ignored in Kierkegaard’s self-structure.57  But this simply 

cannot be the case since in innocence (especially prior to God’s prohibition of eating 

from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil) the body-soul relation is actualized and 

functioning, while infinitude and possibility function or relate to the self in the same way 

spirit does, as a kind of dreaming anxiety waiting to be actualized (CA 41-4).  The closest 

Adam comes in innocence to perceiving possibility in terms of freedom is one step 

removed from actual possibility; that is, God’s prohibition increases Adam’s anxiety and 

thus “awakens in him freedom’s possibility,” but even here Adam only sees the 

                                                 

55 I am using the words “soul” and “body” instead of “the psychical” and “the physical,” the 
translations of the Hong editions.  Not only do I believe that my terms are more natural in ordinary 
language and in this way seem to better reflect the connotation of Kierkegaard’s sjæl and legeme, but they 
also parallel the usage of the Scriptures and the Church fathers.  This connection with the language of the 
Christian tradition would presumably be faithful to Kierkegaard’s general practice and intentions. 

 
56 1 Cor. 2:14-16, 15:38-49 NASB.  All subsequent Scripture quotations are taken from the New 

American Standard Version unless otherwise stated. 
 
57  Taylor, Kierkegaard's Pseudonymous Authorship, 111.  Elrod also conflates the body-soul 

polarity with finitude-infinitude.  See John W. Elrod, "The Self in Kierkegaard's Pseudonyms," 
International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 4 (Winter 1973): 227-228.   
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possibility of his own possibility: it is only in “the moment actuality is posited” through 

sin that “possibility walks by its side” (CA 50).58  If the soul-body polarity were 

functionally equivalent to the finite-infinite and necessity-possibility polarities as Taylor 

suggests, then it would be impossible to affirm Haufniensis’s account of this polarity’s 

function in innocence.  Haufniensis seems to suggest that the body-soul relation is the 

only polarity fully actualized in the pre-fallen self and that all other polarities presuppose 

the existence of this one.  Unlike the other polarities, it seems that both body and soul are 

always actualized in the self—never merely potential—even when the self has not 

matured or developed existentially.  This does not mean that there must be multiple 

syntheses, but rather that as spirit emerges and intensifies through a person’s existential 

development, that person goes from being a basic body-soul relation who possesses the 

other polarities as potentialities, to one who is actually bodily, necessary, and finite on 

the one hand, and psychical, possible, and infinite on the other.  In this way, spirit makes 

possible and brings about the actualization of a single synthesis of the self.   

 
Analogy between Innocence and Immediacy in Creation 

Haufniensis does not directly mention “the eternal” in his description of 

innocence, and one might consequently wonder whether eternity plays a central role in 

the self before the fall.  Perhaps since spirit is in some sense a representation of the 

                                                 

58 Other evidence of the distinctiveness of the body-soul polarity can be found in a draft of 
Sickness Unto Death, in which Anti-Climacus explains the difference between “dizziness” and despair: 
“What dizziness is with respect to the composite of the psychical and the physical, despair is in things of 
the spirit, with respect to that composite of the finite and the infinite, freedom and necessity, the divine and 
the human in a relation which is [reflectively and responsibly] for itself [for sig].  The relation between the 
psychical and the physical, although a relation, is not (like despair) a relation which is for itself.  This is 
how it happens, as was shown, that the despairing person who, like the dizzy person in the moment of 
dizziness, is not himself master in the moment of despair, yet is responsible for his position in despair, 
something the one who is dizzy cannot in the same way be said to be” (SUD 144-145). 
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eternal in human beings, the best way to grasp the nature and role of the eternal in 

creation is to understand the nature and role of spirit.  The troubling thing is that even 

spirit remains somewhat passive until the fall into sin, when it “awakens.”  Do we find 

the same passivity toward “the eternal” in prefallen man?  My suggestion in this section 

is that although the eternal is present and important in Haufniensis’s conception of 

innocence, it is not active enough, and that as a consequence, a pre-fallen person is like 

the immediate aesthete in lacking the distinct qualities of selfhood in the higher sense.59 

Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms tend to introduce man as a trichotomy of body, soul, 

and spirit when their larger purpose is not to describe the overall structure of completed 

selfhood, but rather the spiritual transformation of human beings, especially the spirit’s 

movement from possibility to actuality.  This is what is at issue in Haufniensis’s 

description of human beings in innocence as a body-soul relation in negative unity—a 

state in which spirit is not actualized, but only present as potentiality.  It might be more 

precise to say that spirit is active in innocence, but its nature and activity remain unclear 

to the person; he is not yet aware of himself as spirit.  Thus, for Haufniensis, the 

movement from possibility to actuality of spirit portrays what is involved in the 

movement from innocence to a self that may be characterized by either sin or goodness.60  

Similarly, for Anti-Climacus, the negative unity of the body-soul relation depicts the 

immediate aesthete—the lowest level of existential development—and the actualization 

                                                 

59 For this reason, Haufniensis’s account of the fall resembles a felix culpa, or happy fall. 
 
60 The question remains as to how it is possible for spirit to move from potentiality to actuality, 

since this requires the work of a free agent, of one in whom spirit is to some degree already active.  In 
chapter three, I discuss how Haufniensis makes sense of this movement. 
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of spirit occurs by moving beyond immediacy to reflection.61  Just as there is a structural 

analogy in Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death between anxiety and despair as 

well as original sin and sin in general, there is also a close analogy between innocence 

and immediacy. 

But if innocence and immediacy are so similar, is Kierkegaard in danger of 

undermining the dignity of prefallen human beings by equating the innocence of Adam 

and Eve with the immediate aesthete?  Haufniensis anticipates this concern and claims 

that, on the contrary, although innocence and immediacy may be psychologically 

analogous, they are not identical.  He is reacting against Hegel’s position, in which the 

state of original innocence is a state of immediacy, and as such, ought to be overcome.  

Hegel makes Adam’s fall into sin not really a fall at all, but a movement of existential 

progression, an important step in the process of becoming fully human.  Hegel explains, 

When man’s condition is immediate and mentally undeveloped, he is in a 
situation in which he ought not to be and from which he must free himself.  This is 
the meaning of the doctrine of original sin without which Christianity would not 
be the religion of freedom.62 
 

Humans are meant to be free, and since they are not free in their state of innocence—

being determined by natural instinct and in immediate unity with their environment—

they must take hold of their freedom through sin.  Hegel’s depiction of creation and the 

fall of man in his Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion even more explicitly ties 

innocence to immediacy.  In innocence,  

                                                 

61 Anti-Climacus describes this movement from aesthetic immediacy to reflection (SUD 47-74). 
 
62 Emphasis added.  G. W. F. Hegel, Hegel's Philosophy of Right (London: Oxford University 

Press, 1967), 231.   For Hegel’s extended discussion of the movement from innocence to sin, see G. W. F. 
Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, Hodgson, Peter C. ed. (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1983), 437-452.   
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Human beings are good only in an inner way, or according to the concept, and not 
according to their actuality.  But insofar as they are spirit, they must be in 
actuality, i.e., explicitly, what they are in truth….  [A] human being ought not to 
remain as it is immediately, but should pass beyond its immediacy: this is the 
concept of spirit.63 
 

Original sin is the negative principle that disturbs immediacy enough to awaken spirit and 

propel a person toward a higher existence, toward making explicit what lies in a person’s 

implicit being.   

According to Haufniensis, Hegel’s position leads to the following conclusions.  

First, the states of immediacy and innocence are meant to be annulled.  Immediacy is 

something whose quality is to be annulled, something that properly does not exist 
[er til], but rather, when it is annulled, and as a result of being annulled, it for the 
first time comes into existence [bliver til] as that which it was before being 
annulled and which is now annulled.  (CA 36-37) 
 

One way to understand Hegel’s concepts of immediacy and innocence is to compare 

them to a seed that is meant to grow into a flower.  The seed must not remain a seed, but 

must break open and transform into a root, which then should not remain a root, but grow 

into a stem and produce a flower.  No state of the plant’s development can remain as it is, 

but must be negated or annulled so that it can develop into something greater.  In the 

same way, immediacy and innocence are for Hegel only the seed of the eventual flower 

(i.e. Spirit or the Eternal), and therefore their “quality is to be annulled,” so that “as a 

result of being annulled, [they] for the first time come into existence.”  Second, the force 

that propels the innocent Adam to fall into sin lies within the nature of innocence itself: 

“The annulment of immediacy is therefore an imminent movement within immediacy” 

(CA 37).  Just as the root that grows out of the seed actualizes what was already 

                                                 

63  Ibid., 439-440.   
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contained within the seed itself, Hegel’s mediacy and fall into sin follow from what is 

already contained immanently within immediacy and innocence.  Third, for Hegel, 

immediacy and innocence are meaningless if they remain as they are, just as a seed is 

meaningless if it does not become a flower.  From this perspective, we must be thankful 

for the fall into sin, because without it our lives are meaningless and Spirit would forever 

remain unactualized. 

Haufniensis considers Hegel’s conflation of immediacy and innocence to be a 

dangerous category mistake, especially because it ignores the fact that immediacy is a 

logical term and innocence is an ethical term (CA 34).  Thus, while Haufniensis seems to 

grant Hegel’s claims about immediacy, he does not allow these to be extended to 

innocence.  For Haufniensis, innocence is not meant to be annulled; for when it is 

annulled by sin, the sinner becomes guilty.  Second, the force that propels a person from 

innocence to sin does not stem from within the nature of innocence itself, as if Adam and 

Eve were bound by their nature to sin.  Rather, sin occurs through an act of freedom that 

cancels innocence—it is an act that is not immanent, but transcendent: 

Innocence is something that is canceled by a transcendence, precisely because 
innocence is something (whereas the most correct expression for immediacy is 
that which Hegel uses about pure being: it is nothing).  The reason is that when 
innocence is canceled by transcendence, something entirely different comes out of 
it, whereas mediacy is just immediacy.  (CA 37) 
 

Third, innocence is not a state that is meaningless unless it is annulled and develops 

further.  No, innocence  

is a quality, it is a state that may very well endure, and therefore the logical haste 
to have it annulled is meaningless….  Innocence is not an imperfection in which 
one cannot remain, for it is always sufficient unto itself, and he who has lost it, 
that is, not in a manner in which it might have pleased him to have lost it but in 
the only way in which it can be lost, that is, by guilt—to him it could never occur 
to boast of his perfection at the expense of innocence.  (CA 37) 
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Haufniensis goes to great lengths to stress, in opposition to Hegel, the goodness and self-

sufficiency of innocence on the one hand and the corruption and shamefulness of the fall 

into sin on the other. 

If Haufniensis is so intent on opposing Hegel in these ways, why would one 

suspect him (or Kierkegaard) of conflating immediacy and innocence or providing a poor 

picture of prefallen human beings?  There are three primary reasons for this suspicion: 

first, with the exception of guilt, there seems to be little anthropological or existential 

difference between innocence and aesthetic immediacy, and second, spirit and the eternal, 

the terms Kierkegaard uses to define the self, do not have an active, guiding role in the 

life or self-structure of innocent human beings.  Third, most of the qualities Kierkegaard 

requires for selfhood in the highest sense are entirely absent from the state of innocence.  

It is clear that Haufniensis does not intend to depict innocence as a state unworthy of 

dignity, but my question is whether he is actually successful in doing this. 

As to my first point regarding the troubling similarity between innocence and 

aesthetic immediacy, the place to begin is to describe the character of the ontological 

structure that is shared by persons in innocence and aesthetic immediacy, the negative 

unity of the body-soul relation.  Anti-Climacus describes this person as consisting of a 

relation between contrasting elements without yet having gained self-consciousness: 

A synthesis is a relation between two.  Considered in this way, a human being is 
still not a self.  In the relation between two, the relation is the third as a negative 
unity, and the two relate to the relation and in the relation to the relation; thus 
under the qualification of the psychical [soul] the relation between the psychical 
[soul] and the physical [body] is a relation.  If, however, the relation relates itself 
to itself, this relation is the positive third, and this is the self.  (SUD 13) 
 

Anti-Climacus defines two types of unifying relationships that are possible within the 

self, one “negative” and the other “positive.”  “Negative unity” signifies the first aspect 
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of the self-structure, a relation between two contrasting factors in which “the two relate to 

the relation and in the relation to the relation.”  In other words, two factors of the human 

being, body and soul, find their identity not in any meaning they have apart from one 

another nor in a transcendent telos, but in the natural, immanent unity that results from 

the relationship between them, the psycho-somatic unity.  This unity is essentially 

passive, being determined or controlled by body and soul, the bipolar elements of one’s 

natural condition.  It is a “negative” unity because spirit, the faculty that makes self-

consciousness (“the relation [that] relates itself to itself”) and awareness of the eternal 

possible, still lies dormant (literally “dreaming”) in the self (CA 41).  In fact, the only 

thing that separates human beings from animals is the element of spirit.  A human being 

can never be deprived of spirit, so even when it is “dreaming,” its presence is still enough 

to sustain the unique dignity of human beings and their distinction from animals.  

However, as long as a person’s spirit is merely dreaming, he fails to fulfill his own 

uniquely human telos.  This is why Anti-Climacus says that as psycho-somatic unity, a 

person “is still not a self” (SUD 13).64  As Preston Cole explains, a psycho-somatic unity  

does not determine its own actions, but it is itself determined.  It does not act, but 
it is acted upon.  It does not live its own life but is lived by its own passions.  
Selfhood, on the other hand, is that mode of being in which the individual 
assumes responsibility for itself.  The relation takes up a relation to its own self.  
It does not negate the immediate relation but mediates the relation, thereby 
elevating it into a new kind of being.65 
 

The other, higher way of unifying the self and becoming a true self synthesis can only 

happen with the waking or positing of spirit, the “positive third.”  When spirit is posited, 

                                                 

64 Hegel’s account is similar.  See Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, 438-439. 
 
65  Cole, Problematic Self, 12. 
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the body and soul no longer relate passively while spirit remains latent, but now spirit is 

the guiding factor of the entire relation, and it enables the self to have self-consciousness, 

to relate itself to itself.  Only then does the person recognize and become concerned about 

the opposition between its various polarities and the subsequent need to bring unity to the 

self.   

Another way to express the difference between the negative unity and the person 

directed by a “positive third” is that the former is “soulishly qualified” and the latter is 

“spiritually qualified.”66  Ronald Hall has done an in depth study of this distinction in 

Kierkegaard’s writings, and he explains that 

in pagan (Greek) consciousness, spirit is psychically qualified, that is, properly 
qualified as soul; in Christianity spirit is pneumatically qualified, that is, properly 
qualified as spirit.  What this means is that in paganism spirit, as “psyche” (soul), 
as psychically qualified, is understood as resting in a static harmony and accord 
with the sensuous world.  In Christianity, by contrast, spirit is understood as 
existing in a dynamic opposition, strife, and discord with the sensuous.67 
 

A psychically or soulishly qualified human being, best represented by the ancient Greeks, 

is one who has her home in the natural world, one whose cosmos is pictured as closed, 

fixed, static, and having a finite structure of order.68  One who is spiritually qualified, by 

contrast, has her home in the historical world, and her world is open, developing, 

unfolding, a landscape of possibilities that need to be actualized.69 

                                                 

66 This category distinction is Kierkegaard’s own, and not simply that of Haufniensis, because he 
uses this distinction consistently throughout many of his works. 

 
67  Ronald L. Hall, Word and Spirit: A Kierkegaardian Critique of the Modern Age (Bloomington, 

IN: Indiana University Press, 1993), 5.   
 
68  Ibid., 19.   
 
69  Ibid., 30.   
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The problem is that spirit never acquires the role of “positive third” in innocence 

or immediacy.  In innocence, the most one can say of spirit is that it emerges as a 

paradoxical anxiety.  The following passage is worth quoting in its entirety because it is 

one of many that illustrates at least two troubling characteristics of Haufniensis’s 

depiction of innocence: its almost literal parallel to descriptions of immediacy found 

elsewhere in Kierkegaard’s corpus, and its description of innocent human beings as 

incapable of actualizing those aspects of our nature that we generally regard as most 

distinctly human: 

In innocence, man is not merely animal, for if he were at any moment of his life 
merely animal, he would never become man.  So spirit is present, but as 
immediate, as dreaming.  Inasmuch as it is now present, it is in a sense a hostile 
power, for it constantly disturbs the relation between soul and body, a relation that 
indeed has persistence and yet does not have endurance, inasmuch as it first 
receives the latter by the spirit.  On the other hand, spirit is a friendly power, since 
it is precisely that which constitutes the relation.  What, then, is man’s relation to 
this ambiguous power?  How does spirit relate itself to itself and to its 
conditionality?  It relates itself as anxiety.  Do away with itself, the spirit cannot; 
lay hold of itself, it cannot, as long as it has itself outside of itself.  Nor can man 
sink down into the vegetative, for he is qualified as spirit; flee away from anxiety 
he cannot, for he loves it; really love it, he cannot, for he flees from it.  (CA 43-
44) 
 

The self in this state is ambivalent about the freedom and responsibility it vaguely senses 

in spirit; it both loves and fears “this ambiguous power,” so it “relates itself as anxiety.”70  

The inner conflict simmering below the surface of innocent man sounds more like Anti-

                                                 

70 Interestingly, there are some similarities between this description of anxiety and Hegel’s notion 
of “anguish” in the state of innocence: “Human beings are inwardly conscious that in their innermost being 
they are a contradiction, and have therefore infinite anguish concerning themselves.  Anguish is present 
only where there is opposition to what ought to be, to an affirmative.… I experience anguish because I as a 
natural being do not correspond to what at the same time I know to be my own essence, to what I should be 
in my own knowing and willing” (Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, 447, 449). 
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Climacus’ description of despair or A’s portrayal of the immediate aesthetes in Mozart’s 

operas than it does the Eden of the Christian Scriptures.71 

To be fair, Haufniensis stresses that anxiety of innocence is not guilt, nor is it a 

“troublesome burden” or “suffering that cannot be brought into the harmony of the 

blessedness of innocence” (CA 42).  As an illustration, he points to the “pleasing 

anxiousness” of children that expresses itself as “a seeking for the adventurous, the 

monstrous, and the enigmatic” (CA 42).  Also, Haufniensis later states that anxiety is not 

a sickness of spirit that is meant to be healed, but rather, a good that must be used 

properly: “Whoever has learned to be anxious in the right way has learned the ultimate” 

(CA 155).  In fact, anxiety is reflective of our distinctively human nature: “If a human 

being were a beast or an angel, he could not be in anxiety.  Because he is a synthesis, he 

can be in anxiety; and the more profoundly he is in anxiety, the greater is the man…” 

(CA 155). 

Haufniensis does see the innocent Adam as higher than the beast because of the 

presence of spirit, but the implication seems to be that Adam can only “become man” 

when spirit is posited and he becomes aware of the eternal—but this cannot occur until 

the fall into sin.  Also, a person’s sexual identity can only emerge after the positing of 

spirit (and fall into sin), for a person “can attain this ultimate point only in the moment 

the spirit becomes actual.  Before that time he is not animal, but neither is he really man.  

The moment he becomes man, he becomes so by being animal as well” (CA 48-9, 

emphasis mine).  Unfortunately, both of these ideas sound strikingly similar to Hegel’s 

                                                 

71 Kresten Nordentoft provides an excellent and detailed analysis of the analogies between the 
immediate aesthetes of Either/Or I and Sickness Unto Death and the innocence of Adam in Concept of 
Anxiety.  Nordentoft, Kierkegaard's Psychology, 16-50. 
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account of the “upward fall”;72 even though Haufniensis does affirm the synthetic 

structure of pre-fallen human beings, most of their ontological capacities remain 

unactualized until the fall into sin.   

But why does Haufniensis describe the psychological state of Adam’s innocence 

in this way?  He is responding to a tendency to portray Adam’s innocence so 

idealistically that we can no longer identify with Adam and construe ourselves as 

participating in the same qualitative leap into sin.  He explains: 

As soon as Adam is placed fantastically on the outside, everything is confused.  
To explain Adam’s sin is therefore to explain hereditary sin.  And no explanation 
that explains Adam but not hereditary sin, or explains hereditary sin but not 
Adam, is of any help.  The most profound reason for this is what is essential to 
human existence: that man is individuum and as such simultaneously himself and 
the whole race, and in such a way that the whole race participates in the individual 
and the individual in the whole race….  Through the first sin, sin came into the 
world.  Precisely in the same way it is true of every subsequent man’s first sin, 
that through it sin comes into the world.  (CA 28, 30) 
 

Haufniensis is worried that if we portray Adam in his innocence as entirely different from 

ourselves, we will see Adam’s sin as greater than our own (in terms of guilt); our first sin 

then becomes less guilty because we do not have the privilege of beginning in innocence 

as Adam did.  If every individual that comes after Adam sins as a result of sinfulness – he 

sins necessarily due to sinfulness brought into the world by Adam—then “his first sin 

would only in a nonessential way be qualified as the first, and be essentially qualified … 

by its serial number in the universal sinking fund of the race” (CA 31).   The person who 

understands Adam in this way therefore will “shirk one’s responsibility … by saying that 

one has done nothing more than what everyone else has done” (CA 31).  On the contrary, 

Haufniensis wants to show Adam’s ethical and psychological continuity with the rest of 
                                                 

72 Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, 437-452. 
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the human race so that everyone is equally guilty of sin.  But he still wants to maintain 

the doctrine of hereditary sin, so that there is a sense in which Adam’s sin brings 

sinfulness into the world and impacts subsequent individuals; he maintains this doctrine 

with the psychological category of anxiety.73  According to Haufniensis, anxiety is 

present before and after Adam’s sin, but there is more anxiety in subsequent individuals.  

This “more” is merely quantitative—it does not force the qualitative leap of each 

individual into sin, and therefore does not remove his responsibility. 

Accordingly, Haufniensis’s description of Adam’s psychological state in 

innocence must maintain continuity with subsequent people’s psychological state before 

their first sin.  Yet in avoiding the idealization of Adam’s prefallen psychology, 

Haufniensis veers too far and makes the prefallen human being almost identical to the 

existentially lowest level of existence, the immediate aesthete.  In fact, Haufniensis’s 

description of innocence is almost literally identical with the portrait of aesthetic 

immediacy in Either/Or I, the despair of immediacy in Sickness Unto Death, and the 

description of Greek paganism (before Christianity enters the history of Western thought) 

found throughout Kierkegaard’s works (including the anxiety of paganism found in 

Concept of Anxiety) (CA 96-103).  Haufniensis is so concerned to show that the fact that 

sin “was not in the world before Adam’s first sin is, in relation to sin itself, something 

entirely accidental and irrelevant,” that he is not careful to give pre-fallen human beings 

most of the characteristics that are necessary, according to Kierkegaard, for true selfhood 

(CA 31). 

                                                 

73 Although Haufniensis is departing from Hegel’s account in a number of ways, there are 
nevertheless similarities in their concern to not place Adam outside the race so that each one of us is guilty 
in our first act of sin, while also preserving the notion of hereditary sin.  Ibid., 443-444. 
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One can observe the analogy between the anxiety of innocence and the despair of 

immediacy in Anti-Climacus’ discussion of “despair at its minimum,” which “one could 

be humanly tempted almost to say that in a kind of innocence it does not even know that 

it is despair” (SUD 42, emphasis mine).74  This “despairing ignorance of having a self 

and an eternal self” is ignorant of the same things as the innocent Adam: good and evil, 

having a self, and presence of the eternal.  Also, this despairing self does not feel the need 

to become anything more since it is dominated by psychical-physical categories: 

Because he is completely dominated by the sensate and the sensate-psychical 
[body-soul], because he lives in sensate categories, the pleasant and the 
unpleasant, waves goodbye to spirit, truth, etc., because he is too sensate to have 
the courage to venture out and to endure being spirit….  Imagine a house with a 
basement, first floor, and second floor planned so that there is or is supposed to be 
a social distinction between the occupants according to floor.  Now, if what it 
means to be a human being is compared with such a house, then all too regrettably 
the sad and ludicrous truth about the majority of people is that in their own house 
they prefer to live in the basement.  Every human being is a psychical-physical 
[soul-body] synthesis intended to be spirit; this is the building, but he prefers to 
live in the basement, that is, in sensate categories.  (SUD 43) 
 

This description could easily apply to innocence as described by Haufniensis with the 

exception of one important point: the ignorant despairer is guilty of not having “the 

courage to venture out and become spirit” or of preferring “to live in the basement” of 

existence.  By contrast, the innocent person is not guilty of rejecting spirit, but simply 

suffers from the inability to clearly recognize that life consists in anything higher than the 

basement.  He senses that there might be something greater he is called to become, but he 

remains in a state of anxiety over this indeterminate possibility. 

                                                 

74 Anti-Climacus says in this section that the “relation between ignorance and despair is similar to 
that between ignorance and anxiety (see The Concept of Anxiety by Vigilius Haufniensis); the anxiety that 
characterizes spiritlessness is recognized precisely by its spiritless sense of security.  Nevertheless, anxiety 
lies underneath; likewise, despair also lies underneath, and when the enchantment of illusion is over, when 
existence begins to totter, then despair, too, immediately appears as that which lay underneath” (SUD 44). 
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To Kierkegaard’s credit, this distinction between the immediate despairer being 

guilty of sin and the innocent Adam remaining free of guilt is the one distinction that 

Haufniensis never challenges, and in this sense he rightly keeps the categories of 

innocence and immediacy separate.  However, despite that fact, I do not think this is 

enough.  The Scriptures and major figures in the Christian tradition maintain not only an 

ethical transition between creation and fall—a transition from innocence to guilt—but 

also an ontological and relational transition—a transition from a self-conscious, healthy 

state of selfhood with a proper relationship with God to a disordered, broken self that 

lacks a God-relationship.  The prefallen state—exemplified by Adam and Eve living in 

friendship with one another and God, and embracing their roles as co-caretakers with the 

Creator of the creation—is the telos as well as the arche of human existence, what human 

beings should become as well as what they originally were. 

Yet, according to Anti-Climacus’ notion of what it means to be fully human, 

especially in ontological and relational terms, the innocent Adam does not seem human at 

all.  “Every human existence,” Anti-Climacus contends,  

that is not conscious of itself as spirit or conscious of itself before God as spirit, 
every human existence that does not rest transparently in God but vaguely rests in 
and merges in some abstract universality (state, nation, etc.) or, in the dark about 
his self, regards his capacities merely as powers to produce without becoming 
deeply aware of their source, regards his self, if it is to have intrinsic meaning, as 
an indefinable something.… Every such existence is nevertheless despair.  (SUD 
46) 
 

Anti-Climacus is right to require self-consciousness and transparent resting in God as 

necessary ingredients of selfhood, but Haufniensis does not grant innocence either of 

these things.  In his discussion of Adam’s first sin and whether it could have been caused 

by selfishness, Haufniensis states that this is impossible: 
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However, the real “self” is posited only by the qualitative leap.  In the prior state 
there can be no question about it.  Therefore, when sin is explained by selfishness, 
one becomes entangled in indistinctness, because, on the contrary, it is by sin and 
in sin that selfishness comes into being. (CA 79) 
 

Since in innocence, Adam does not even have one of the basic elements of selfhood—

self-knowledge or self-consciousness—there is no “real self” to be selfish about.  The 

“real self” is only posited with the qualitative leap into sin. It is beyond the scope of this 

project to determine whether Kierkegaard or any of his other pseudonyms agree with 

Haufniensis’s portrayal of innocence.  What we can affirm is that Haufniensis’s 

ontological structure of innocence is merely a negative unity similar to the vague, 

ignorant self described above, and relationally, perhaps most importantly, the innocent 

Adam has neither a relation to himself nor to God—until spirit is posited this is 

impossible.  One vital part of the Christian metanarrative that Haufniensis lacks is that 

there is a self-conscious God-relationship in creation before the fall, and that this healthy 

relationship is rent asunder through sin.  So although the eternal may be present in the 

innocent human being, there is no awareness of this or conscious dependence on it.  

Although innocent human beings depend on God in the first sense described above, in 

terms of ontological dependence, they do not have a God-relationship in the second 

sense, in terms of a conscious, personal relationship.   

Originally (before the fall into sin), Haufniensis regards God as Creator and 

sustainer of unity in the self, but as I discussed above, he does not grant innocent human 

beings the ability to consciously relate to one another nor to God in any personal, 

reflective sense.   The role of the God-relationship in constituting a human being’s 
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original ontology is evident in the following quote that describes the transition from 

innocence to sin:  

If he were not properly composed originally of the temporal and the eternal, he 
could not despair at all.  Thus despair in man is a misrelationship between the 
temporal and the eternal, of which his nature is composed—but from God's hand 
in the right relationship. 

How does the misrelationship happen, then?  From the man himself, who 
disturbs the relationship, which is precisely to despair.  How is this possible?  
Quite simple.  In the composite of the eternal and the temporal, man is a 
relationship, in this relationship itself and relating itself to itself.  God made man a 
relationship; to be a human being is to be a relationship.  But a relationship which, 
by the very fact that God, as it were, releases it from his hand, or the same 
moment God, as it were, releases it, is itself, relates itself to itself—this 
relationship can become in the same moment a misrelationship.  To despair is the 
misrelationship taking place.179  
 

After the fall into sin, one’s relationship to God is rent asunder, and it is only through the 

atonement of the Incarnation and faith in Christ that the self can once again find unity.  

So, is the God-relationship different upon the self’s salvation?  Clearly, the God-

relationship is central at both points; for the eternal in a human being can at least be said 

to signify an individual’s capacity and need for a God-relationship.  But, Haufniensis 

does describe the quality of a person’s selfhood and God-relationship differently in the 

two instances, implying that the redeemed self is more highly developed than the initial, 

created self.  It is true that all of the qualities of selfhood are present in innocence as 

potentialities, but Haufniensis consistently claims that the only way that these qualities—

freedom, spirit, awareness of God and the eternal—are brought into actuality is by the 

positing of sin.

                                                 

179  JP, 1.68.    
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Fall into Sin as Loss of the Eternal 
 
 

Introduction 

Anti-Climacus tells us that “despair is indeed the loss of the eternal and of 

oneself” (SUD 62).  But does sin result in a complete extinction of the eternal or selfhood 

in a person?  Anti-Climacus says it does not (SUD 17).  But if this is the case, in what 

sense does sin separate us from the eternal?  In this chapter, after explaining 

Haufniensis’s and Anti-Climacus’ basic framework of sin, I look at Haufniensis’s 

account of the fall in Concept of Anxiety for insight into this ambiguity of how the eternal 

is present or lost in the transition from innocence to sin.  I then explore some 

consequences of the fall through the category of the demonic and its four false notions of 

the eternal. 

 
Common Goals of Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death 

Before beginning this investigation, we must first determine how Concept of 

Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death do or do not work together in their portrayals of sin.  If 

Concept of Anxiety is about anxiety and hereditary sin, and Sickness Unto Death is about 

despair, sin, and redemption, what unites the task of these two works?  Moreover, is there 

continuity in the way Haufniensis and Anti-Climacus relate the falleness of human beings 

to the concept of eternity?  

Despite their differences in purpose and perspective, I believe that it is precisely 

in the continuities between Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death that we see why 
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Kierkegaard regards the eternal as such an essential category in human ontology.  This 

exploration of eternity’s role in the fallen self is structured according to what I see as two 

common Kierkegaardian goals of Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death: (1) to 

explain sin as an act of freedom for which we are morally responsible, a freedom 

grounded in the eternal, and (2) to show how sin expresses itself in ontological and 

existential disorder, and that such disorder can only be healed by first, becoming 

conscious of it—which includes recognizing the eternal as both substance and task for the 

self—and then second, putting one’s faith in Christ (and thereby rightly relating to the 

eternal).  These two goals are intended as a critique of what Kierkegaard regards as false 

and evasive ways of explaining sin, such as pagan naiveté, Hegelian dialectical necessity, 

or Socratic ignorance; such explanations either remove human freedom and responsibility 

from the equation or posit an inadequate solution to the problem.  The first goal provides 

the guiding framework for my account of eternity’s presence or absence in the transition 

from innocence to sin, and the second goal guides my exploration of the demonic.   

Haufniensis and Anti-Climacus use at least two strategies for accomplishing the 

first goal of showing how we are free and morally responsibility for sin (insofar as we are 

grounded in the eternal).  First, they use the psychological categories of anxiety and 

despair.  Haufniensis uses the category of anxiety to makes sense of both hereditary sin (a 

state into which we are born, as a result of Adam’s sin, and that on its own does not incur 

guilt), and every human being’s first sin (including Adam’s), which is an act of freedom 

that does incur guilt (CA 49-50, 76).  Anti-Climacus uses the category of despair to show 

how even though God is our Creator, we, and not God, are responsible for the disordered 

state in which we find ourselves (SUD 16).  The concept of eternity is important in this 
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strategy for at least three reasons (all of which I explain in greater detail below): First, it 

is only because we are eternal that we are capable of anxiety and despair.  Second, by 

exploring the most common forms of anxiety and despair, it becomes clear that our 

possession of freedom is made possible by our possession of the eternal.  Third, the 

presence of anxiety and despair, when they are an expression of sin (since anxiety is not 

always sin), show that our guilt resides in a refusal to relate rightly to the Eternal (God).1 

The pseudonyms’ second strategy of defending human freedom and responsibility 

for sin is to use the categories of “transition” and the “moment” to make sense of the 

qualitative “leap” that takes place in a person’s life when one makes a free, temporal 

decision that has eternal consequences (CA 43, 82-91).  The polemical target of this 

strategy is Hegel, who uses logical categories to explain the fall and salvation as 

immanent, quantitative movements, and thereby, according to Haufniensis, removes 

individual freedom and moral responsibility from his anthropology (CA 35-6, 81-2).  

Haufniensis uses the categories of transition and the moment to describe a person’s first 

sin as a free, qualitative leap from innocence to the state of sin.  He does the same with 

the moment of faith in order to express the qualitative transition from sin to salvation and 

redemption (repetition), which I explore in chapters four and five.  The concept of 

eternity is important in this context because Haufniensis considers this “moment” of 

transition to be an act that transcends temporal categories, or more specifically, a moment 

in which the eternal and temporal meet in an act of “historical freedom” (CA 83).  As I 

show below, failing to conceive of the eternal properly (a failure particularly common for 

                                                 

1 This connection between guilt and a refusal to relate rightly to the eternal is especially true in the 
category of the demonic. 
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the demonic) can cause one to explain such qualitative movements in a way that 

compromises human freedom and guilt, and salvation. 

The second goal that both works share—the goal of arguing that sin expresses 

itself in terms of an ontological and existential disorder that must become conscious of 

itself and can only be healed by Christ—is accomplished by presenting the problem 

within two different but complementary perspectives: the perspective of natural 

revelation and that of special revelation.  Kierkegaard uses Haufniensis’s disciplinary 

limitations as a psychologist and what he calls “first ethics” to present the perspective of 

natural revelation.2  This perspective shows how the natural human phenomenon of 

anxiety (and its corresponding impact on one’s ontological and existential structure) can 

explain the antecedents and consequences of Adam’s first sin in a way that reveals how 

something like hereditary sin is possible (CA 15, 20-4).3  Haufniensis introduces the 

contrasting perspective of special revelation with the categories of “dogmatics” and 

“second ethics.”  Dogmatics does “not explain hereditary sin but rather explains it by 

presupposing it,” and second ethics is an ethics that “presupposes dogmatics” and whose 

“essence is transcendence or repetition” (CA 20-1).  Thus, psychology, dogmatics, and 

second ethics work together in the following way: 

                                                 

2 Haufniensis uses the limited insights of “first ethics” to reveal the problem of sin, but not its 
solution: “Ethics proposes to bring ideality into actuality.  On the other hand, it is not the nature of its 
movement to raise actuality up into ideality.  Ethics points to ideality as a task and assumes that every man 
possesses the requisite conditions.  Thus ethics develops a contradiction, inasmuch as it makes clear both 
the difficulty and the impossibility.  What is said of the law is also true of ethics: it is a disciplinarian that 
demands, and by its demands only judges but does not bring forth life” (CA 16). 

 
3 Haufniensis explains, “The subject of which psychology treats must be something in repose that 

remains in a restless repose, not something restless that always either produces itself or is repressed.  But 
this abiding something out of which sin constantly arises, not by necessity … but by freedom—this abiding 
something, this predisposing presupposition, sin’s real possibility, is a subject of interest for psychology” 
(CA 21). 
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As psychology now becomes deeply absorbed in the possibility of sin, it is 
unwittingly in the service of another science that only waits for it to finish so that 
it can begin and assist psychology to the explanation….  This science is 
dogmatics, and here in turn the issue of hereditary sin appears.  While psychology 
thoroughly explores the real possibility of sin, dogmatics explains hereditary sin, 
that is, the ideal possibility of sin.  The second ethics, however, has nothing to do 
with the possibility of sin or with hereditary sin.  The first ethics ignores sin.  The 
second ethics has the actuality of sin within its scope, and here psychology can 
intrude only through a misunderstanding.  (CA 23) 
 

Psychological insights into the concept of anxiety can only posit the possibility, not the 

actuality of sin; so after explaining the possibility of this disorder in ontological and 

psychological terms, Haufniensis then places psychology in “service” to dogmatics and 

second ethics in order to provide a fuller, theological explanation for this disorder and 

point to the only solution that can heal it (Christ).  Anti-Climacus does the same with 

despair and sin, using Part One of Sickness Unto Death to describe despair as the 

“sickness unto death” from the perspective of natural revelation (with the “merely human 

self” as its criterion), and Part Two to describe this ultimate sickness as sin from the 

perspective of special revelation (by becoming the “theological self” whose “criterion is 

God”) (CA 79-81). 

The concept of eternity is crucial in this task of using natural and special 

revelation in this complementary way.  On the one hand, the only reason we can 

experience anxiety and despair and have natural insight into these human conditions is 

because we have something eternal in us and are designed teleologically to be unhappy 

until we rest transparently in God.  On the other hand, special revelation shows us that 

what we really need in order to be healed is a proper relation to the Eternal (God).  This is 

why Anti-Climacus insists that in one sense, despair is not a defect but a “surpassing 

excellence” (SUD 15): “The possibility of this sickness is man’s superiority over the 
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animal … for it indicates infinite erectness or sublimity, that he is spirit….  To be aware 

of this sickness is the Christian’s superiority over the natural man; to be cured of this 

sickness is the Christian’s blessedness” (SUD 15).  As I show in chapters four and five, 

the ability to recognize our sickness specifically as sin and to find hope of a cure is only 

possible through the Incarnation (and Atonement) of Christ, the eternal entering time and 

offering fallen human beings the potential of a future of eternal blessedness.  In 

Christianity, one learns that one’s life has had “the continuity of sin instead of the 

essential continuity of the eternal through being before God in faith” (SUD 105). 

 
Defining Sin, Hereditary Sin, Anxiety, and Despair 

In a journal entry from the same year Concept of Anxiety was published, 

Kierkegaard writes, 

If men had pursued further the ancient idea that man is a synthesis of soul and 
body, which is constituted by spirit, men would long since have thought more 
precisely with regard to sin and original sin, its origin and its consequence.4  
 

It is exactly this relation between the origin and consequences of sin and man’s structure 

as a synthesis that Concept of Anxiety and Sickness Unto Death aim to develop, 

principally because sin shows most clearly how a person’s loss of the eternal is also a loss 

of his own self.    

But what is sin?  Haufniensis is less helpful in defining this term because he 

regards it as outside his discipline’s boundaries; sin is “no subject of psychological 

concern and only by submitting to the service of a misplaced brilliance could it be dealt 

with psychologically” (CA 14).  The incomprehensibility of sin is largely due to its being 

                                                 

4 JP, 1.52.   
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rooted in freedom.  As a free act, sin cannot be explained by psychological antecedents or 

consequences.  What Haufniensis does say of sin is that it must be approached with the 

“mood” of “earnestness,” being “expressed in courageous resistance” since, “according to 

its true concept, sin is to be overcome”; it is not “something that endures” in one’s 

essence or “something nonessential that is annulled” (CA 15).  As Kierkegaard explains 

in a journal entry, “Earnestness is that I myself become conscious of being a sinner and 

apply everything in this respect to myself.”5  The concept of sin must not be approached 

with dispassionate, scientific objectivity, but with self-concern and personal examination, 

as if one were listening to a sermon.6 

In contrast to Haufniensis, Anti-Climacus defines sin explicitly and dedicates the 

second half of Sickness Unto Death to unpacking his definition: “Sin is: before God, or 

with the conception of God, in despair not to will to be oneself, or in despair to will to be 

oneself” (SUD 77).  In his analysis of Anti-Climacus’ “grammar of sin,” Robert Roberts 

helpfully points out five essential elements in Anti-Climacus’ definition.  First, sin cannot 

be known as such apart from special revelation; second, sin implies “before God,” 

meaning that it only makes sense when we regard God, and not other human beings, as 

our criterion; third, the preaching of sin involves the possibility of offense; fourth, sin is 

                                                 

5 JP, 4.4037.  Earnestness is also an essential element in conceiving of the eternal correctly (CA 
151). 

 
6 In light of the potential problems with Haufniensis’s portrayal of innocence pointed out in 

chapter two, it is important that we determine whether Kierkegaard conceives of sin as a distortion or 
perversion of the original created order – or as a necessary step on the way to genuine selfhood.  The 
answer to this question is not simple, and I examine it below when I discuss the fall into sin, but what is 
clear is that a break in the self-synthesis does occur in the fall into sin, and sin is an expression of this 
perversion of the synthesis.  On the other hand, Kierkegaard’s portrait of genuine selfhood, of the opposite 
of sin – faith – is one that is not present in the original creation (or is present only potentially), and this may 
be a weakness in his larger metanarrative. 
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not merely a problem of the intellect (ignorance), but a problem of the will (rebellion); 

and fifth, sin is not a negation, but a position, meaning that sin originates in us as 

something we do, rather than being something that merely happens to us.7  I discuss the 

meaning of these various characteristics insofar as each relates to eternity in my 

discussion of the demonic.  Ultimately, sin is a refusal to be the self God has created a 

person to be.  As we have seen, Kierkegaard conceives of genuine selfhood as (1) a 

successful self-conscious synthesis of various polarities, especially of the temporal and 

the eternal, and (2) dependence on God, not only metaphysically, but also ethically and 

spiritually.  Sin, therefore, is a refusal and failure to achieve both of these purposes of the 

self.  It involves a “misrelation” among the polarities in the self synthesis, as well as a 

prideful break in the God-relationship in the attempt to be autonomous.  Consequently, 

sin does not simply refer to particular evil deeds, but also to a state or condition of one’s 

existence, an existence characterized by an underlying attitude of rebellion over and 

against God.8 

                                                 

7  Roberts C. Robert, "The Grammar of Sin and the Conceptual Unity of The Sickness Unto 
Death," in International Kierkegaard Commentary: The Sickness Unto Death, 2002), 147.   

 
8  Evans, Kierkegaard's Christian Psychology, 57.   In response to the potential objection that his 

definition of sin “does not mention murder, stealing, fornication, etc.,” Anti-Climacus assures us that, on 
the contrary, it does speak of these things.  He asks, “Are not [these deeds] also self-willfulness against 
God, a disobedience that defies his commandments?” (SUD 81) Indeed, he even insists that his definition 
of sin is “the only Scriptural definition,” since “Scripture always defines sin as disobedience.” 
Kierkegaard’s understanding of sin can also be clarified by its opposite, faith: “Faith is: that the self in 
being itself and in willing to be itself rests transparently in God….  The opposite of sin is faith, as it says in 
Romans 14:23: ‘whatever does not proceed from faith is sin’” (SUD 82).  As stated above, Kierkegaard’s 
portrait of genuine selfhood is represented by faith, and as such requires the actualization (not mere 
potential) of characteristics that are not present in innocence, but only in redemption. 
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Hereditary sin, a much-debated concept among Kierkegaard scholars,9 is not, 

according to Haufniensis, a sin for which we are guilty.  Rather, it is an inherited 

propensity to sin passed down as a generational and historical consequence of Adam’s 

first sin.  Although Haufniensis does not explicitly define hereditary sin (as a 

“psychologist,” this is beyond his discipline’s authority (CA 15)), he does propose two 

“dogmatic” boundaries of the concept.  First, the Danish word for this term, 

“Arvesynden,” which literally means “the sin of inheritance” or “the inherited sin,” 

emphasizes the communal and historical aspects of sin.  Accordingly, Haufniensis insists 

that hereditary sin signifies the consequences of Adam’s first sin upon all subsequent 

human beings and all of creation (according to the historical account of the Genesis 

narrative).10  Second, dogmatics requires that every person’s act of sin be committed 

freely (not by causal necessity) and that we are therefore responsible as sinners.  

Haufniensis uses what Philip Quinn calls the “principle of explanatory power” to insist 

that the first sin11 of every person must be accounted for in essentially the same way.12  

                                                 

9 For an overview of the debate, see Lee Barrett, "Kierkegaard's "Anxiety" and the Augustinian 
Doctrine of Original Sin," in International Kierkegaard Commentary: The Concept of Anxiety (Macon, 
GA: Mercer University Press, 1985), 36-39.   Also, for a perceptive exploration of the influence of Kant 
and Schleiermacher on Kierkegaard’s position, see Philip L. Quinn, "Does Anxiety Explain Original Sin?" 
Nous 24, no. 2 (1990): 227-244. 

 
10 Kierkegaard explicitly reminds his readers that he reads the Genesis narrative as an historical 

event and not simply a “myth of the understanding” or story with symbolic meaning (CA 32). 
 
11 To see why the “first sin” is different from all subsequent sins, see CA 30. 
 
12  Quinn, “Original Sin,” 236.   Although Quinn’s analysis is helpful, I disagree with him in a 

number of ways.  He fails to represent the subtlety of Augustine’s position and therefore cannot recognize 
the degree to which Kierkegaard and Augustine agree; he does not grant enough differences between Adam 
and subsequent individuals (Quinn’s focus is on their similarities); he ignores the epistemological 
distinction between what Haufniensis can say or explain as a psychologist and what can be said by 
dogmatics; and finally, he overlooks several important journal entries that reveal the potential 
disagreements between Haufniensis’s position and that of Kierkegaard himself.   
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“Rightly understood,” hereditary sin requires that “every individual is both himself and 

the race, and the subsequent individual is not essentially different from the first” (CA 98).   

Haufniensis expresses these two boundaries in the following way: “Since the race 

does not begin anew with every individual, the sinfulness of the race does indeed acquire 

a history.  Meanwhile, this proceeds in quantitative determinations while the individual 

participates in it by the qualitative leap” (CA 33).  The term “sin” generally describes 

particular acts of sin, and “sinfulness” describes the state of hereditary sin (CA 32-34).  

“Sin” is “qualitative” in that it is a free act for which the agent is responsible.  Because it 

is free, it is “inexplicable” insofar as its cause cannot be explained by anything other than 

the free choice of the agent himself.  By contrast, “sinfulness,” the generationally and 

historically inherited consequences of sin in each subsequent individual, is a 

“quantitative” dimension of sin that comes into the world and human race as a 

consequence of Adam’s first act of sin.13  It is “quantitative” in that while it does signify 

a greater possibility for new, actual sins, it does not necessitate the actual sin in the 

individual.  Haufniensis explains,  

The race has its history, within which sinfulness continues to have its quantitative 
determinability, but innocence is always lost only by the qualitative leap of the 
individual.  It is no doubt true that this sinfulness, which is the progression of the 
race, may express itself as a greater or lesser disposition in the particular 
individual who by his act assumes it, but this is a more or less, a quantitative 
determination, which does not constitute the concept of guilt.  (CA 37-38) 
 

                                                 

13 “The Genesis story presents the only dialectically consistent view.  Its whole content is really 
concentrated in one statement: Sin came into the world by a sin.  Were this not so, sin would have come 
into the world as something accidental, which one would do well not to explain” (CA 32). 
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For Haufniensis, what is innate and inherited in human beings subsequent to Adam is not 

guilt, but a greater predisposition to sin.  One only becomes guilty when one freely gives 

in to this predisposition in the first act of sin. 

One might say that the psychological category of anxiety provides Haufniensis 

with a transcendental argument for the possibility of sin.  In other words, anxiety is the 

condition that makes sin psychologically possible.  Haufniensis describes anxiety as “a 

sympathetic antipathy and an antipathetic sympathy” (CA 42), or a desire for what one 

fears and a fear of what one desires.  It is ambiguous in that anxiety expresses an 

attraction and repulsion toward the same object.  This ambiguity allows Haufniensis to 

give an explanation of sin that does not already presuppose sin or make it necessary.  

Unlike despair, anxiety has a kind of innocence, since it draws the pre-fallen individual to 

sin but does not force the free act.  It is also different from simple fear—and this is a 

significant contribution Kierkegaard makes in the history of the concept—in that it lacks 

a determinate object.  For Adam, the object of anxiety is the possibility of freedom, but 

since freedom has not yet been actualized, it still has no determinate, concrete meaning 

for him, and is therefore a kind of nothingness (CA 155).  Anxiety is often linked with 

dizziness or vertigo, which is an orientation toward one’s possibility in which one gazes 

into a limitless abyss or encounters the enormous gap between the limiting and expanding 

polarities in the self, and the illusion of external pressure (when this pressure actually 

comes from within the self).   

Anxiety has an essential place in the ontological structure of a human being.  In 

this way it is unlike despair, which is not essential since it is sin, and expresses itself in 

human beings as an ontological and existential disorder (SUD 77).  In terms of 
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ontological disorder, despair is an expression of the misrelation between first, the 

distinctly “spiritual” components of the self (i.e. the polarities of freedom and necessity, 

infinitude and finitude, and eternity and temporality), and secondly, oneself and God.  In 

terms of existential disorder, despair has two forms: first, despair in weakness, or in 

despair not to will to be oneself (the refusal to become the self one is intended to be) 

(SUD 49); and second, defiance, or in despair to will to be oneself (or a rebellious 

determination to be a different self than one is intended to be) (SUD 67).  As noted 

above, the presence of despair does signify a person’s loss of himself and the eternal, but 

as sin, it also paradoxically heightens that person’s individuality and awareness of the 

eternal by making him guilty and responsible before God.14 

 
The Fall into Sin 

There is no other place in the Kierkegaardian corpus that the fall into sin is treated 

with as much concern and detail as in Concept of Anxiety.  As stated above, Haufniensis’s 

goal in this work is to describe Adam’s movement from innocence to sin in such a way 

that not only maintains the dogmatic claim that sin enters the world through Adam and 

has hereditary consequences on the human race, but also in a way that makes sense of 

Adam’s first sin as an act of freedom that is analogous to our own first act of sin.  He 

                                                 

14 Kierkegaard’s analysis of sin not only describes where man is ontologically and spiritually, but 
also points normatively to where he ought to be.  It is through the category of sin that Kierkegaard achieves 
a balance in his philosophical anthropology between carrying on careful conceptual analysis of the 
structure of a human being and requiring an earnest, existential response from his reader.  As Anti-
Climacus points out in Sickness Unto Death, the “category of sin is the category of individuality.  Sin 
cannot be thought of speculatively at all” (SUD 119).  Just as the concrete, individual human being “lies 
beneath” the general concept of “man,” so also does the concrete sinner lie beneath and remain irreducible 
to the concept of sin.  This acknowledgement of “impotence of the concept in relation to actuality” is what 
on the one hand makes Kierkegaard’s conceptual analysis of sin and human persons so difficult, but is 
what, on the other hand, preserves the concreteness and particularity of the human being amidst 
Kierkegaard’s conceptual analysis, provided of course that his readers receive these insights earnestly. 
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challenges the assumption that hereditary sin necessitates sin in all subsequent 

individuals and that we are therefore less guilty than Adam. 

As a psychologist, Haufniensis can only speculate about the fall into sin in terms 

of its psychological antecedents and consequences, so his explanation begins with a 

description of the antecedents of sin in innocence.  Innocence is not an existentially static 

state; rather, it is at least potentially dynamic.  In fact, he suggests that Adam undergoes 

three developmental phases within innocence that psychologically parallel Kierkegaard’s 

three developmental stages within aesthetic immediacy: dreaming, seeking, and 

desiring.15  These three phases describe how anxiety could arise and grow stronger in the 

pre-fallen Adam as he matures psychologically, and lead him to the point in which he 

falls into sin (albeit through a free act).  Eternity is important because as Adam’s anxiety 

increases, he also vaguely comes to recognize himself in terms of his eternal 

characteristics (as spirit), which in this instance manifests his capacity for freedom.  

Ironically, just when he recognizes his capacity to actualize his eternal characteristics 

(especially freedom), he in the next moment makes his first free choice as a temporal-

eternal creature—the choice of sin—and in so doing forfeits that same freedom and 

eternality (in one sense).16  But at the same time, it seems that in another sense, it is only 

through this qualitative transition into the state of sin that the eternal or transcendent 

                                                 

15 Nordentoft provides a detailed analysis of this connection to immediacy, and stresses that this 
development within innocence and immediacy is a metamorphosis without any qualitative leap or 
transition.  Nordentoft, Kierkegaard's Psychology, 20, 24.   

 
16 Haufniensis uses the term “freedom” in a variety of ways.  At least two meanings he seems to 

use are freedom in a libertarian sense (the ability to do otherwise), or formal freedom (CA 44, 61), and 
what we might call meaningful freedom, the ability to make crucial choices that lead to the highest state of 
selfhood (CA 108, 111-112).  For Haufniensis, the human being always possesses formal freedom, but one 
loses meaningful freedom as a result of the fall (CA 119). 
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qualities of selfhood—self-consciousness, freedom, historical identity—emerge as 

genuine potentialities to be actualized.   

There are several questions to be asked about this view of the fall.  First, how and 

why does eternity express itself as anxiety in the pre-fallen self, and how does this relate 

to the human being’s ontological structure?  Second, in what sense is Adam eternal and 

free both prior to the fall and after the fall?  It seems that he is only potentially free in 

innocence, and that he in some sense loses his freedom through his first act of sin—so is 

he actually free or properly related to the eternal in either innocence or sin?  Third, there 

seem to be at least two meanings of the term “eternal” being used as part of the self, one 

that can be lost through sin and another that cannot.  If this is the case, what are these two 

meanings?  Fourth, is there a basic problem with the way Haufniensis characterizes the 

movement from innocence (creation) to sin (fall) as, at least in some sense, a movement 

from human potentiality to human actuality? 

 
Anxiety as Expression of the Eternal in Innocence 

Our first question inquires into anxiety’s role in voicing eternity’s presence and 

potentiality in the innocent, pre-fallen self.  Anxiety is a uniquely and essentially human 

experience that arises out of our ontological structure.  It is like Anti-Climacus’ category 

of “dizziness” in that it is made possible by “the composite of the psychical and the 

physical,” and acts as “an ambiguous joint boundary” between these two poles.17  Even 

when Haufniensis does not name “the eternal” explicitly, he speaks of spirit and freedom, 

                                                 

17 JP, 1.749.  For an analysis of dizziness or vertigo and its similarities and differences from 
anxiety, see John M. Hoberman, "Kierkegaard on Vertigo," in International Kierkegaard Commentary: The 
Concept of Anxiety (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1985), 185-208.   
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which are expressions of the eternal in human beings.  The human being, as a “synthesis 

of the psychical and the physical is to be posited by spirit; but spirit is eternal” (CA 90).  

In innocence, Adam “is about to posit the synthesis as spirit’s (freedom’s) possibility, 

expressed in the individual as anxiety,” and “the future in turn is the eternal’s (freedom’s) 

possibility in the individuality expressed as anxiety” (CA 90).  Essentially, anxiety is a 

sign of the eternal stirring inside a person, wanting to awaken and posit freedom as a 

possibility for the self.   

Anxiety is “not found in the beast, precisely because by nature the beast is not 

qualified as spirit” (CA 42).  This statement seems to contradict what Haufniensis says 

elsewhere about innocence, that it “is ignorance” and is a state in which “man is not 

qualified as spirit but is psychically qualified in immediate unity with his natural 

condition” (CA 41, emphasis mine).  We saw in chapter two how being “psychically 

qualified” means that one exists in a “negative unity” of body and soul and lives 

according to instinct, not spirit.  One can only gain genuine selfhood by being “spiritually 

qualified,” when spirit actively guides the self in making self-conscious, free choices.  So 

is the innocent human being “qualified as spirit” and thus essentially different from the 

beast, or not?  An important distinction that Haufniensis does not make explicit is the 

difference between being “qualified as spirit” in potentiality on the one hand and in 

actuality on the other.  The beast is not an essentially spiritual creature and therefore is 

not qualified as spirit actually or potentially.  Innocent human beings, on the other hand, 

may not have actualized their spiritual nature, but they do possess the potential to do so.  

As Haufniensis explains, “In innocence, man is not merely animal, for if he were at any 

moment of his life merely animal, he would never become man.  So spirit is present, but 
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as immediate, as dreaming” (CA 42).  Notice that Haufniensis not only suggests that 

innocent human beings have the potential to become spirit, but also that spirit is not a 

quality or entity that lies outside us until it becomes actualized; rather, it lies within us, 

still dreaming.  It is the same with the eternal, as I discuss below. 

But if spirit is only present potentially in pre-fallen Adam (and therefore, for all 

subsequent individuals before their first act of sin), in what way does his state of 

existence differ from the beast?  Since he is “not qualified as spirit” but is merely 

“psychically qualified,” Adam in innocence is also ignorant, not only of good and evil, 

but of his own human telos and concrete identity.  However, despite his peace and repose 

in ignorant bliss, he is different from the beast since anxiety is already vaguely present.  

Although he is not concretely aware of having anything eternal in his self, the “actuality 

of the spirit constantly shows itself as a form that tempts its possibility but disappears as 

soon as it seeks to grasp for it, and it is a nothing that can only bring anxiety” (CA 42).18   

In this state, anxiety is a person’s relation to spirit or the eternal; ontologically speaking, 

anxiety is the “ambiguous joint boundary” between a person’s natural and spiritual 

constituents.19  Speculating as to how spirit expresses itself as a power that is both 

“hostile” and “friendly,” Haufniensis asks, “What, then, is man’s relation to this 

                                                 

18 Adam has a formless presentiment of spirit’s presence, somewhat like the common experience 
of departing for a long trip and anxiously sensing that there is something one has forgotten to do, some 
important task that no amount of mental effort can enable one to recall; paradoxically, one still remembers 
that one has forgotten something.  Although no scholar to my knowledge has explored the connection 
between Haufniensis’s discussion of anxiety as the presentiment of spirit and Augustine’s discussion of 
memory and the problem of forgetting, there are an astounding number of analogies.  See Augustine, 
Confessions, 10.16.24-10.27.38.   

 
19 JP, 1.749. 
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ambiguous power?  How does spirit relate itself to itself and to its conditionality?  It 

relates itself as anxiety” (CA 43).  For  

there is simultaneously something else that is not contention and strife, for there is 
indeed nothing against which to strive.  What, then, is it?  Nothing.  This is the 
profound secret of innocence, that it is at the same time anxiety.  Dreamily the 
spirit projects its own actuality, but this actuality is nothing, and innocence always 
sees this nothing outside itself.  (CA 41) 
 

As opposed to the emotion of fear, which has a definite object, the object of anxiety is 

“nothing” because the created teleology of Adam’s nature—“spirit’s actuality”—is 

without content from his perspective (he cannot imagine what “spirit’s actuality” might 

look like).  Spirit is “outside himself,” or not regarded as something related to his own 

identity. 

 
Presence or Absence of Freedom and the Eternal: Before First Sin 

In this discussion of Adam’s fall, the eternal primarily expresses itself as spirit, 

freedom, and possibility.  The tension created by anxiety eventually leads Adam (and us) 

to freely choose sin, even though anxiety does not necessitate this choice.  Our second 

question asks about the presence or absence of freedom and the eternal in the human 

being both prior to the fall and afterward.  As stated above, freedom only seems to be a 

potentiality in innocence, while after the first act of sin, it seems to have been forfeited.  

Freedom only appears to be actualized in the brief moment of free choice that marks the 

transition between the states of innocence and sin.  So is the self free or eternal before or 

after this moment of choice?  Moreover, does Haufniensis conceive of freedom as merely 

a particular act of free will, or also as a state?  Although Haufniensis is clear that both 

freedom and the eternal are present before and after the fall (and that this is revealed by 

the presence of anxiety), the nature of their presence in human beings is ambiguous.  
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First, since in innocence man is merely a psychosomatic unity, neither freedom nor the 

eternal is appropriated consciously in this state.  Secondly, after the fall, freedom is only 

present in terms of its misuse and the eternal in terms of a misrelationship. 

In order to answer these questions, we must first understand what Haufniensis 

means by freedom.  We can begin with what freedom is not.  First, despite Kierkegaard’s 

unfortunate reputation as a proponent of the blind leap of faith, he dismisses this 

conception of freedom when he states that a “perfectly disinterested will is a nothing, a 

chimera.”20  One might be tempted to regard Adam’s first act of sin as an indifferent act, 

since it is done without knowledge of good and evil.  But Haufniensis rejects the “act of 

an abstract liberum arbitrium,” which he understands as an indifferent will or a choice 

isolated from the influence of all antecedent factors (CA 49, 236).21  He complains that 

such a view offers “a logical explanation of the coming of sin into the world” and could 

only be conceived by thinkers “who are comically worried about finding an explanation” 

(CA 50).  No, there are antecedent conditions, especially the anxiety of freedom’s 

possibility, that impact without necessitating sin.   

Freedom, or in Adam’s case “freedom’s possibility,” is also not simply the ability 

to “choose good just as well as evil,” because this only “finitizes both freedom and the 

                                                 

20 JP, 2.1241. 
 
21 Kierkegaard may have Kant in mind in this critique.  In a journal, he writes: “That philosophy 

must begin with a presupposition ought not to be regarded as a defect but as a blessing; therefore this an 
sich becomes a curse from which it can never be free.  The conflict between consciousness or mind as 
empty form and as the fixed image of a moving object corresponds to the same problem in freedom: how 
the contentless arbitrium, which like the scale has nothing to do with the content but as infinitely abstract 
elasticity maintains itself victorious and indifferent for all eternity—how this comes to be positive freedom.  
Here, too, we find a presupposition, because this liberum arbitrium is really never found, but world-
existence [Verdenexistentsen] itself has already provided it.” JP, 2.1240. 
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concepts of good and evil” (CA 112).  The problem is that such a view only conceives of 

good and evil in abstraction from one’s own choice.  Haufniensis explains, 

The good cannot be defined at all.  The good is freedom.  The difference between 
good and evil is only for freedom and in freedom, and this difference is never in 
abstracto but only in concreto….  [The] misunderstanding arises because freedom 
is changed into something else, into an object of thought.  But freedom is never in 
abstracto.  If freedom is given a moment to choose between good and evil, a 
moment when freedom itself is in neither the one nor the other, then in that very 
moment freedom is not freedom, but a meaningless reflection.  (CA 111-112) 
 

The concepts of freedom, good, and evil are only to be understood concretely insofar as I 

myself freely choose good or evil; and according to Haufniensis, the prefallen Adam does 

not possess knowledge of this kind since he has not yet made this choice.  This is also 

why, strictly speaking, God does not even know evil if this knowledge is understood 

concretely (CA 112).22  Thus, by defining freedom in terms of an abstract notion of the 

good, one makes sin a necessity, so that “the circle of the leap becomes a straight line” 

(CA 112).23  It is only when “sin is posited in the particular individual by the qualitative 

leap [that] the difference between good and evil is also posited” (CA 111-2).  This is why 

Haufniensis claims that freedom “is infinite and arises out of nothing” (CA 112). 

Haufniensis’s definition of freedom as a “qualitative leap” seems to imply that it 

is only expressed as a particular act, not a state of existence.  But the affirmation of 

                                                 

22 Haufniensis explains, “If (sit venia verbo [pardon the expression]) freedom remains in the good, 
then it knows nothing at all of evil.  In this sense one may say about God (if anyone misunderstands this, it 
is not my fault) that he knows nothing of evil.  By this I by no means say that evil is merely the negative, 
das Aufzuhebende [that which is to be annulled]; on the contrary, that God knows nothing of evil, that he 
neither can nor will know of it, is the absolute punishment of evil” (CA 112). 

 
23 For Kierkegaard, while necessity expresses what a thing is, freedom expresses that a thing is.  

Haufniensis’s distinction, then, is between the “what” or necessity of freedom’s object, good and evil, and 
the “that” or freedom of the act itself.  The concepts of good and evil are not yet understood concretely in 
pre-fallen Adam, so if freedom necessitates an ability to choose good just as easily as evil, he cannot have 
acted freely in his first act of sin.  JP Commentary, II, 561. 
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freedom as an act is only one side of Haufniensis’s account.  Haufniensis only posits sin 

as an act insofar as his account deals with this characterization of Adam’s first sin as 

presupposed by dogmatics.24  As a psychologist, on the other hand, he is capable of 

describing states, and therefore can describe in psychological terms whether freedom is 

present in pre-fallen or post-fallen human beings.  And in fact, he does address this 

question.  Essentially, it seems that the act of freedom in Adam’s first sin posits the state 

of freedom in his fallen self.  But before this act, in Adam’s state of innocence, Adam 

may have the capacity for freedom, but he is not in an actualized state of freedom.  One 

always possesses the capacity for freedom as a human being, but the state of freedom is 

not possible until spirit is posited in the self.  If this is an accurate interpretation of 

Haufniensis’s position, the low degree of selfhood that Adam possesses in innocence may 

be problematic, as I discuss below. 

In one sense, what is true of freedom pre- and post-fall is also true of sin.  As 

noted above, Haufniensis has two terms for sin that express it as act and state: “sin” and 

“sinfulness” (CA 32-34).25  For both Haufniensis and Anti-Climacus, the failure to posit 

both terms and their distinction has dangerous theological consequences.  For 

                                                 

24 This is because psychology can only examine and explain human beings in terms of states, 
while dogmatics can speak of qualitative acts—although it does not explain such acts (since an act of 
freedom is essentially a paradox that cannot be explained), but only presupposes them (CA 15). 

 
25 Lee Barrett points out how most scholars misinterpret Haufniensis because they overly 

emphasize either sin as a state or as an act.  It is easy to conclude that sin is not a state in any sense from 
passages like the following: “However, sin is not a state.  Its idea is that its concept is continually annulled.  
As a state (de potential [according to possibility], it is not, but de actu or in actu [according to actuality or 
in actuality] it is, again and again” (CA 15).  But this passage refers to “sin,” Haufniensis’s term for sin as 
an act, and not to “sinfulness” which is Haufniensis term for sin as a state.  The following passage is one 
example of Haufniensis affirmation of sinfulness as a state: “Nevertheless, the whole of paganism and its 
repetition within Christianity lie in a merely quantitative determination from which the qualitative leap of 
sin does not break forth.  This state, however, is not the state of innocence; rather, viewed from the 
standpoint of spirit, it is precisely that of sinfulness” (CA 93).  Anti-Climacus also affirms sin as both act 
and state (SUD 105-6).  Barrett, 37-39.   
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Haufniensis, conflating sinfulness and sin can lead to the conclusion that sinfulness 

necessitates sin, instead of every sin being a free choice for which we become guilty.  For 

Anti-Climacus, failing to distinguish particular acts of sin from the continuous state of sin 

can blind us to the fact that we are sinners every moment that we do not have faith.  Sin is 

a position and “every state of sin is a new sin,” or “every unrepented sin is a new sin and 

every moment that it remains unrepented is also new sin” (SUD 105). 

Freedom, then, like sin, is the nature of an act that can lead to a state of freedom.  

This is why Anti-Climacus characterizes the self as freedom: 

The self is composed of infinitude and finitude.  However, this synthesis is a 
relation, and a relation that, even though it is derived, relates itself to itself, which 
is freedom.  The self is freedom.  But freedom is the dialectical aspect of the 
categories of possibility and necessity.  (SUD 29) 
 

Two questions arise from this passage.  First, if the self is freedom, why would the pre-

fallen self not be free as well?  It seems that insofar as he is human, he is free.  Second, if 

the self relates itself to itself, but does not relate to itself properly, or does not relate itself 

in faith to God, can it really be said to be in a state of freedom?  

In response to our first question about whether Adam is free in innocence, it is 

important to ask whether this is even possible in psychological terms.  In the passage 

above, we see that freedom involves self-relating as a synthesis.  As a negative unity, the 

pre-fallen Adam is not yet a synthesis and has no relation to himself: “In innocence, 

Adam as spirit was a dreaming spirit.  Thus the synthesis is not actual, for the combining 

factor is precisely the spirit, and as yet this is not posited as spirit” (CA 48-9).   In 

innocence, Adam has only the presentiment of the possibility of freedom and no 

consciousness of the eternal.  He does not see life as a task until his spirit posits himself 
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as a synthesis: “Awake, the difference between myself and my other is posited; sleeping, 

it is suspended, dreaming, it is an intimated nothing” (CA 41-2). 

However, this “intimated nothing” of spirit is what produces anxiety.  And just as 

anxiety arises out of spirit’s wanting to establish itself in Adam’s identity, so also with 

freedom and the eternal.  In fact, Haufniensis tells us that “anxiety is defined as 

freedom’s disclosure to itself in possibility” (CA 111).  Haufniensis says, “That anxiety 

makes its appearance is the pivot upon which everything turns” (CA 43).  Kierkegaard 

favors the category of anxiety because it is ambiguous and dialectical.  In a journal, 

Kierkegaard writes, 

The nature of hereditary sin has often been explained, and still a primary category 
has been lacking—it is anxiety [Angst]; this is the essential determinant.  Anxiety 
is a desire for what one fears, a sympathetic antipathy; anxiety is an alien power 
which grips the individual, and yet he cannot tear himself free from it and does 
not want to, for one fears, but what he fears he desires.  Anxiety makes the 
individual powerless, and the first sin always occurs in weakness; therefore it 
apparently lacks accountability, but this lack is the real trap.26 
 

Anxiety is ambiguous in that its object is always indeterminate, and it is a simultaneous 

fear and desire for the same object.  It is dialectical in that it can move us toward or away 

from its object, which is in Adam’s case the vague possibility of freedom: 

But he who becomes guilty through anxiety is indeed innocent, for it was not he 
himself but anxiety, a foreign power, that laid hold of him, a power that he did not 
love but about which he was anxious.  And yet he is guilty, for he sank in anxiety, 
which he nevertheless loved even as he feared it.  There is nothing in the world 
more ambiguous.  (CA 43) 
 

But how does this “foreign power” of anxiety move Adam toward the actualization of 

freedom in the act of sin?  Must freedom, spirit, or the eternal necessarily be actualized to 

some extent in order for Adam to be anxious at all? 
                                                 

26 JP, 1.94. 
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In order to answer this question, we must first see what prompts Adam’s anxiety 

to grow.  This first occurs, according to Haufniensis, through God’s prohibition against 

eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  Since Adam does not yet know 

what good and evil are, this prohibition only gives him the “anxious possibility of being 

able” without any conception of what he is able to do (CA 44).  After the prohibition, he 

is in a state of “higher ignorance” and greater anxiety.  Anxiety is increased even more 

when Adam hears God’s word of judgment. 

Haufniensis says that anxiety is an expression of “freedom’s actuality as the 

possibility of possibility,” in other words, a freedom twice removed from Adam’s 

consciousness (CA 42).  If freedom’s actuality was only once removed, “as possibility,” 

then Adam would consciously recognize freedom as something he is capable of and even 

created for.  But as “the possibility of possibility,” Adam is only vaguely aware that he 

might be capable of freedom, and in anxiety he both fears and desires this capacity.  Like 

spirit, freedom’s possibility must be awakened if it is to become an actuality, and 

Haufniensis says this happens not in innocence, but in the transition from innocence to 

sin.  It seems then, that freedom remains only an unactualized potentiality in innocence, 

and nothing else. 

However, after the prohibition by which anxiety is awakened, Haufniensis does 

not merely define freedom’s presence in innocence in terms of potentiality.  Rather, he 

says that Adam has a kind of “entangled freedom”: 

In a logical system, it is convenient to say that possibility passes over into 
actuality.  However, in actuality it is not so convenient, and an intermediate term 
is required.  The intermediate term is anxiety, but it no more explains the 
qualitative leap than it can justify it ethically.  Anxiety is neither a category of 
necessity nor a category of freedom; it is entangled freedom, where freedom is not 
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free in itself but entangled, not by necessity, but in itself.  If sin has come into the 
world by necessity (which is a contradiction), there can be no anxiety.  (CA 49) 
 

Anxiety is the intermediate term that stands between the pure potentiality and full 

actuality of freedom.  So Adam is not yet actually free, but he is also not restricted by 

necessity like the beast. 

My concern is whether this “entangled freedom” grants the pre-fallen Adam 

freedom in a meaningful, actual sense—not as merely an intermediate place between 

potentiality and actuality.  The role of “entangled freedom” in Haufniensis’s account of 

innocence is simply to distinguish humans from beasts and to explain the psychological 

antecedents of real freedom.  In pre-fallen anxiety, Adam merely has the pre-reflective 

presentiment that he is capable of freedom (freedom’s possibility), but until he freely 

acts, his freedom is not free in itself but “entangled.” 

This analysis of freedom’s presence is important for our investigation because the 

eternal seems to play the same role as freedom in innocence, and therefore, my concern is 

again about whether the eternal is only present in pre-fallen Adam as a potentiality (or as 

an intermediate between potential and actual).  This may be why Haufniensis says the 

eternal expresses itself to Adam as the future: “As long as the eternal is not introduced, 

the moment [of choice] is not, or is only a boundary.  Because in innocence spirit is 

qualified only as dreaming spirit, the eternal appears as the future, for this is, as has been 

said, the first expression of the eternal, and its incognito” (CA 90-1).  This connection is 

also confirmed by Haufniensis’s claim that “temporality,” a category that can only be 

recognized when the eternal is posited (as I show in chapter four), does not arise as part 

of Adam’s existence until after the fall into sin (CA 90-1): 
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Just as (in the previous chapter) the spirit, when it is about to be posited in the 
synthesis, or, more correctly, when it is about to be posited in the synthesis as the 
spirit's (freedom's) possibility in the individuality, expresses itself as anxiety, so 
here the future in turn is the eternal's (freedom's) possibility in the individuality 
expressed as anxiety.  As freedom's possibility manifests itself for freedom, 
freedom succumbs, and temporality emerges in the same way as sensuousness in 
its significance as sinfulness.  (CA 91) 
 

Here Haufniensis equates the function of freedom and spirit with the function of the 

eternal in the state of innocence and transition from innocence to sin.  All of these 

transcendent characteristics only become actualized parts of human existence when they 

are posited in the first act of sin. 

One might object that this interpretation of Haufniensis’s pre-fallen Adam cannot 

be correct in that it does not connect Adam’s condition to the rest of the human race, but 

instead places him “fantastically outside the race” as a one who is not a beast and yet not 

really a self either.  My response is that, on the contrary, Haufniensis tries so hard to 

secure the continuity between the innocent Adam and subsequent individuals before their 

first conscious act of sin that he describes Adam’s innocence in ways dangerously 

analogous to aesthetic immediacy, his lowest form of selfhood.  In other words, as I 

argued in chapter two, in his effort to connect Adam with the race, Haufniensis ends up 

denigrating the purity and goodness of Adam and Eve before the fall. 

 
Presence or Absence of Freedom and the Eternal: After First Sin 

If freedom and the eternal become part of human existence through the fall into 

sin, why does Haufniensis characterize the bondage to sin as a state of unfreedom?  Anti-

Climacus similarly says that sin is a loss of the eternal: “But to despair is to lose the 

eternal—and of this [the despairer] does not speak, does not dream” (SUD 51).  

Haufniensis describes two ways in which choice can be lost through sin: anxiety about 
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evil and anxiety about the good (CA 118-9).  Anxiety about evil is the “bondage of sin” 

in “an unfree relation to the evil,” in which one desires the good and is anxious because 

he continues to sin.  Haufniensis says little about this state and spends the majority of his 

time analyzing anxiety about the good, which is “the demonic” and is “an unfree relation 

to the good” (CA 119).  These two types of continuity in sin parallel in many ways Anti-

Climacus’ two forms of despair: despair in weakness and despair as defiance (SUD 49-

74).  In his discussion of the ways freedom can be lost by the demoniac, Haufniensis 

clarifies the paradoxical possession and loss of freedom in these forms of sin: 

If on the one hand unfreedom were able to close itself off completely and 
hypostatize itself, but if on the other hand it did not constantly will to do so (in 
this lies the contradiction that unfreedom wills something, when in fact it has lost 
its will), the demonic would not be anxious about the good….  This must 
constantly be maintained despite the illusion of the demonic and that of language 
usage, which by employing such expressions in describing this state almost 
tempts one to forget that unfreedom is a phenomenon of freedom and thus cannot 
be explained by naturalistic categories.  Even when unfreedom uses the strongest 
possible expressions to affirm that it does not will itself, it is untrue, and it always 
possesses a will that is stronger than the wish.  (CA 135, emphasis mine) 
 

If “unfreedom is a phenomenon of freedom,” and it “cannot be explained by naturalistic 

categories,” then unfreedom cannot occur in a human beings unless they are grounded in 

a state of freedom.  In fact, Haufniensis says that freedom “underlies unfreedom or is its 

ground” (CA 123).  Anti-Climacus also affirms the dependence of unfreedom on freedom 

when he states, “Once the misrelation, despair, has come about, does it continue as a 

matter of course?  No, it does not continue as a matter of course; if the misrelation 

continues, it is not attributable to the misrelation but to the relation that relates itself to 

itself” (SUD 16).  Unlike a physical sickness in which the sick person may be responsible 

for originally catching the illness but is not responsible for its continuation, the person 

with the spiritual sickness of despair is both responsible for its original cause (the first act 
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of sin) and its continuation—“every moment he is in despair he is bringing it upon 

himself.  It is always the present tense” (SUD 17).  Although this state of free-

unfreedom27 is grounded in freedom, the self still remains trapped in this state as a 

consequence of the first act of sin.  Without the assistance of God, the choice that the 

fallen self cannot make is the choice to extricate itself from its free-unfreedom, its state of 

sin.   

Since freedom corresponds to the eternal, we can conclude something similar 

about how the eternal is lost and not lost in the fallen self.  The eternal is lost through sin 

insofar as a person is not in the right relationship to the eternal and therefore experiences 

ontological and existential disorder as a result.  The eternal is not lost insofar as the self is 

created that way by God and ceases to be a human being if he ceases to be eternal.  As 

Anti-Climacus explains, “to despair is a qualification of spirit and relates to the eternal in 

man.  But he cannot rid himself of the eternal—no, never in all eternity….  For despair is 

not attributable to the misrelation but to the relation that relates itself to itself [i.e., the 

self]” (SUD 17).28  Haufniensis implies the same thing when he says that the demonic “is 

unfreedom that wants to close itself off.  This, however, is and remains an impossibility.  

It always retains a relation, and even when this has apparently disappeared altogether, it 

is nevertheless there, and anxiety at once manifests itself in the moment of contact with 

the good” (CA 123). 

                                                 

27 Kierkegaard uses this free-unfree term to describe the state of sin in a final draft of Sickness 
Unto Death.  See supplement in SUD, 147-148. 

 
28 Anti-Climacus also says that a human being’s eternality is “demonstrated by the fact that 

despair cannot consume his self, that precisely this is the torment of contradiction in despair.” Indeed, “if 
there were nothing eternal in man, he could not despair at all” (SUD 21). 
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This explanation of the free-unfree state of fallen human beings still raises two 

questions.  First, is the fallen self freer than the innocent self?  Second, what distinguishes 

the free-unfree state of the fallen self from the freedom of the redeemed self?  

Haufniensis suggests an answer to our first question in his contrast between the lack of 

freedom in innocence and the unfreedom of demonic existence: 

The demonic is anxiety about the good.  In innocence, freedom was not posited as 
freedom: its possibility was anxiety in the individual.  In the demonic, the relation 
is reversed.  Freedom is posited as unfreedom, because freedom is lost.  Here 
again freedom’s possibility is anxiety.  The difference is absolute, because 
freedom’s possibility appears here in relation to unfreedom, which is the very 
opposite of innocence, which is a qualification disposed toward freedom.  The 
demonic is unfreedom that wants to close itself off.  (CA 123) 
 

While freedom “is posited” in the demonic state, the demoniac’s existence is already 

qualified as unfreedom since he is in a state of sin.  By contrast, innocence has not 

posited freedom yet, and thus remains sinless and not trapped in sin like the demoniac.  In 

this way, Haufniensis’s employs an important category distinction that we have already 

seen: the distinction between freedom and the good being present potentially versus 

actually.  This distinction is inspired by Aristotle, who Kierkegaard studied through the 

writings of Adolf Trendelenburg and W. G. Tennemann prior to writing Concept of 

Anxiety.29  Since Haufniensis is dealing with the qualitative transition from innocence to 

sin, he wants to explain this transition not in terms of Hegelian dialectics, but as a 

movement of human freedom in which the possible is actualized.  On the other hand, 

potentiality and actuality are not the only variables; Haufniensis also distinguishes 

innocence and sin in terms of disposition or directionality.  While the demoniac is 

directed away from the good and toward unfreedom, innocence is “disposed toward 
                                                 

29 See “Historical Introduction” to Concept of Anxiety, vii, ix-x. 
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freedom” and the good.  However, what is unsettling is that since the demoniac is more 

developed existentially, he does seem much closer than the prefallen Adam to the fullest, 

most important type of freedom that remains for the self through faith in Christ. 

With regard to how the free-unfree state of falleness differs from the freedom of 

the redeemed self, Kierkegaard describes in a final draft of Sickness Unto Death exactly 

where this difference lies.  “By despairing,” he says, 

the person is freely in the power of an alien force, is freely or in freedom slaving 
under it, or he is freely-unfreely in his own power.  If one calls the alien force the 
master, then the person in despair is free in self-inflicted slaving for this master.  
And if one says that he is unfree in his own hands, he consequently slaves for 
himself, is his own slave.  This is the misrelation.  The true relation of freedom is 
this: freely to be completely in the power of the good, of freedom, or in the power 
of that in whose power one can be only by being free and through being in whose 
power one becomes free.  The second relation is this: freely serving, serving 
completely, to be simply an instrument in the power of the master, who no doubt 
demands greater obedience than any master ever demanded of his slave but who 
nevertheless will not have any slave in his service.  (SUD 147-8) 
 

The sinner’s freedom is circumscribed by his own sin, and he therefore cannot on his own 

extricate himself from the sinful state that he has freely chosen.  In order to have a “true 

relation of freedom,” a person must be “in the power of the good” and by “freely serving” 

the “master” whose omnipotence and goodness secures human freedom.  Louis Dupré 

describes this combination of freedom and dependence in Kierkegaard’s philosophy as “a 

dialectic between the autonomy, implied in the free choice by which the self is 

constituted, and the theonomy which follows from the fact that this choice is ultimately 

an acceptance of the self’s ontological dependence.”30 

Therefore freedom and the eternal continue to exist in the fallen self insofar as the 

sinner’s first act of sin posits or awakens spirit, the eternal, and freedom.  These are the 
                                                 

30  Dupré, Dubious Heritage, 30.   
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ontological ground of his being as well as the task that he is teleologically called to 

fulfill.  On the other hand, the sinner lacks the eternal and freedom insofar as he fails to 

fulfill this teleological task, suffers a misrelation in the components of his self-synthesis, 

and is existentially directed away from God and the good.   

 
Demoniac’s False Notions of Eternity 

As noted above, Haufniensis describes two forms of life in which the continuity 

of sinfulness can express itself after an individual’s first act of sin.  These two forms are 

“anxiety about evil” and “anxiety about the good” (CA 119).  The former, anxiety about 

evil, is found in a person who desires the good, but cannot actualize this desire because 

he is in “the bondage of sin.”  Haufniensis describes a common game that reflects this 

state.  In this game, “two persons are concealed under one cloak as if there were only one 

person, and one speaks and the other gesticulates arbitrarily without any relation to what 

is said” (CA 118-9).  In the same way, the individual in bondage to sin suffers under what 

feels like an alien power, a power that is described best by the Apostle Paul when he 

laments, 

I am of flesh, sold into bondage to sin.  For what I am doing, I do not understand; 
for I am not practicing what I would like to do, but I am doing the very thing I 
hate.  But if I do the very thing I do not want to do, I agree with the Law, 
confessing that the Law is good.  So now, no longer am I the one doing it, but sin 
which dwells in me.  For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my 
flesh; for the willing is present in me, but the doing of the good is not.31 
 

Like Paul, the one who is anxious about evil has “an unfree relation to the evil” in that 

“the willing [of the good] is present, but the doing of the good is not” (CA 119). 

                                                 

31 Rom. 7.14b-18 NASB. 
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On the other hand, the form of sinfulness expressed by anxiety about the good, 

which Haufniensis calls “the demonic,” is different.  While the “bondage of sin is an 

unfree relation to the evil,” the “demonic is an unfree relation to the good” (CA 119).  

The demonic individual defiantly strives to live a life that is evil, a life that possesses the 

continuity of sin, and therefore he is not anxious about participating in evil, but rather in 

the good.  In fact, his anxiety reaches its height when he comes in contact with the good.  

He does not want goodness to infect his determination to remain in sin, and having lost 

freedom when sin entered his life, he reacts by reversing his categories, so that now 

“freedom is posited as unfreedom, because freedom is lost” (CA 123). 

What strategy does the demonic person use to flee from the good?  He closes 

himself off from genuine communication with anyone outside himself.  This is why 

Haufniensis and Anti-Climacus refer to the demonic as “inclosing reserve,” which in 

Danish literally means “shut-up-ness” (“det Indesluttede”): “freedom is precisely the 

expansive,” but since the demonic is unfreedom (CA 123), he has “an inwardness with a 

jammed lock” (SUD 72).  The demonic person does have a kind of inwardness since he is 

not merely a negative unity in which spirit still slumbers.  No, spirit has awakened in the 

demoniac, and therefore, as Anti-Climacus admits, “even if not lived for eternity, his 

hours have something to do with the eternal and are concerned with the relation of his 

self to itself” (SUD 64).  But despite his existential growth in terms of being conscious of 

the eternal and inwardly concerned about his self-relation, the problem is that “he never 

really gets beyond that” (SUD 64).  In his self-concern, the demonic closes himself off 

from everything and everyone outside himself, and thereby becomes his own tormentor: 

“The demonic does not close itself up with something, but it closes itself up within itself, 
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and in this lies what is profound about existence [Tilværselsen], precisely that unfreedom 

makes itself a prisoner” (CA 124). 

Of course, it is natural to wonder whether this demonic form of life is really that 

important, since it is presumably so rare and extreme that most of us should not be 

worried about falling prey to its temptations.  Anti-Climacus seems to support this 

assumption when he says that demonic despair is qualitatively deeper than most 

subconscious forms of life, and as a result it “less frequently appears in the world” (SUD 

63).  Anti-Climacus goes so far as to say that “such characters really appear only in the 

poets, the real ones, who always lend ‘demonic’ ideality—using the word in its purely 

Greek sense—to their creations.  Nevertheless, at times despair like this does appear in 

actuality” (SUD 72).  However, Haufniensis seems to challenge Anti-Climacus when he 

says that the demonic is an ambiguous phenomenon that can be found not only in the 

pneumatic (spiritual) “sphere” of a person, but also in the somatic (bodily) and psychic 

(psychical) spheres.  This suggests, Haufniensis explains, 

that the demonic covers a much larger field than is commonly assumed, which 
can be explained by the fact that a man is a synthesis of psyche and body 
sustained by spirit, and therefore a disorganization in one shows itself in the 
others.  (CA 122) 
 

Haufniensis believes that all of the psychological states he describes in Concept of 

Anxiety (including the demonic state) are so universal to human beings that one need not 

travel to Paris or London to find their expression.  Rather, if “an observer will only pay 

attention to himself, he will have enough with five men, five women, and ten children for 

the discovery of all possible states of the human soul” (CA 126). 

So are Haufniensis and Anti-Climacus in disagreement regarding how widespread 

the category of the demonic is in human life?  My claim is that this is not the case, and 
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that their apparent disagreement owes itself more to differences of emphasis.  Anti-

Climacus’ account of the forms of despair is structured first according to ontological 

disorder (SUD 29-42), and then in terms of increasing degrees of self-consciousness and 

development of spirit (42-74).32  He brings in the demonic category at the end of the 

latter section, since it represents a despair that is most conscious of itself as being 

despair.33  He does this in part to show how the demonic form of despair can be an ideal 

to be reached (on the way to genuine selfhood), precisely because one must first become 

aware of the depths of one’s despair before one can recognize one’s need for salvation: 

Despair itself is a negativity; ignorance of it, a new negativity.  However, to reach 
the truth, one must go through every negativity.…  However, it is in only one 
sense, in a purely dialectical sense, that the individual who is ignorant of his 
despair is further from the truth and deliverance than one who knows it and yet 
remains in despair, for in another sense, an ethical-dialectical sense, the person 
who is conscious of his despair and remains in it is further from deliverance, 
because his despair is more intensive.  Yet ignorance is so far from breaking the 
despair or changing despair to nondespair that it can in fact be the most dangerous 
form of despair.  (SUD 44, emphasis mine) 
 

In a “purely dialectical sense,” or in terms of the existential development of self-

awareness, ignorance or even a vague awareness of being in despair is more dangerous 

than demonic self-awareness because such an individual is unlikely to seek a cure to her 

spiritual sickness when she is unaware that she is sick.  And although the demonic self is 

“further from deliverance” in an “ethical-dialectical sense,” or in terms of existential 

                                                 

32 A third way in which Anti-Climacus structures his account of despair is in theological terms.  In 
the first half of Sickness Unto Death, despair understood without regard to special revelation—with human 
beings as the criterion.  The second half understands despair in terms of special revelation and with God as 
the criterion. 

 
33 Anti-Climacus suggests his reasons for placing the demonic category at the pinnacle of self-

consciousness when he describes the devil’s form of despair: “The devil’s despair is the most intensive 
despair, for the devil is sheer spirit and hence unqualified consciousness and transparency; there is no 
obscurity in the devil that could serve as a mitigating excuse.  Therefore, his despair is the most absolute 
defiance.  This is despair at its maximum” (SUD 42). 
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development toward the good, she is also closer dialectically since she knows both that 

she is spiritually sick and that it is only through faith that she can be cured.  This is why 

the defiance of demonic existence  

is really despair through the aid of the eternal, the despairing misuse of the eternal 
within the self to will in despair to be oneself.  But just because it is despair 
through the aid of the eternal, in a certain sense it is very close to the truth; and 
just because it lies very close to the truth, it is infinitely far away.  The despair 
that is the thoroughfare to faith comes also through the aid of the eternal; through 
the aid of the eternal the self has the courage to lose itself in order to win itself.  
(SUD 67) 
 

Demonic despair occurs “through the aid of the eternal” because its spirited defiance is 

only possible in a creature that has spirit and a capacity for freedom (both are expressions 

of the eternal).  The ambiguous nature of this greatest of gifts given by our Creator, the 

eternal in human beings, is that we can choose to misuse it (and thereby stray “infinitely 

far away” from the truth).  But once it is misused, demonic despair is so self-conscious 

that it can become “the thoroughfare to faith” if it “has the courage to lose itself,” or to 

recognize its despair as sin and repent of this sin, “in order to win itself” through faith.  

For Anti-Climacus, the demonic is a rarity and ideal to be reached (but not stopped at) 

because one must first recognize oneself consciously as a sinner before one can be healed 

of that state of sin through faith. 

In this way, Anti-Climacus challenges the notion that the demonic is such an evil 

and intense state of despair that no person would want to approximate it in life.  He 

suggests that, on the contrary, those who avoid demonic despair often do so by failing to 

develop at all, by remaining unconscious of their spiritual sickness and eternal telos.  

Haufniensis has another goal in mind.  He laments that his contemporaries either ignore 

the category of the demonic or consider it to be a rare anomaly that, when present, 
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consists merely in the “ascendency of the bestial over a man” (CA 118).  Moreover, he 

suspects that we are more likely to describe our own sin in terms of the weakness 

involved in anxiety about evil than the defiance that characterizes demonic anxiety about 

the good—the former is more passive and therefore seems more forgivable than the latter.  

In response, Haufniensis contends that when  

one becomes aware of the breadth of the field of the demonic, then perhaps it will 
also be clear that many of those who want to deal with the phenomenon of the 
demonic come under the category of the demonic themselves, and that there are 
traces of it in every man, as surely as every man is a sinner.  (CA 122) 
 

While it is true that no one lives “entirely in the power of evil” since then there would be 

no possibility of salvation (CA 122), this does not negate the fact that insofar as one is a 

sinner, one is eo ipso demonic to a certain degree.  Furthermore, when “the phenomenon 

is present to a certain degree, most people become aware of it but are unable to explain it 

because they lack the category, and if they had it, they would have a key that opens up 

whatever trace of the phenomenon there is” in themselves (CA 127).  Haufniensis sets 

out to define the contours of the demonic category in order to make his readers aware of 

its presence in themselves and point to how it can be healed. 

Kierkegaard believes the demonic is helpful in understanding the eternal since 

“what the demoniac says is of such a nature that the truth is present as soon as the 

meaning is inverted.”34  As a consequence, if a  

demonic feminine or masculine willfulness shouts: There is one thing I cannot 
bear, and that is to have someone rule over me, [one can] interpret this inversely 
and you have the law for his cure, the thing he needs; what he simply cannot 
endure but precisely what he stands in need of is someone to rule over him. 

This no doubt is because the demoniac himself knows—at least with a 
kind of clairvoyance—what the remedy is; but as a demoniac he loves his 

                                                 

34 JP, 1.733. 
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sickness and is afraid of the remedy, and this is why he shouts that this very thing 
(the remedy) is the only thing he cannot bear—it would be utterly fatal to me.35 
 

The true meaning and characteristics of a Christian concept can be discerned by inverting 

the demonic view of it.  The remedy or “law for his cure” can emerge in the very thing 

the demoniac rejects or cannot bear. 

If this is the case, it would be profitable to examine the false notions of the eternal 

held by the demonic in order to gain insight into what the eternal really is.  Haufniensis 

takes on this task in Concept of Anxiety.  He begins by explaining, 

To study the demonic properly, one needs only to observe how the eternal is 
conceived in the individuality, and immediately one will be informed.  In this 
respect, the modern age offers a great field for observation.  In our times, the 
eternal is discussed often enough; it is accepted and rejected, and (considering the 
way in which this is done) the first as well as the second shows lack of 
inwardness.  But whoever has not understood the eternal correctly, understood it 
altogether concretely, lacks inwardness and earnestness.  (CA 151) 
 

The demonic is too clever to simply reject the eternal in his effort to keep its healing 

power far away from him.  Instead, his evasive tactic is to posit a false conception of the 

eternal, a conception that, like the most powerful heresies in the Christian tradition, 

carries with it enough partial truth to convince its believer of its whole truth.  This is why, 

even when the demonic seems to “will disclosure,” to reverse the direction of his 

inclosing reserve and instead direct himself toward God in transparency, this seeming 

disclosure is in fact a lie.  At the same moment that disclosure seems to have conquered 

the demonic’s defiance, he “is ingenious enough to transform the disclosure itself into a 

mystification, and inclosing reserve has conquered” (CA 128).  In this sense, Haufniensis 

likens the demonic to the devil himself, who “is called the father of lies”; for “inclosing 

                                                 

35 Ibid. 
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reserve eo ipso signifies a lie or, if one prefers, untruth,” and “untruth is precisely 

unfreedom, which is anxious about disclosure” (CA 128). 

Thus, Haufniensis wishes to protect his readers from drifting into demonic life by 

educating and warning them of the four most common false notions of the eternal 

espoused by the demonic: (1) denial of the eternal in man, (2) abstract eternity, (3) 

eternity of the romantic imagination, and (4) metaphysical-comic eternity (CA 151-154).  

In just a few pages, Haufniensis sketches the meaning and concrete expressions of these 

false notions.  Kierkegaard scholars have not explored this rich (yet underdeveloped) 

section in Concept of Anxiety or suggested what these false conceptions might reveal 

about the common ways human beings attempt to evade their eternal telos.  In the 

following section, I hope to begin this exploration and, by doing so, encourage further 

discussion in the secondary literature. 

 
Denial of the Eternal in Man 

The first false conception of eternity is the denial (or avoidance) of the eternal in 

man, a conception that arises from a general fear of the eternal, a fear that eternity will 

alter the present, or an anxiety about the good that the eternal represents.  Haufniensis 

explains, 

Some deny the eternal in man.  At the same moment, the wine of life is drawn, 
and every such individuality is demonic.  If the eternal is posited, the present 
becomes something different from what a person wants it to be.  He fears this, and 
thus he is in anxiety about the good.  He may continue to deny the eternal as long 
as he wants, but in so doing he will not be able to kill the eternal entirely.  Even if 
to a certain degree and in a certain sense he is willing to admit the eternal, he fears 
it in another sense and to a higher degree.  Nevertheless, no matter how much he 
denies it, he cannot get rid of it entirely.  (CA 151-152) 
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Haufniensis likens this fear of the eternal to governments that “live in fear of restless 

disturbers” who might challenge or alter the political and social status quo of the day (CA 

152).  But just as this fear can keep a government from recognizing its injustices and 

being transformed for the better, so also are there “too many individualities who live in 

fear of one restless disturber that nevertheless is the true rest—eternity” (CA 152). 

One concrete way this fear can manifest itself is a tendency to “preach the 

moment,” to focus on immediacy and express an “enthusiasm for the temporal” so that 

any question of the eternal can be safely pushed to the background of consciousness (CA 

152).36  An example of this “enthusiasm for the temporal” can be found in the character 

of Don Juan as he is depicted in Kierkegaard’s earlier work, Either/Or.  Don Juan 

represents aesthetic immediacy and therefore lacks self-reflection.37  Don Juan’s 

existence is desirable for one who is anxious about the good because his life is so 

consumed in each isolated moment that the thought of eternity never impinges upon his 

conscience.38  “A,” the aesthetic pseudonym of Either/Or I, says that while “psychical 

love,” a love directed toward a particular individual, is “continuance in time,” the 

sensuous love of Don Juan exists “only in the moment,” a moment that is at best a 

                                                 

36 One portrait of this evasive strategy can be found in Sickness Unto Death where Anti-Climacus 
describes the “outward-bound” man of Christendom who successfully realizes whatever capacities or 
talents he might have in the public square, but simultaneously “behaves very discreetly with the little bit of 
reflection he has within himself, fearing that what he has in the background might emerge again.  Little by 
little, he manages to forget it” (SUD 50). 

  
37 Don Juan represents the category of demonic sensuousness, or “the demonic qualified as the 

sensuous.” Søren Kierkegaard, Either/Or, ed. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1987), 1.90.  Henceforth EO.  Originally published in 1843.  I define this 
category in my discussion of eternity conceived abstractly. 

 
38 Haufniensis explicitly links the musical quality of Don Giovanni to the mimical quality of 

Mephistopheles in the category of the demonic (CA 131). 
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disconnected multiplicity, a “sum of moments.”39  Instead of loving or desiring a 

particular woman, Don Juan desires “abstract femininity.”40  For this reason, he has 

neither time nor the reflective capacity to strategically plan each seduction or worry about 

possible failure.  He is “brisk about his business,” “completely victorious,” continually 

finishing and beginning all over again, and “in the same moment everything is over, and 

the same thing repeats itself indefinitely.”41  Like a musical record that can be played ad 

infinitum, the opera of Don Giovanni can continue in its musical medium without 

stopping to reflect upon the whole.  Although most people would eventually get bored 

listening to the same music over and over again, Don Juan’s life is ruled by a 

superficially understood carpe diem; past and future have no meaningful reality.  As a 

result, he never worries about becoming bored. 

This might seem like an appealing life – full of enjoyment, victory, sensuous 

gratification, and lack of boredom.  But despite A’s obsessive infatuation with Don 

Giovanni, even he recognizes the serious limits and disadvantages of demonic sensuous 

existence.  Don Juan does live in the moment, but the nature of this moment is devoid of 

meaning as long as it is unconnected to the eternal.  This is why A recognizes Don Juan’s 

moment of seduction as a vanishing moment: to “see her and to love her are the same; 

this is in the moment.  In the same moment everything is over, and the same thing repeats 

                                                 

39  EO, 1.94.   In opposition to the faithfulness of “psychical love,” a love that places its hope in a 
single individual and can suffer doubt of its victory, Don Juan is faithless and never worried about 
heartbreak.  “This could seem to be his advantage, but it is actually destitution.” Psychical love takes time 
to find richness and fullness of content in the beloved, but Don Juan “has no time; for him everything is 
merely an affair of the moment.” Ibid., 2.94.   

 
40 Don Juan must be completely faithless, never settling for a single woman that might lack one 

aspect of femininity, but instead seducing every woman that he sees. 
 
41  Ibid., 1.94-95.   
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itself indefinitely.”42  The time of pure immediacy is constantly moving, never standing 

still long enough for it to be called essentially a “single moment.”  For “sensuous love is 

not faithful but totally faithless; it loves not one but all—that is, it seduces all.  It is 

indeed only in the moment.”43  Time can only make sense as an incoherent, 

undifferentiated succession of instances.  Until an individual understands the relation 

between time and eternity, Haufniensis tells us that  

every moment, as well as the sum of the moments, is a process (a passing by), no 
moment is a present, and accordingly there is in time neither present, nor past, nor 
future….  The infinite succession of time is an infinitely contentless present (this 
is the parody of the eternal)….  Time is, then, infinite succession; the life that is in 
time and is only of time has no present.  In order to define the sensuous life, it is 
usually said that it is in the moment and only in the moment.  By the moment, 
then, is understood that abstraction from the eternal that, if it is to be the present, 
is a parody of it.  (CA 85-6) 
 

Interestingly, as I show in chapter five, the key categories by which time and eternity 

come into a right relation through Christianity are the categories of the moment and 

repetition.  These terms are also central in aesthetic life, since the sensuous love of Don 

Juan only exists in the moment, and each “moment” of faithlessness “continually 

becomes only a repetition.”44 

However, Kierkegaard does not thereby imply that these terms have the same 

meaning in aesthetic and Christian life.  On the contrary, he is eager to show how 

aesthetic existence can be mistaken for religious existence, and likewise, how “the 

                                                 

42  Ibid., 1.95.   
 
43  Ibid., 2.94.   
 
44  Ibid. 
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demonic may have a deceptive resemblance to spiritual trial” (CA 143).45  The aesthetic 

moment and the Christian moment are entirely different: “The moment [without the 

eternal] signifies the present as that which has no past and no future, and precisely in this 

lies the imperfection of the sensuous life.  The eternal also signifies the present as that 

which has no past and no future, and this is the perfection of the eternal” (CA 87).  

Likewise, aesthetic repetition, unlike the sanctifying impact of religious repetition, 

nullifies the significance of each instant in a person’s life.  By constantly seeking the new 

and different, Don Juan shows his lack of commitment and the carelessness with which 

he encounters each new moment in time. 

Not only does this momentary existence nullify the meaning of all moments; it 

also prevents the cultivation of personal history and a coherent identity.  The demonic 

may have “the appearance of continuity,” but this demonic continuity is rather no 

continuity at all.  In inclosing reserve, his “pseudocontinuity” is like the dizziness of a 

spinning top that “constantly revolves upon its own pivot” (CA 130).  The demonic’s 

denial of the eternal in himself makes it impossible for him to have an historical identity:  

“At one moment it is there, in the next moment it is gone, and no sooner is it gone than it 

is there again, wholly and completely.  It cannot be incorporated into or worked into any 

continuity” (CA 130).  In this way, demonic existence resembles the life of “Christian 

paganism” or “paganism within Christianity,” which 

                                                 

45 Johannes de Silentio, the pseudonymous author of Fear and Trembling, alludes to this tendency 
to conflate the aesthetic and religious spheres of existence when he says of the Christian knight of faith that 
“they who carry the treasure of faith are likely to disappoint, for externally they have a striking 
resemblance to bourgeois philistinism, which infinite resignation, like faith, deeply disdains.” Søren 
Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling and Repetition, ed. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1983), 38.  Henceforth FT when referring to Fear and Trembling, and REP 
when referring to Repetition.  
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really knows no distinction between the present, the past, the future, and the 
eternal.  Its life and its history go on crabbedly like the writing in ancient 
manuscripts, without any punctuation marks, one word, one sentence after the 
other.  From an esthetic point of view, this is very comical, for while it is 
beautiful to listen to a brook murmuring through life, it is nevertheless comical 
that a sum of rational creatures is transformed into a perpetual muttering without 
meaning….  Viewed from the standpoint of spirit, such an existence is sin, and 
the least one can do is to state this and demand spirit from it.  (CA 94) 
 

By constantly finishing and beginning again in discontinuous immediacy, this demonic 

individual’s “enthusiasm for the temporal” only exposes the amorphous nature of his 

inner self.46  The same is true for Don Juan.  While “psychical love is continuance in 

time; sensuous love is disappearance in time,”47 and as a result, “the moment is all and to 

that extent, in turn, essentially nothing, just as the Sophistic thesis that everything is true 

is that nothing is true.”48  Due to the fact that each moment of seduction lacks any 

meaningful relation to any other moment, Don Juan’s self dwindles into discontinuity and 

mere shadow existence.  By avoiding or denying what is truly eternal in human beings, 

the demonic externalizes time and history and suffers a vanishing, momentary identity. 

This demonic fear of the eternal can also present itself in the more reflective 

individual, even in one who “to a certain degree and in a certain sense … is willing to 

admit the eternal” (CA 152).  But in this case, Haufniensis warns, the demoniac will fear 

the eternal “in another sense and to a higher degree.”  As his acknowledgement of 

eternity’s presence increases, so does his fear of it.  An example can be found in St. 

Augustine’s account of his own hesitation in committing to Christ (the Eternal).  Even 

                                                 

46 This problem can also be observed in the despair that lacks infinitude (SUD 33). 
 
47  EO, 2.95.   
 
48  CUP, 1.298-299.   
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when he knows that Christianity is the truth, Augustine’s will still resists conversion 

because he does not want to give up the habitual, momentary pleasures of his sexual 

habits.  Augustine even experiences the anxiety and despair that are central in 

Kierkegaard’s anthropology: “All arguments were used up, and all had been refuted.  

There remained only speechless dread and my soul was fearful, as if of death itself, of 

being kept back from that flow of habit by which it was wasting away unto death.”49  

Augustine knows that his commitment to the eternal will change the present, and 

although this choice is the ultimate and only good that will give him rest, he is afraid of it 

in his state of sin.  In this state of inner conflict, he admits, “I was afraid to be lightened 

of all my heavy burden, even as I should have feared to be encumbered by it.”50  In his 

anxiety about the good, Augustine is like the demoniac who fears the “one restless 

disturber that nevertheless is the true rest—eternity” (CA 152).51 

 
Abstract Eternity 

The second erroneous conception of eternity is an abstract eternity.  In one sense, 

all of the false conceptions of eternity are guilty of being too abstract, since the true 

eternal is the one that is made concrete in the individual’s life, as I explain in the next 

chapter.  If this is the case, what is uniquely abstract about this particular conception?  

Haufniensis’s brief description of this false conception consists of the following: 

                                                 

49 Emphasis mine.  Augustine, Confessions, 8.7.18. 
 
50 Ibid., 8.5.11. 
 
51 Other ways this fear or denial of the eternal can manifest itself include mockery, prosaic 

intoxication with common sense, and busyness (CA 152).  For examples of busyness, see SUD, 48, 63, 65-
66.  For an example of mockery, see CA, 140. 
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Some conceive of the eternal altogether abstractly.  Like the blue mountains, the 
eternal is the boundary of the temporal, but he who lives energetically in 
temporality never reaches the boundary.  The single individual who is on the 
lookout for it is a frontier guard standing outside of time (CA 152). 
 

This abstract eternity that lies on “the boundary of the temporal”52 conjures up a 

spatialized view of both time and eternity.53  Time exists in the spatial area that 

immediately surrounds an individual, and although eternity may be within eyesight, this 

“place” remains forever at a distance, like a horizon that one may approach but never 

reach.  It is a vague, mysterious, distant reality that continually eludes its seekers. 

Another way of understanding what Haufniensis means by “abstract” can be 

found in A’s discussion of music and language in the first part of Either/Or.  In that 

work, A uses a kingdom metaphor to highlight the difference between Don Juan’s life of 

demonic sensuousness (music) and Faust’s life of demonic spirituality (language).  He 

posits the two kingdoms of language and music “bordering each other, one of which [A] 

knew rather well and the other not at all.”54  A belongs to the kingdom of language, and 

can never gain admission to the other kingdom of music.  Despite all his efforts, A can 

only stand with sadness at the border of his own kingdom, and gaze “longingly into that 

unknown country that was so near and yet so far.”55 

                                                 

52 Interestingly, the pre-fallen Adam is described in an analogous way.  Haufniensis tells us that he 
views the moment of freedom merely as a boundary: “As long as the eternal is not introduced, the moment 
is not, or is only a discrimen [boundary].  Because in innocence spirit is qualified only as dreaming spirit, 
the eternal appears as the future, for this is, as has been said, the first expression of the eternal, and its 
incognito” (CA 91). 

 
53 As I explain in chapter four, Haufniensis is critical of spatialized conceptions of time and 

eternity, and he regards this error as particularly prevalent in modern philosophy. 
 
54  EO, 1.66.   
 
55  Ibid.   
 



 

  

133 

 

Even though he longs to discover this other kingdom, A recognizes that the 

indefiniteness of music is connected to its problematic relation to time.  For music “has 

an element of time in itself but nevertheless does not take place in time except 

metaphorically.  It cannot express the historical in time.”56  In A’s effort to find a work of 

art in which form and content correspond, that is, in which abstract ideas are expressed in 

abstract mediums, and concrete ideas are expressed in concrete mediums, A determines 

an idea or medium’s degree of abstraction or concretion by its relation to history.  

Abstract ideas and mediums bear no relation to language and the historical, while 

concrete ideas and mediums are expressed by language and “permeated by the 

historical.”57  Because the medium of music resists temporal concretion, it cannot express 

its idea concretely either.  “But how does the idea become concrete?” A asks.  “By being 

permeated by the historical....  But what does it mean that the medium is concrete except 

that it either is, or is seen in its approximation to, language?”58  Language relates the 

disconnected moments of music’s immediacy to one another and forms a meaningful, 

historical picture or story.  For this reason, the language of reflection is able to do what 

music’s immediacy cannot: bring unity to the self by giving it a history in time.  In this 

way, demonic sensuousness risks never extending beyond the boundary of his 

immediacy. 

Those who possess a conception of eternal that is abstract in this sense tend to 

suffer one of two limitations that correspond to the two demonic forms of life: demonic 

                                                 

56  Ibid., 1.57.   
 
57 Ibid., 1.55.   
 
58  Ibid.   
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sensuality (Don Juan) and demonic spirituality (Faust).59  According to A, Don Juan is 

“the expression for the demonic qualified as the sensuous; Faust is the expression for the 

demonic qualified as the spiritual that Christianity excludes.”60  If the demonic is defined 

as one who is anxious about the good, demonic sensuousness construes the good as spirit, 

and therefore it anxiously lives outside and in opposition to spiritual development.  It is 

only through the waking and development of spirit (and self-reflection, i.e. language) that 

a person can understand himself as a concrete historical being, so the life directed toward 

the development of spirit is the most concrete.  Since demonic sensuousness rejects spirit, 

Don Juan’s existence is thoroughly ahistorical and abstract.  Demonic spirituality, 

personified by the character of Faust, is also guilty of abstraction and the lack of 

historical identity, but for a different reason.  While Don Juan seeks to embody the pure 

immediacy of desire without stopping for reflection or spiritual development, Faust is an 

extreme doubter who reflects himself out of immediacy entirely.  Faust is superior to Don 

Juan since he does develop self-reflection and spiritual inwardness, but he ultimately fails 

to become a self by misusing these powers of spirit and reflection.  The good over which 

Faust is anxious is concrete historical commitment and continuity.  He is afraid of being 

forced to choose an idea to believe in and embody in life.  Both types of demonic 

existence evade the eternal by viewing it abstractly and refusing to become concrete 

historical beings.  The eternity of demonic sensuousness is abstract since it embraces an 

immediacy that refuses to develop as spirit, and the eternity of demonic spirituality is 

abstract since it embraces a spiritual reflectivity that refuses to enter back into historical 

                                                 

59  Ibid., 1.90.   
 
60  Ibid.   
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life through committed action.  Let us examine these two limitations in a little more 

detail. 

The limitation of Don Juan’s demonic sensuality in the kingdom of music is easy 

to miss.  A discovers that while the sensuous immediacy of Don Juan’s existence could 

only be expressed in the medium of music (actuality), the medium of language 

(possibility) nullifies this immediacy by introducing the thinking, reflective 

consciousness.  Music “always expresses the immediate in its immediacy,” but reflection 

“is implicit in language, and therefore language cannot express the immediate.”61  The 

reflective consciousness reaches its absolute limit when it attempts to articulate 

immediacy.  However, the inability of language to express immediacy is not a deficiency, 

but a strength.  In his demonic sensuousness, Don Juan exists in the kingdom of music, a 

completely abstract medium whose temporality is merely momentary and lacks historical 

concretion.  For him, the danger is that he will assume he already lives in the eternal, the 

higher sphere where language’s kingdom leaves off and the kingdom of music spreads 

out in all directions.62  In this same sense, Anti-Climacus describes the man of immediacy 

as a self who is “an accompanying something within the dimensions of temporality and 

secularity, in immediate connection with “the other,” and has but an illusory appearance 

of having anything eternal in it” (SUD 51).  As A points out, to claim that music is higher 

                                                 

61  Ibid., 1.70.   
 
62 Of course, the immediate aesthete might not even get this far if he lacks the ability to reflect or 

distinguish himself from those around him. 
 



 

  

136 

 

than language is like assuming that saying “Uh” is more valuable than a complete 

thought.63 

For this reason, poets are mistaken in believing they accomplish something 

praiseworthy when they proclaim that in their art, the “musical element has developed so 

strongly that language leaves off and everything becomes music.”64  Even though this 

might “seem to imply that music is even closer to perfection as a medium of language, … 

this is one of those sentimental misconceptions that sprout only in empty heads.”  

Therefore, even though music can look like a mystical progression of spirit, it is actually 

a retrogression since it lacks reflection: 

Reflection is implicit in language, and therefore language cannot express the 
immediate….  But this apparent poverty in language is precisely its wealth.  In 
other words, the immediate is the indeterminate, and therefore language cannot 
grasp it; but its indeterminacy is not its perfection but rather a defect in it.65  
 

For this reason, language “is the perfect medium precisely when everything sensuous in it 

is negated.66  This limitation might be found in an individual whose life is so busy with 

daily activities that no time is left for Socratic self-examination or a consideration of life 

after death.  He may plan to engage these serious matters at some point in life—possibly 

after the current project is done—but this point never arrives. 

The second limitation, represented by the demonic spirituality of Faust, occurs in 

the person who strenuously searches for this abstract eternity through reflection, but only 

becomes a “frontier guard standing outside time” (CA 152).  Faust lives in the kingdom 
                                                 

63  Ibid., 1.69.   
 
64  Ibid., 1.68.   
 
65  Ibid., 1.69-70.   
 
66  Ibid., 1.68.   
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of language which is an advance upon music, but for the reflective aesthete, the 

temptation is to look so hard in his reflectivity for an abstract eternity that he always 

remains standing on the border between temporality and his abstract eternity, never 

actually participating in either one: he is always “outside of time.”  A further danger is 

for A to believe that this abstract eternity that he wants to find is actually identical with 

Mozart’s Don Giovanni in all its abstract, immortal, mystery.67  We see this possibility as 

he stands figuratively in reflection at the frontier of the kingdom of language, constantly 

guarding its border and peering longingly into the “other” mysterious, unknown kingdom 

of music.   

In his desperate effort to reach the horizon where eternity begins, he sunders 

himself from his temporal life.  He orbits outside concrete existence because the abstract 

eternity to which he clings offers no means of reentry into temporal life (CA 152).  For 

example, one can imagine a genius mathematician who finds great joy spending his days 

pondering complex formulas or the eternal perfection of numbers, but has no way of 

transferring this abstract sense of joy and significance to his relationships with his wife 

and children.  The other problem with this seeker is that not only does he orbit outside 

temporal life, but he also never actually reaches the eternity that he seeks.  Since as a 

human being he is not pure spirit and cannot escape his own necessity and finitude, he 

cannot go beyond the horizon of eternity and must instead remain on the “boundary of 

the temporal” (CA 152). 

Music and language thus represent the two demonic forms of life that can arise 

when the eternal is understood abstractly.  Don Juan is in danger of living energetically in 
                                                 

67 A directly equates Don Giovanni with eternity.  Ibid., 1.48, 1.51.   
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time while never reaching the boundary of the eternal, while Faust is in danger of entirely 

abstracting from temporal life in his search for eternity.   

 
Eternity of the Romantic Imagination 

The third false conception is eternity conceived in the romantic imagination, a 

conception that is said to “bend eternity into time” (CA 152).  The imagination itself is 

not what is under criticism; on the contrary, for Kierkegaard the faculty of the 

imagination is held with the highest esteem, being the “capacity for all capacities” (SUD 

31).68  The danger of the romantic imagination consists in its temptation to enjoy 

aesthetic fantasies and escapism provided by the “enchanting effect” of eternity.  A 

romanticized eternity is a grandiose ideal that the aesthete uses to wage war against the 

fatalistic determinism of a merely immanent view of life.  “As the beams of the moon 

glimmer in an illuminated forest or a hall,” Haufniensis muses, “so the eternal peeps 

wistfully, dreamily, and roguishly into the moment” of this person’s life (CA 152). 

There are at least two problems with a romanticized eternity.  First, when one’s 

attention is continually engrossed in naïve fantasies, it becomes difficult to distinguish 

dreams from reality.  For the immediate aesthete who lacks the reflective capacity to 

make any major categorical distinctions between different types of reality, much less the 

ability to compare one personal experience with another (since he only lives in the 

present moment), this kind of confusion between one’s dreaming and waking state seems 

                                                 

68 Anti-Climacus states that a human being cannot even become aware his self or God without the 
imagination, which “must raise him higher than the miasma of probability, it must tear him out of this and 
teach him to hope and to fear—or to fear and to hope—by rendering possible that which surpasses the 
sufficient amount of any experience” (SUD 41). 
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likely.  In fact, A describes the lowest form of immediacy as “dreaming,” represented by 

the Page in Mozart’s Figaro: 

The sensuous awakens, yet not to motion but to a still quiescence….  As yet 
desire is not awake; it is intimated in the melancholy.  That which is desired is 
continually present in the desire; it arises from it and appears in a bewildering 
dawning.  This occurs in the sphere of the sensuous, is put at a distance by clouds 
and mists, and is brought closer by reflection in them….  This is the painful, but 
also in its sweetness the fascinating and enchanting contradiction.69 
 

In this state, the aesthete passively dreams in his desire and yet, he is not aware of the 

actuality of his possession of desire’s object; he will only become aware of this object 

when it is lost.70  Haufniensis also describes this conception of eternity as one that 

produces an enchanting effect on the person, and here we see how the Page finds this 

dreaming desire to be not only painful, but also “fascinating” and “enchanting.”  Indeed, 

even the description of this experience sounds like the poetic imagination is partially at 

work: as a “still quiescence” with the “bewildering dawning” of desire’s object among 

“clouds and mists.” 

A second example of this attempt to bend eternity into time is the way Judge 

William describes the aesthete’s enjoyment of the moment in sensuous love: 

The sensuous seeks momentary satisfaction, and the more refined the sensuous is, 
the better it knows how to make the moment of enjoyment a little eternity.  
Therefore, the true eternity in love, which is the true morality, actually rescues it 
first out of the sensuous.  But to bring forth this true eternity requires a 
determination of the will.”71 
 

                                                 

69  EO, 1.75-76.   
 
70 Interestingly, this is almost exactly how Haufniensis describes Adam’s state of innocence (CA 

43). 
 
71 Emphasis mine.  EO, 2.21-22.   
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According to this description, the aesthete is determined to concentrate all the pleasures 

and happiness of eternity into single moments, or little eternities.  The Judge admits that 

the more “refined” aesthetic sensuousness is more skilled in such a task, possibly 

implying reflection’s superiority to immediacy.  Nevertheless, the Judge points out what 

is lacking in both the immediate and the reflective aesthetes’ conceptions of the eternal: 

morality and a determination of the will.  This takes us to our second problem. 

The eternity of the romantic imagination is also deficient in its lack of authority to 

demand ethical action or spiritual inwardness from us.  It can certainly make life more 

beautiful, dangerous, or exciting, but it cannot command a person to change her life in 

service to the good—if she wishes, she can simply stop imagining, and the command 

disappears.  This is why the present is always a threat for the romantic, not only because 

it points to the actual, as opposed to the ideal self, but also because it is the only time in 

which one is called to actualize one’s possibilities through purposive decision.  Only in 

the present can one choose to be who one is and commit to become a self.  Only by 

deciding in this way can one move from the aesthetic to the ethical stage of existence, but 

because such a movement would only constrain the aesthetes possibilities, he would 

never make such a choice. 

 
Metaphysical Eternity 

The final and least surprising false conception of eternity is the one espoused by 

many German idealists: a metaphysical eternity.  Haufniensis is not opposed to eternity 

being a metaphysical reality.  Rather, he wants to critique thinkers such as Fichte, Hegel, 
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and other German idealists who conceive of the person as a “pure I,” or “eternal self-

consciousness.”72  

A person says I-I so long that he becomes the most ridiculous of all things: the 
pure I, the eternal self-consciousness.  He talks about immortality.  Despite all 
this, he suddenly discovers that he has not succeeded in having immortality 
included in the system, and now he is intent on assigning it a place in a 
supplement to the system.  Considering the ridiculousness of this, what Poul 
Moller said is true, that immortality must be present everywhere.  But if this be 
so, the temporal becomes something quite different from what is desired.  (CA 
153) 
 

Essentially, instead of affirming temporality and eternity as two separate but intimately 

personal, connected terms in the synthesis of the human self (which is Haufniensis’s 

view), these thinkers claim that a person in time can occupy the standpoint of eternity, the 

view from nowhere, so that Hegel’s Absolute is unrealistically equated with the 

becoming self.  The individual human being disappears as it is swallowed up in the 

idealist’s metaphysical framework.  For Haufniensis, the eternal must not only be an 

ontological presence, but a concrete existential one as well. 

According to Haufniensis, a consequence of this view of eternity is that all effort 

is wasted to the extent that a person cannot successfully conceive of himself realistically.  

Don Juan is the perfect example of this problem since he cannot be conceived as an 

individual.  A explains, 

If I imagine a particular individual, if I see him or hear him talk, then his having 
seduced 1,003 becomes comic; for as soon as he is a particular individual, the 
accent falls on an altogether different place….  But when he is conceived in 
music, then I do not have the particular individual, then I have a force of nature, 
the demonic, which no more wearies of seducing or is through with seducing than 
the wind with blowing a gale.73 

                                                 

72 This view is closest to Fichte, who regards the “I” partly as empirical and partly as essentially 
absolute and identical with the Absolute. 

 
73  Ibid., 1.92-93.   
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While there may be many real-life examples of people who live in aesthetic immediacy 

and share approximations to various character traits of Don Juan, there is certainly no 

existing individual who possesses all of the sensuous, immediate traits of Don Juan.  As 

A points out, even the attempt to imagine Don Juan as a concrete individual is doomed to 

failure.  By definition, Don Juan is not an individual, but a power or force of pure desire.  

This is why Johannes Climacus says that immediacy has the comic outside itself: 

“wherever there is life there is contradiction, but the contradiction is not in immediacy 

and therefore comes from the outside.”74  The crucial significance of Don Juan as 

sensuous power depends on his ability to transcend the barriers imposed by temporality, 

and when we try to place Don Juan within time, he loses the purity of his former 

character. 

Another possible instantiation of this metaphysical and comical eternity is 

romantic love.  Judge William says that one could describe romantic love in a single 

word: immediacy.75  In this form of love, “to see her and to love her” are one and the 

same.  While A is almost always against romantic love, the Judge has “preserved a 

certain faith in the truth of it.”76  What makes romantic love immediate, according to 

Judge William, is that it manifests itself “by exclusively resting in natural necessity.”  

But, if it exists in such a primitive, pre-ethical state, why does the Judge so admire it?  He

                                                                                                                                                 

 
74  CUP, 1.520.   
 
75  EO, 2.19.   
 
76  Ibid., 2.20.   
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 admits with some reservation that his admiration stems principally from romantic love’s 

free, naïve dependence on eternity: 

Although this love is based essentially on the sensuous, it nevertheless is noble by 
virtue of the consciousness of the eternal that it assimilates, for it is this that 
distinguishes all love from lust: that it bears a stamp of eternity.  The lovers are 
deeply convinced that in itself their relationship is a complete whole that will 
never be changed.256 
 

The conviction to which these romantic lovers hold so fervently (that their love will last 

forever) is admirable in its trusting passion and devotion.  But, the Judge indicates that 

“this conviction is substantiated only by a natural determinant, the eternal is based on the 

temporal and thereby cancels itself.”257  The lovers’ conviction is grounded in a sensuous 

moment or a sensuous eternity, while the substance of its promise of faithfulness requires 

a decision of the moral will in relation to the “true eternity.”  Later in the essay, Judge 

William returns to the status of romantic love with a harsher tone of judgment:  

This turns out to be one of the points to which we continually return ...  the point 
that the illusory or naïve eternity of the first love or romantic love must cancel 
itself in one way or another.  Precisely because you now seek to maintain it in this 
immediacy, seek to delude yourself that true freedom consists in being outside 
yourself, intoxicated with dreams, you fear this metamorphosis.258 
 

In this way, while the “presumed eternity” of romantic love has an analogy to the moral, 

it proves to be ultimately a dangerous illusion.

                                                 

256  Ibid.   
 
257  Ibid., 2.21.   
 
258  Ibid., 2.145-146. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Regaining Eternity: Problems with Platonic Recollection 
 
 

Introduction 

In this chapter and the next, I discuss how eternity may be regained in the self 

once it has been lost.  Concept of Anxiety makes a uniqueness claim about the self’s 

proper relation to eternity in Christianity.  Haufniensis argues for the superiority of 

Christianity’s repetition (entering eternity “forwards” through the movement of faith in 

the Incarnation) to Greek philosophy’s recollection (discovering one is already eternal 

through the recovery of past knowledge—eternity entered “backwards”).1  He also argues 

that in this Christian framework, anxiety can serve an important dual role when it is 

guided by faith.  By educating us in possibility, or pointing to our freedom as human 

beings, anxiety constantly reminds us of our responsibility as sinners—our misrelation to 

the eternal—and points to the Atonement as the only means of salvation and fulfillment 

of our human telos—a proper relation to the eternal.   The present chapter is structured 

according to this uniqueness claim and educative role of anxiety.2  The first section 

explains and evaluates the Platonic attempt to regain the eternal through recollection and 

its expression of anxiety in terms of fate.  The second section shows why this approach is 

inadequate and how through the Atonement, the eternal must instead be regained through 

                                                 

1 Similarly, in Sickness Unto Death, Anti-Climacus argues that it is not through knowledge that a 
person regains the eternal, as Socrates thought, but faith in Christ.  It is not merely ignorance that must be 
overcome, but also sin.  This sin still includes a willed ignorance (SUD 87-96). 

 
2 The section of Concept of Anxiety that I focus on includes chapters three through five. 
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faith and repetition.  Both sections are organized in terms of explaining the problem and 

solution metaphysically and epistemologically.3  Chapter five provides further explication 

of Christian repetition and what this reveals about Haufniensis’s concept of eternity. 

Before entering into the specifics of Haufniensis’s argument, it may be helpful to 

understand the rhetorical strategy behind it.  One who has read most of Kierkegaard’s 

pseudonymous works usually sees the same categories and strategies re-emerge in order 

to solve similar problems from a different angle (or to solve another problem altogether).  

In fact, one particular strategy and set of categories re-emerges in Kierkegaard’s 

discussion of the eternal.  Kierkegaard tends to recognize three competing ways of 

construing the self’s relation to eternity put forth by (1) paganism within Christianity or 

with the consciousness of Christ, (2) paganism without consciousness of Christ, and (3) 

Christianity.  Paganism within Christianity, or post-Christian paganism, is usually 

described as esthetic and represented by Christendom, or metaphysical and represented 

by the speculative thought of Hegel.4  Paganism without consciousness of Christ, or pre-

Christian paganism, refers to Greek thought (especially Socrates and Plato).  Christianity, 

the third position, signifies the beliefs of orthodox Christianity, with an emphasis on what 

is uniquely given in special revelation.   

The common strategy Kierkegaard uses with these three positions is to show how 

post-Christian paganism (which he suspects represents the worldview of most of his 

readers) provides the worst explanation of human existence.  In fact, he uses pre-

                                                 

3 This organizational structure is purely pragmatic and is not meant to deny the way Kierkegaard’s 
position cohesively integrates the metaphysical and epistemological. 

 
4 This category is most specifically represented by the fourth false conception of eternity analyzed 

in the last chapter. 
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Christian paganism as a foil for post-Christian paganism, with the intent of showing how 

those who lacked access to the special revelation of Christ ironically have a better 

understanding of the problems involved in an individual’s relation to eternity than much 

of post-Christian paganism.  After establishing that pre-Christian paganism is an 

improvement upon paganism within Christianity, Kierkegaard proceeds to show how 

even it is not enough.  Just as the Law of the Old Testament simultaneously reveals the 

ideal of religious existence and the impossibility of perfectly fulfilling it, so also does 

Greek thought recognize the eternal as the telos of human life without providing an 

adequate way of fulfilling this telos in time.  And just as the grace made possible by 

Christ’s incarnation and atonement in the New Testament both accentuate the problem of 

sin and introduce the only adequate solution to it, so also, Kierkegaard aims to suggest, 

does Christianity accentuate the problem sensed by Greek consciousness and offer the 

best solution to that problem. 

In Concept of Anxiety, this strategy plays out in terms of the question of eternity 

by first showing how paganism within Christianity, represented metaphysically by Hegel, 

defines both time and the eternal so abstractly that these categories collapse into one 

another; as a result, it never becomes clear what difference the eternal makes in an 

individual’s concrete existence.  Plato’s position, which represents pre-Christian 

paganism, is far better, Haufniensis suggests.  David Humbert explains, 

Kierkegaard claims that his own notion of repetition, while it unifies being and 
becoming in a way foreign to Plato, preserves the real distinction between these 
elements, a distinction which is recognized in Plato and overlooked in Hegel.  He 
insists that his own solution explains the relation between the Eleatic notion of 
unchanging being, and Heraclitus’ idea of ever changing being.5 

                                                 

5 David Humbert, “Kierkegaard's Use of Plato in His Analysis of the Moment in Time,” Dionysius 
7 (1983): 149-183, 152. 
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While Hegel dialectically annuls the disparity between time and eternity, Plato better 

maintains their opposition by recognizing the true limits of temporal existence.  For 

Plato, time is only the imperfect, moving image of eternity, and since human beings 

cannot perfectly embody the eternal Forms in time, eternity and time are never in danger 

of collapsing into one another.  Only through the knowledge of recollection can we enter 

eternity. 

After using Plato to move his readers beyond Hegel, Haufniensis then uses 

Christianity to take his readers beyond Plato.6  He explains how Christ, the Eternal God 

entering time as a human being and atoning for our sins, shows that the temporal and 

eternal can paradoxically be united within time in human beings.  And just as in Christ 

the eternal enters time in the moment, which becomes the “fullness of time,” so also can 

an individual regain the eternal by making a decision of faith in the moment.  This 

decision and the way it transforms an individual’s life is what Haufniensis calls 

repetition. 

Before explaining why Haufniensis prefers Christianity’s repetition to Plato’s 

recollection, we must first understand more specifically why Plato’s position on time and 

eternity is for Haufniensis a giant step beyond Hegel. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 

6 Just as Johannes Climacus uses Religiousness A to go beyond Hegelian thought and then uses 
Religiousness B to go beyond Religiousness A, so also do Haufniensis and Anti-Climacus use Christianity 
to go beyond Socrates and Plato. 
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Regaining the Eternal through Knowledge and Recollection 
 

Metaphysical Solution: Difficulty of the Instant 

Haufniensis’s problem with Hegel is that he believes Hegel falsely presumes to 

reconcile time and eternity through the “transition” of speculative mediation.  Hegel 

defines eternity and time so abstractly that they virtually collapse into one another; more 

specifically, they are defined as only quantitatively different, not qualitatively distinct.  

Eternal truth collapses into time since in Hegel’s system the eternal can only realize itself 

through the process of temporal becoming.  Likewise, temporality collapses into static 

eternality because even though Hegel posits temporal categories like “transition,” his 

system never explains how such transition existentially or concretely comes about in the 

individual (CA 81-2).  As Johannes Climacus explains, “In spite of all that Hegel says 

about process, he does not understand history from the point of view of becoming, but 

with the help of the illusion attaching to pastness understands it from the point of view of 

a finality that excludes all becoming.”7 

In a long and infamously difficult footnote in Concept of Anxiety, Haufniensis 

explains how Plato better upholds the distinction between contraries such as being and 

becoming, time and eternity, motion and rest.  Indeed, “Plato fully recognized the 

difficulty of placing transition in the realm of the purely metaphysical, and for that reason 

the category of the moment cost him so much effort.  To ignore the difficulty certainly is 

not to ‘go further’ than Plato” (CA 82-83).  Drawing primarily on the Parmenides, 

Haufniensis insists that Plato recognizes two important things that Hegel does not: (1) the 

                                                 

7 CUP, 1.272. 
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difficulty of explaining transition or movement in metaphysical terms, and (2) the need to 

posit the category of “the instant” in order to account for transition at all.   

With regard to the first point, Parmenides, the character for whom Plato’s 

dialogue is named, introduces the problem of transition by explaining how a thing in time 

cannot experience two contrary states simultaneously: 

To take up the argument yet a third time, if there is a one such as we have 
described—a one which is both one and many and neither one nor many and is in 
time—it follows that since it is one, it has existence at some time, and again since 
it is not one, at some time it has not existence.  And since it cannot both have and 
not have existence at the same time, it can only have existence at one time and not 
have existence at another.8 
 

If this temporal thing has the potential to take on either contrary, such as motion or rest, 

but cannot actualize both contraries at the same time, the change from rest to motion must 

entail that thing ceasing to actualize rest so that it may then actualize motion.  But the act 

of ceasing to rest or of acquiring motion is itself a third category that cannot be explained 

by either contrary.  This brings Parmenides to a paradox that Haufniensis believes Hegel 

fails to recognize. 

And there must also be a time when it comes to possess existence and a time 
when it ceases to possess it; it can possess a thing at one time and not at another 
only if there are times when it acquires that thing and loses it.  Now acquiring 
existence is called ‘coming into existence,’ and losing existence is called ‘ceasing 
to exist’....  But when, being in motion, it comes to a stand, or, being at rest, it 
changes to being in motion, it cannot itself occupy any time at all for this 
reason....  But there is no time during which a thing can be at once neither in 
motion nor at rest.  On the other hand it does not change without making a 
transition.  When does it make the transition, then?  Not while it is at rest or while 
it is in motion, or while it is occupying time.9 
 

                                                 

8 Plato, “Parmenides,” The Collected Dialogues of Plato, ed. Edith Hamilton and Huntington 
Cairns (New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1961), 155e. 

 
9 Ibid., 155e-156c. 
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In order for change from one contrary to another to take place in time, there must be a 

transition, but this transition cannot itself occupy time since then it would be possible for 

an object to exist in a state in which it participates in neither contrary, neither in rest nor 

motion, and Parmenides cannot conceive of such a state.  Nevertheless, if change is to 

take place, transition must exist, so Parmenides posits “the instant” to account for this 

transition: 

Consequently, the time at which it will be when it makes the transition must be 
that queer thing, the instant.  The word ‘instant’ appears to mean something such 
that from it a thing passes to one or other of the two conditions.  There is no 
transition from a state of rest so long as the thing is still at rest, nor from motion 
so long as it is still in motion, but this queer thing, the instant, is situated between 
the motion and the rest; it occupies no time at all, and the transition of the moving 
thing to the state of rest, or of the stationary thing to being in motion, takes place 
to and from the instant.  Accordingly, the one, since it both is at rest and is in 
motion, must pass from the one condition to the other—only so can it do both 
things—and when it passes, it makes the transition instantaneously; it occupies no 
time in making it and at that moment it cannot be either in motion or at rest.10 
 

Without positing the intermediate category of “the instant” that is neither motion nor rest, 

one cannot explain an object’s transition from motion to rest or rest to motion without 

encountering a contradiction.  Even so, Parmenides’ explanation of this instant as “this 

queer thing” that is “situated between the motion and the rest” and that “occupies no time 

at all” is a baffling concept in itself.  How can the one make a transition 

“instantaneously,” a change that “occupies no time in making it,” while at the same time 

there is a “moment” in which “it cannot be either in motion or at rest”?  Furthermore, we 

can observe from the passage above that “transition” is not the same thing as “the 

instant.”  In fact, there appear to be two transitions, since transition takes place both “to 

and from the instant,” both in the ceasing of one contrary and in the acquiring of the 
                                                 

10 Ibid., 156d-157a. 
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other.  This makes it all the more paradoxical that two transitions and the instant situated 

between them can take place in no time at all.  Haufniensis does not believe Plato solves 

the problem of the instant satisfactorily, for reasons I explain below in my discussion of 

the Atonement.  Rather, Haufniensis credits Plato principally for recognizing a difficulty 

that Hegel and much of modern philosophy does not: 

Plato deserves credit for having clarified the difficulty; yet the moment remains a 
silent atomistic abstraction, which, however, is not explained by ignoring it.  Now 
if logic would be willing to state that it does not have the category of transition 
(and if it does have this category, it must find a place for it within the system 
itself, although in fact it also operates in the system), it will become clearer that 
the historical spheres and all the knowledge that rests on a historical 
presupposition have the moment.  This category is of utmost importance in 
maintaining the distinction between Christianity and pagan philosophy, as well as 
the equally pagan speculation in Christianity.  (CA 84) 
 

What Haufniensis admires in Plato’s Parmenides is its insight into the problems that arise 

when one transfers one’s logical, eternal, metaphysical categories into existence.  Since 

the eternal being of the Forms does not share the same kind of existence as the becoming 

of the temporal creation—and since for Plato time is only a moving image of eternity—

what is true of one is not always true of the other.  Parmenides makes this clear when he 

challenges Plato’s concept of the Forms by showing the apparent contradictions that arise 

when they are applied to existence.  While Hegel presumptively transfers all that he 

concludes in logic to temporal becoming, the Parmenides “is engaged in pointing out 

contradictions within concepts themselves [when applied to existence], something that 

Socrates expressed in so decisive a way”; and “while it does not serve to put to shame the 

beautiful old Greek philosophy, it may well put to shame a more recent boastful 

philosophy, which unlike the Greek does not make great demands upon itself but upon 

men and their admiration” (CA 83).  Hegel’s abstract system presupposes movement 
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between states but defines this movement or transition in such a way that what results, 

according to Haufniensis, is no movement at all, but rather only a development within 

one state.11 

The transition from possibility to actuality is, as Aristotle rightly teaches, χίνησις, 
a movement.  This cannot be said in the language of abstraction at all or 
understood therein, because abstraction can give movement neither time nor 
spaces, which presuppose it or which it presupposes.  There is a halt, a leap.  
When someone says that this is because I am thinking of something definite and 
not abstracting, since in that case I would discern that there is no break, then my 
repeated answer would be: Quite right; abstractly thought, there is no break, but 
no transition either, because viewed abstractly everything is.12 
 

The qualitative movement from possibility to actuality can only occur in concrete life, not 

in abstract thought, since thought is, by its very nature, static. 

Haufniensis considers Plato’s metaphysical insight significant for his own project 

of defining human transition as a qualitative leap of freedom in which time and eternity 

meet in the moment.  There are at least two ways of construing time and the present 

temporal moment that Haufniensis challenges: (1) time defined as a series of spatialized 

magnitudes, and (2) the present posited as a dividing point between past and future.   

These construals are not necessarily exclusive of one another, and both are guilty, in 

Haufniensis’s view, of defining time and the eternal too abstractly—in a way that strips 

human temporality of the concretion of historical freedom, inwardness, and earnestness. 

                                                 

11For Hegel, the “onward movement of the notion is neither a transition into nor a reflection of 
something else.  It is a kind of development” (CA, 241).  In his Logic, Hegel states, “Transition into 
something else is the dialectical process within the range of Being: reflection (bringing something else into 
light) in the range of essence.  The movement of the notion is development: by which that only is explicit 
which is already implicitly present.” Hegel’s Logic, tr. William Wallace (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), 
224-225. 

 
12 CUP, 1.342. 
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 The first problem of defining time as a series of spatial magnitudes or states of 

being arises when one attempts to represent time visually, abstracted from the becoming 

of existence.  Haufniensis states that those who spatialize time view it like a timeline 

containing a series of events that can be divided up evenly into quantitative segments and 

measured.  Just as dividing up the hour into sixty minutes helps measure the movement of 

cars along the highway, so also does the present moment fall nicely into a series of past 

and future quantitative moments that make up the measurable timeline of human lives.  

Haufniensis provides an example of a line of kings to illustrate this view of time along 

with some of its problems: 

The Hindus speak of a line of kings that has ruled for 70,000 years.  Nothing is 
known about the kings, not even their names (this I assume).  If we take this as an 
example of time, the 70,000 years are for thought an infinite vanishing; in 
representation it is expanded and is spatialized into an illusionary view of an 
infinite, contentless nothing.  As soon as the one is regarded as succeeding the 
other, the present is posited.  (CA 86) 
 

When “time and space are entirely identical” for “abstract thought,” each king represents 

one temporal unit or spatial magnitude in the visual representation of 70,000 years of 

Hindu history.  This becomes problematic because, first, the temporal moment is 

conceived only quantitatively, not qualitatively as well.  As Mark Taylor explains, a 

spatialized view of time makes all moments “homogenous and equivalent”; since each is 

“identified with a point in space,” no point can be qualitatively different from another.13  

Taylor adds that this makes time universal, in that it “applies to all objects irrespective of 

their character.”  As “a grid upon which occurrences can be plotted,” one is concerned 

primarily with chronology, with locating events “with respect to ‘before and after’ in 

                                                 

13 Taylor, Kierkegaard’s Pseudonymous Authorship, 83-84. 
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relation to other events.”14  This “clock time” may be the correct way to measure nature 

and external objects, but it is not enough to account for the temporal life of human 

beings, who are spiritual beings.   

In addition, in opposition to Taylor, who claims that only the present has reality in 

spatialized time, Haufniensis seems to suggest instead that spatialized time must always 

lie in a measurer’s past, since objects and events can only be measured after they have 

occurred.  “As soon as the one [event] is regarded as succeeding the other, the present is 

posited” (CA 86).  The present is posited spatially in representation, as that which lies 

between the events that precede and succeed it.  In fact, spatialized time cannot even be 

said to lie in the past, since it speculatively abstracts itself from the tenses of time 

altogether.  Since “every moment, as well as the sum of the moments, is a process (a 

passing by), no moment is a present, and accordingly there is in time neither present, nor 

past, nor future” (CA 85).  As a result, Haufniensis explains, spatialized time becomes 

qualitatively static:  

If it is claimed that this division [between past, present, and future] can be 
maintained, it is because the moment is spatialized, but thereby the infinite 
succession comes to a halt, it is because representation is introduced that allows 
time to be represented instead of being thought.  Even so, this is not correct 
procedure, for even as representation, the infinite succession of time is an 
infinitely contentless present (this is the parody of the eternal).  (CA 85) 
 

The events plotted on the representational grid of spatialized time seem to go on 

infinitely, but are only a “parody of the eternal.”  The speculator mistakenly takes himself 

to be looking down on the course of temporal events from a God-like, eternal perspective 

                                                 

14 Ibid., 84. 
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(sub specie aeterni), from outside temporal transition, instead of from within; he “allows 

time to be represented instead of being thought” from within time. 

States of being or human events may be plotted along a timeline, but the 

transition from one event to another is never explained temporally—it is only represented 

spatially.  David Humbert explains this problem of movement by comparing 

Haufniensis’s critique to Zeno’s paradox: 

Zeno described the flight of an arrow as a row of now-spaces which, when placed 
together, yielded a single static now.  For this reason Zeno could claim that the 
arrow was motionless during its flight.  The qualitative way in which actual 
moments arise out of one another is obscured if the moments are set beside and 
after one another like pebbles.15 
 

This brings us to another problem with spatialized time: it ignores the transition of 

coming into existence.  As I noted above in my account of Plato’s difficulty with the 

instant, there is an important intermediary category that must be posited between an 

object’s movement from one state to another; otherwise, movement cannot occur.  

Spatialized time does not account for the passage between one event and another, or 

between one state of being and another.  It simply plots each event or state “beside and 

after one another like pebbles.”  From the example of the line of Hindu kings above, we 

might say that even though the spatial view might reveal which king came before 

another, it would not tell us about the passage of kingly rule—whether the king that rose 

to power did so by killing the previous king or by earning that position through virtuous 

character and experience.  Without accounting for the act of transition, spatialized time 

remains static and appears more predetermined and necessary than a process of human 

freedom.  The view of the eternal and its relation to time that arises out of spatialized 

                                                 

15 Humbert, “Kierkegaard’s Use of Plato,” 173. 



 

  

156 

 

time seems to be similar to the view attributed to Hegel above, in which the tension 

between time and eternity is ignored and the two are instead blended together in a way 

that fails to see them as contraries.  Since it leaves out the process of transition, 

spatialized time remains static, and as such, lacks qualitative tenses of past, present, and 

future.16  In stripping time of its tenses, time becomes what it was never supposed to be, 

the static eternity of abstract thought. 

The problematic tendency to spatialize time is also responsible for the third 

problem Haufniensis identifies: the attempt to posit the present as a dividing point 

between past and future: 

If at this point one wants to use the moment to define time and let the moment 
signify the purely abstract exclusion of the past and the future and as such the 
present, then the moment is precisely not the present, because the intermediary 
between the past and the future, purely abstractly conceived, is not at all.  Thus it 
is seen that the moment is not a determination of time, because the determination 
of time is that it “passes by.”  For this reason time, if it is to be defined by any of 
the determinations revealed in time itself, is time past.  (CA 87) 
 

But what relevance does this discussion have for Kierkegaard’s conception of the eternal 

in human beings?  Haufniensis sees this category of the instant as describing what 

happens when eternity and time meet or “touch each other” in the temporal human being, 

an instant in which a human being makes a free decision that has a qualitative impact on 

the self (such as the acts of sin or faith).  And although Haufniensis does not believe that 

Plato defines this instant correctly (i.e. in terms of human freedom), he does credit Plato 

                                                 

16 The eternal also lacks these tenses, but unlike spatialized time, this is its perfection: “The 
moment signifies the present as that which has no past and no future, and precisely in this lies the 
imperfection of the sensuous life.  The eternal also signifies the present as that which has no past and no 
future, and this is the perfection of the eternal” (CA 87). 
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for establishing the impossibility of explaining this instant in purely metaphysical 

categories.  Plato sees that, contrary to Hegelian logic, the 

impotence of the logical consists in the transition of logic into becoming, where 
existence and actuality come forth.  So when logic becomes deeply absorbed in 
the concretion of the categories, that which was from the beginning is ever the 
same.  Every movement, if for the moment one wishes to use this expression, is 
an immanent movement, which in a profound sense is no movement at all.  One 
can easily convince oneself of this by considering that the concept of movement is 
itself a transcendence that has no place in logic.  The negative, then, is immanent 
in the movement, is something vanishing, is that which is annulled.  If everything 
comes about in this manner, nothing comes about at all, and the negative becomes 
an illusion.  (CA 13) 
 

The eternal can only be understood correctly if it is first recognized as distinct from 

time—as transcendent and not merely immanent.  Plato does this better than Hegel by 

showing the impossibility of perfectly realizing the eternal in time—for time and eternity 

are contraries and therefore, like motion and rest, cannot be acquired simultaneously.  In 

addition, Plato’s positing of the instant as necessary for transition provides a space for 

Haufniensis to introduce the “leap” or act of historical freedom that occurs when time and 

eternity touch each in the moment.  Plato does not define the instant in this way, but he 

does see that unless the instant is posited, nothing can come into existence or cease to 

exist in time.  And for Haufniensis, if the instant is not posited and consequently nothing 

can come into existence or cease to exist in time, it then becomes impossible for sin to 

signify a loss of the eternal or for faith and redemption to signify a regaining of the 

eternal.  In other words, without the instant, no qualitative changes can occur in a 

temporal human being such as the fall (in which the eternal is lost) or salvation (in which 

the eternal is regained).  In Hegel’s system where the difficulty of the instant is ignored, 

there is no “coming into existence” of eternity in time because eternity is always already 

contained within the temporal. 
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Although Haufniensis sees Plato as moving us beyond Hegel, Haufniensis also 

criticizes Plato for defining the instant too abstractly.  There are two reasons Haufniensis 

regards Plato’s instant as too abstract.  First, it lacks the component of historical freedom.  

Second, this instant does not have eternal significance since in Plato’s framework, one 

does not connect properly to the eternal by means of anything done in an instant, but 

rather through knowledge gained by recollection and the gradual separation of oneself 

from temporality altogether.  These reasons will become clearer in the next section. 

 
Epistemological Solution: Knowledge and Recollection 

The role that “transition” plays for Plato in terms of motion is transferred to the 

realm of learning and knowledge, not only in Concept of Anxiety, but in Fragments, 

Postscript, and Sickness Unto Death as well.  Unlike Hegel, who regarded doubt and 

knowledge as easy and necessary developments within his system, the “Socratic theory of 

recollection” regards “every human being as universal man” and sees “the transition 

implied in ‘to learn’” as extremely difficult.17  In other words, just as Plato is credited 

with recognizing a difficulty that Hegel did not in the metaphysical transition from one 

contrary to another, so also is the Socratic theory of recollection credited for recognizing 

the difficulty that Hegel did not recognize in the epistemological transition from 

ignorance to self-knowledge.  On the other hand, unlike the Greek skeptic for whom 

knowledge is made impossible by an act of the will,18 Platonic thought does not regard 

knowledge as an impossibility.  In other words, Socrates’ recognition of the gap between 

                                                 

17 Søren Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments, ed. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1985), 38.  Henceforth PF.  Originally published in 1844. 

 
18 Ibid., 82. 
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his understanding and the object of his understanding does not lead him to give up on the 

quest for self-knowledge altogether, but rather serves to increase his passion in the quest.  

Climacus explains, 

one must not think ill of the paradox, for the paradox is the passion of thought, 
and the thinker without the paradox is like the lover without passion: a mediocre 
fellow.  But the ultimate potentiation of every passion is always to will its own 
downfall, and so it is also the ultimate passion of the understanding [Forstand] to 
will the collision, although in one way or another the collision must become its 
downfall.  This, then, is the ultimate paradox of thought: to want to discover 
something that thought itself cannot think.19 
 

In the Platonic worldview, the finitude of temporal and bodily existence makes it 

impossible for a human being (insofar as he exists in time) to perfectly grasp knowledge 

of the Forms.  But despite this continual “collision” with the limits of understanding, the 

Socratic thinker cannot help but passionately continue to reach for the very thing he 

cannot ultimately possess, and this is the paradox that ignites the passion of thought. 

However, although Plato sees the difficulty of becoming a full, unified self, he 

still believes that human beings are not cut off from the eternal, but have merely forgotten 

eternity in the process of entering into bodily, temporal existence.  The solution to this 

problem of forgetting can be found, he suggests, in the doctrine of recollection.  The 

notion of recollection assumes that we originally had eternal knowledge, have forgotten it 

in temporal existence, and since the eternal truth resides latently in us, we must reunite 

ourselves to the eternal by recollecting this forgotten truth through the practice of 

philosophy. 

The main implication of the doctrine of recollection for our investigation of the 

eternal is that time and the moment of choice in time lose their significance in Plato’s 
                                                 

19 Ibid., 37. 
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framework since the goal is to “enter eternity backwards” by escaping the temporal world 

and returning to the kind of eternal state one enjoyed before birth.  Haufniensis explains: 

If Greek life in any way denotes any qualification of time, it is past time.  
However, past time is not defined in its relation to the present and the future but 
as a qualification of time in general, as a passing by.  Here the significance of the 
Platonic “recollection” is obvious.  For the Greeks, the eternal lies behind as the 
past that can only be entered backwards.  However, the eternal thought of as the 
past is an altogether abstract concept, whether the eternal is further defined 
philosophically (a philosophical dying away) or historically.  (CA 89-90) 
 

For Plato, once human beings in time realize they are eternal souls trapped and limited by 

temporal, finite bodies, their task is to approximate a return to eternal Forms through 

knowledge, by remembering the eternal wisdom that already lies latently within them.  

Ontologically and existentially, time is thus not an essential part of our being and only 

hinders us from knowledge and selfhood.  As Socrates laments in the Phaedo, “as long as 

we have a body and our soul is fused with such an evil we shall never adequately attain 

what we desire, which we affirm to be the truth.”20   Our present “fallen condition” is not 

due to free defiance of the will for which we are responsible, but to ignorance imposed on 

us externally by finitude.  Indeed, “if we are ever to have pure knowledge, we must 

escape from the body and observe things in themselves with the soul by itself.”21  

Haufniensis claims that this view of the eternal abstracts a person so much from life that 

it leads to “philosophically dying away.”  This is why Socrates states that wisdom can 

only be found in death; the philosopher, whose identity consists in an immortal soul, must 

live in a way that constantly abstracts from concrete life.  Time is only important in that it 

                                                 

20 Plato, “Phaedo,” The Collected Dialogues of Plato, ed. Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns 
(New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1961),  66b. 

 
21 Ibid., 66c. 
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is something to be negated; as philosophers, we must not be “infected” with the body’s 

nature “but purify ourselves from it until the god himself free us,” when “we shall escape 

the contamination of the body’s folly.”22  For Plato, even though human beings find 

themselves in a battle between transcendence and immanence, they are not themselves 

defined as a synthesis of time and eternity, the finite and the infinite, or any other 

contraries.  Rather, human beings are eternal and infinite beings imprisoned in temporal, 

finite embodiment.  Again, this is an improvement upon Hegel in that Plato never forgets 

the tension between his existence and his eternal nature: 

The Greek philosopher was an existing person, and he did not forget this.  
Therefore he resorted to suicide or to dying in the Pythagorean sense or to being 
dead in the Socratic sense in order to be able to think.  He was aware that he was a 
thinking being, but he was also aware that it was existence as medium that 
perpetually prevented him from thinking in continuity because it continually 
placed him in a process of becoming.  Consequently, in order to be able truly to 
think, he did away with himself.23 
 

In such a view, life in time, including the sequence of events in our past, present, and 

future, has no positive significance.  Our historical identity may be something we 

struggle against, but it is not a component of our essential nature. 

Even though this Platonic dualism is well known in the philosophical tradition, 

Haufniensis describes this view in some ways that are not common and can even be 

counter-intuitive.  First, he says that Plato suggests that through recollection we enter 

eternity backwards.  But Plato conceives of one’s entrance into eternity as occurring after 

death, a kind of post-existence that is different from the soul’s pre-existence (before 

time), and this seems to be a movement toward the future.  The reason Haufniensis states 

                                                 

22 Ibid., 67a. 
 
23 CUP, 1.309. 
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that Plato’s eternity “lies behind as the past that can only be entered backwards” is that 

the eternal is never really lost, even when we fall into time.  We always remain in 

“immanent continuity with the former existence” (CA 90, 17).  In this life, we continue to 

have all formerly acquired eternal knowledge within us, and it must only be brought to 

the surface of consciousness through recollection. 

I have referred to Plato and Socrates almost interchangeably up to this point, but it 

is important to note that Kierkegaard often distinguishes the “Platonic Socrates” from the 

“actual Socrates,” and it is not always clear whether or not Kierkegaard thinks 

recollection is construed similarly in both thinkers.24  The recollection theory is ascribed 

primarily to Plato and “Greek thought” in Concept of Anxiety, to Socrates in the 

Fragments, and to both thinkers in the Postscript (CA 89-90).25  This makes it seem as 

though Kierkegaard regards them as being in essential agreement; however, Climacus 

make a significant remark in the Postscript regarding their difference: 

Viewed Socratically, the eternal essential truth is not at all paradoxical in itself, 
but only by being related to an existing person.  This is expressed in another 
Socratic thesis: that all knowing is a recollecting.  This thesis is an intimation of 
speculative thought, but for that very reason Socrates did not pursue it; essentially 
it became Platonic.  This is where the road swings off, and Socrates essentially 
emphasizes existing, whereas Plato, forgetting this, loses himself in speculative 
thought.  Socrates’ infinite merit is precisely that of being an existing thinker, not 
a speculative thinker who forgets what it means to exist.26 
 

This passage implies that although both Socrates and Plato accept the theory of 

recollection, Socrates uses it existentially while Plato uses it speculatively.  But why does 

                                                 

24 Søren Kierkegaard, Concept of Irony, ed. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1989), 67. Henceforth CI. Originally published in 1841. 

 
25 PF, 9-15, CUP, 1.205-209. 
 
26 CUP, 1.205. 
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Fragments, a work also by Climacus and a prequel of Postscript, associate recollection 

with Socrates?  In a footnote, Climacus explains that he did this to avoid making the 

work more “dialectically difficult” than it already is, but that although recollection is 

commonly associated with Socrates, the doctrine and its consequences go “beyond the 

Socratic.”27  Indeed, the doctrine “certainly belongs to both of them, but Socrates 

continually parts with it because he wants to exist” since this is “essential.”  And while 

Socrates emphasizes existence, “which contains with it the qualification of inwardness,” 

Plato is a speculative philosopher who pursues “recollection and immanence,” and “from 

the point of view of speculation and the eternal there is no paradox.”  In fact, Climacus 

goes so far as to say that Socrates’ passion of inwardness in existing is “an analog to 

faith.”28  

What are the implications of this distinction on our investigation?  If Platonic 

recollection is associated with speculative thought and its disregard for existence, how is 

it really an advance beyond Hegel?  Furthermore, if Socrates’ position is analogous to 

faith and possesses the passion of inwardness that Kierkegaard associates with Christian 

repetition, does this mean Socrates is innocent of the problems Kierkegaard finds in 

Greek recollection?  With regard to the degree of difference between Platonic 

recollection and Hegelian speculation, even if Platonic thought is guilty of not 

accentuating the paradox of existence, we can still maintain the claim made in the 

previous section, that Plato goes beyond Hegel by seeing the unresolvable tension 

                                                 

27 Ibid., 1.206. 
 
28 Ibid. 
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between time and eternity through the problem of transition and by positing the category 

of the instant.   

As for the second question—whether Socrates’ position falls under the same 

critique as Platonic recollection—the short answer is yes, because even though Plato may 

take recollection in a far more abstract, speculative direction, the doctrine still “certainly 

belongs to both of them,” and in this sense, if it is wrong, it is wrong for both Plato and 

Socrates.  On the other hand, the doctrine has different implications in Plato and Socrates.  

Socrates is more concerned with the ethical and existential implications of recollection, 

and the Socratic paradox that arises from it.  Climacus explains exactly what he regards 

as the Socratic implications of this theory: 

To Socrates, therefore, the thesis that all knowing is a recollecting has, at the 
moment of parting and as a continually annulled possibility of speculating, a 
double significance: (1) that the knower is essentially integer [uncorrupted] and 
that for him there is no other dubiousness with regard to knowledge of the eternal 
truth than this, that he exists, a dubiousness so essential and decisive to him that it 
signifies that existing, the inward deepening in and through existing, is truth; (2) 
that existence in temporality has no decisive significance, because there is 
continually the possibility of taking oneself back into eternity by recollecting, 
even though this possibility is continually annulled because the inward deepening 
in existing fills up time.29 
 

The first part of each point described above can also be attributed to Plato—that the 

knower remains essentially uncorrupted and that temporality has no significance since 

one can always go back into eternity by recollecting—while the second part of each point 

introduces what Kierkegaard regards as the distinctively Socratic paradox that results 

from emphasizing existence.  Thus, for Socrates, the barrier to selfhood is ignorance of 

the eternal caused by temporal existence, and it is only by becoming conscious of oneself 

                                                 

29 Ibid., 1.205-206. 
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in one's eternal validity (recollection) that one can decide to begin actualizing eternal 

norms in time.  This continual penetration of time by eternity through ethical action is 

called the Socratic paradox or Socratic “reduplication” since it is a “contradiction within 

immanence.”  

Accordingly, the third term that connects time and eternity in the Socratic self is 

moral knowledge and ethical decision.  Although this appears to be two factors (i.e., 

moral knowledge and ethical decision), they are not for Socrates.  According to 

Kierkegaard, it is inconceivable for Socrates that a person know what is right and not act 

accordingly.  All evil actions are rooted in insufficient knowledge, not a debased will.  As 

a result, moral knowledge necessitates ethical decision within the Socratic and Platonic 

worldview.  Thus, for Socrates, a person remembers and chooses herself in her eternal 

validity by deciding to commit her temporal life to the task assigned by her eternal 

consciousness. 

Although Socratic recollection is an important step in the dialectical development 

of the self, there are several problems with it.  First, a person never perfectly “recollects” 

eternal truths, nor lives out these moral norms in time—in our imperfection, we always 

fall short, and this causes guilt.  Secondly, once a person recognizes that he has 

committed evil willingly before God, he becomes conscious of his position as sin.  The 

result of sin is a qualitative break from original goodness.  One can no longer go 

“backward into eternity” through recollection.  

 
Regaining the Eternal through Christ, Faith, and Repetition 

Haufniensis introduces the problem of transition in time with the aim of 

delineating what is required—metaphysically, epistemically, and existentially—for 
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human beings to make a decision in “the sphere of historical freedom,” in which “the new 

is brought about through the leap” (CA 85).  For Haufniensis, the “leap” refers most 

directly not to the leap of faith for which Kierkegaard is known, but to the leap into sin.  

However, these two leaps are analogous in that they both are chosen freely, have eternal 

implications, and occur in the moment in which time and eternity intersect.  In other 

words, in the process of distinguishing the leap into sin from explanations given by 

Hegelian mediation and Platonic recollection, Haufniensis also provides the categories 

Kierkegaard needs to explain the leap of faith and repetition.  Epistemically, these 

categories come from special revelation about the Atonement of Christ in Christianity.30  

In this section of the present chapter, I explain how Christianity acknowledges and brings 

forward a “sin-consciousness” in the human being through Christ, and offers a way to 

reunite time and eternity in the self. 

 
Metaphysical Solution: Atonement, Transition, and the Moment 

Haufniensis alludes to the significance of the Atonement and the category of the 

moment in the beginning of chapter three of Concept of Anxiety, in which Haufniensis 

explains the “leap” into sin as an act of historical freedom in terms of the ontological and 

existential meeting of time and eternity in the human being.   

 Haufniensis begins by defining temporality.  He points out that time is usually 

characterized in at least two ways: as an infinite succession and as tensed (containing 

past, present, and future).  But even if one grants time as infinite succession, Haufniensis 

objects that the tensed nature of time does not derive from time itself.  To show that this 

                                                 

30 I return to the connection between these two leaps and Christ in the discussion that follows. 
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is the case, Haufniensis alludes to his previous discussion of Plato’s insight into the 

metaphysical problem of transition in time and the need for the intermediary category of 

“the instant,” a foothold, that stands between what a thing was and will become. 

If time is correctly defined as an infinite succession, it most likely is also defined 
as the present, the past, and the future.  This distinction, however, is incorrect if it 
is considered to be implicit in time itself, because the distinction appears only 
through the relation of time to eternity and through reflection of eternity in time.  
If in the infinite succession of time a foothold could be found, i.e., a present, 
which was the dividing point, the division would be quite correct.  However, 
precisely because every moment, as well as the sum of the moments, is a process 
(a passing by), no moment is a present, and accordingly there is in time neither 
present, nor past, nor future.  (CA 85) 
 

According to Haufniensis, something additional must be posited, a “foothold” or 

“present,” that divides one state from another in order to make transition metaphysically 

possible and to attribute the tenses of past, present, and future to time.  Furthermore, this 

foothold is the eternal, a transcendent reality that not only sustains time, but as we 

discover in Christ, the eternal can also break into the immanence of time’s infinite 

succession and reveal the tensed nature of temporality in a more profound way.  We see 

in the Atonement that our past (innocence) has been irrevocably cut off from our present 

(sin) through our first act of sin, and that it is only through Christ that a redemptive future 

is possible.   

Haufniensis rarely discusses Christ at length in Concept of Anxiety, and this is 

why it seems strange for the Atonement to play such a pivotal role in Haufniensis’s 

explanation of human freedom and how time and eternity are connected in the self.  

Interestingly, although Haufniensis never explicitly refers to Christ in terms of his 

“incarnation,” he refers most often to Him as the “Atonement” and the “fullness of time.”  

This is significant in that, unlike Climacus’ Fragments, Haufniensis’s focus is not as 
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much upon the metaphysical paradox of the eternal God entering time as the God-man 

(although this is still important), but upon the problem of transition (i.e. fall and 

salvation) and the timely, salvific, and redemptive ramifications of Christ’s death and 

resurrection for the believer.  Furthermore, it is “in the Atonement” revealed by 

dogmatics that “the category of hereditary sin becomes clear” (CA 117). 

In the concluding sentences of Concept of Anxiety, Haufniensis suggests why the 

Atonement plays such a major role and yet is left unexplained: 

Therefore he who in relation to guilt is educated by anxiety will rest only in the 
Atonement.  Here this deliberation ends, where it began.  As soon as psychology 
has finished with anxiety, it is to be delivered to dogmatics.  (CA 162) 
 

As a psychologist, Haufniensis can explore the phenomenon of anxiety and its expression 

as guilt in the fallen individual.  He can alert us to the existential problems created by 

guilt-ridden anxiety, but he cannot explain the root of this problem or the solution to it 

without the help of dogmatics.  Consequently, Kierkegaard uses Haufniensis to introduce 

the phenomenon of anxiety through the lens of natural revelation, and then has him point 

to (but not fully explain) the resources in special revelation that can locate the origin of 

this anxiety (sin) and the thing (Atonement) that can heal the human being who suffers 

from it. 

What does the Atonement provide regarding the problem of transition?  As we 

have seen, a qualitative transition essentially does not occur in Hegelian mediation or 

Platonic thought.  Hegel presents transition in history as a movement of dialectical 

necessity, in which what is already present in the world develops or unfolds on its own: 

eternity realizes itself in time.  Theologically speaking, this view also makes the creation-

fall-redemption narrative into a necessary, dialectical development: human beings are 
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destined to fall and then eventually redeemed.  But for this reason, Haufniensis points 

out, there is no qualitative transition from one state to another, but merely quantitative 

developments within a single state.  And although Plato surpasses Hegel by recognizing 

the irresolvable tension between the changeless Forms of eternity and the transient 

temporal world, he still fails to acknowledge the qualitative break between the human 

soul and the eternal.  Although human beings have forgotten the eternal Forms as a result 

of finitude, Plato believes that eternal knowledge and goodness still lie within us, and that 

we have the ability to recollect this knowledge, partially in time, and completely after 

death.  No temporal decision can impact our connection to the eternal, and therefore no 

moment of qualitative transition from one state to another takes place in time.   

Haufniensis explains how without this moment of transition, one’s temporal life 

lacks a genuine sense of past, present, and future: 

On the whole, in defining the concepts of the past, the future, and the eternal, it 
can be seen how the moment is defined.  If there is no moment, the eternal 
appears behind as the past.  It is as when I imagine a man walking along a road 
but do not posit the step, and so the road appears behind him as the distance 
covered.  If the moment is posited but merely as a division, then the future is the 
eternal.  (CA 90) 
 

Without the qualitative moment of transition, the eternal either appears behind us or 

ahead of us, and the present does not come into being at all.  If the eternal appears behind 

us, this is because we are not essentially cut off from the eternal, and we must either use 

abstract thought (Hegel), aesthetic reflection (Faust), or a philosophical search within 

ourselves to actualize what we already possess potentially. 

Christ’s coming in the “fullness of time” supplies the missing intermediary 

category that makes transition from one state to another in time possible, and this 

category is “the moment”: 
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If, on the contrary, time and eternity touch each other, then it must be in time, and 
now we have come to the moment….  Nothing is as swift as a blink of the eye, 
and yet it is commensurable with the content of the eternal….  A blink is therefore 
a designation of time, but mark well, of time in the fateful conflict when it is 
touched by eternity.  (CA 87) 
 

What Haufniensis needs to posit a transition from one qualitative state to another is a 

transcendent “foothold” that can divide the immanent succession of time, and Christ’s 

incarnation in the “fullness of time” reveals that transcendent foothold.  As we have seen, 

in transition there is a change from one state to a contrary state (e.g. from rest to motion).  

The transition that Christ makes possible is that between the fallen state of creation and 

the redeemed state.  We saw how Plato’s “instant” is the transitional category between 

two states, and it vacillates between meaning the present, the moment, and the eternal, 

since it is transcendent and does not take up time or participate in either state.  The 

Christian moment, Climacus explains, is similar to Plato’s transcendent instant, but also 

essentially different: 

A moment such as this is unique.  To be sure, it is short and temporal, as the 
moment is; it is passing, as the moment is, past, as the moment is in the next 
moment, and yet it is decisive, and yet it is filled with the eternal.  A moment such 
as this must have a special name.  Let us call it: the fullness of time.31 
 

Christ’s incarnation and atonement in the fullness of time is a “Moment”32 that is both 

present and eternal, in history and transcending history: “The present is the eternal, or 

rather, the eternal is the present, and the present is full” (CA 86).  Christ neither 

participates in the antecedent state of fallenness nor in the consequent state of 

                                                 

31 PF, 18. 
 
32 I will capitalize this term (“Moment”) when referring to Christ’s incarnation and atonement in 

order to distinguish it from analogous “moment” of human transition that I explain below. 
 



 

  

171 

 

redemption, yet it is only through Him that one state can cease to exist and the other 

come into existence. 

Even more, the transitional Moment of Christianity is an act of “historical 

freedom,” and as such, it is more temporal than Plato’s “instant” and more eternal than 

Hegel’s dialectic.  Climacus explains the paradox of the Christian Moment in the 

following way: 

What, then, moves him to make his appearance?  He must move himself….  But if 
he moves himself, then there of course is no need that moves him, as if he himself 
could not endure silence but was compelled to burst into speech.  But if he moves 
himself and is not moved by need, what moves him then but love, for love does 
not have the satisfaction of need outside itself but within.  His resolution, which 
does not have an equal reciprocal relation to the occasion, must be from eternity, 
even though, fulfilled in time, it expressly becomes the moment, for where the 
occasion and what is occasioned correspond equally, as equally as the reply to the 
shout in the desert, the moment does not appear but is swallowed by recollection 
into its eternity.  The moment emerges precisely in the relation of the eternal 
resolution to the unequal occasion.  If this is not the case, then we return to the 
Socratic and do not have the god or the eternal resolution or the moment.33 
 

Unlike Plato’s timeless instant, Christianity’s Moment enters into time.  The eternal is 

fully realized in time, something that could never happen in Plato’s Forms.  And unlike 

the Hegelian dialectic, Christ’s presence on earth does not develop necessarily out of 

what is already present potentially in creation.  Rather, the eternal Creator freely breaks 

into the fallen temporal creation in order to change its developmental direction.  Another 

important difference from the Hegelian and Greek models is that Christ’s Moment is a 

free, personal act.  While Plato’s instant is an abstract, “invisible,” metaphysical 

category, Christ’s atonement is a personal act of spirit.  Similarly, while developments 
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within Hegel’s dialectic occur necessarily, the Atonement is an act of freedom performed 

by an individual who is not pantheistically connected to the rest of creation. 

If Christ reveals the category for real spiritual transition within time and 

characterizes it as a personal, free act, how does this transform our understanding of time 

itself?  In other words, what happens to the character of time when it has come into 

contact with the eternal?  Haufniensis tells us that the eternal reveals time as tensed, as 

historical “temporality”: 

The moment is that ambiguity in which time and eternity touch each other, and 
with this the concept of temporality is posited, whereby time constantly intersects 
eternity and eternity constantly pervades time.  As a result, the above-mentioned 
division acquires its significance: the present time, the past time, the future 
time….  The pivotal concept in Christianity, that which made all things new, is 
the fullness of time, but the fullness of time is the moment as the eternal, and yet 
this eternal is also the future and the past.  (CA 89-90) 
 

In the Moment when the eternal intersects with time and brings about a qualitative 

change from one state to another, one can recognize the former state as “past,” the eternal 

moment of transition as “present,” and the consequent state as “future.”  Christ’s 

Atonement enables an absolute break in continuity between Old Testament Law (past) 

and eternal life (future), between sin and redemption.  If this break is not maintained, 

Haufniensis warns, “not a single concept can be saved from a heretical and treasonable 

admixture that annihilates the concept” (CA 90).  On the one hand, if the past cannot 

stand apart from present and future, then “the concepts of conversion, atonement, and 

redemption are lost” (CA 90).  If our state of sin must remain “in a single continuity with 

the future,” then it does not matter what we do in the present to improve our situation—

our past sins will always define who we are and will be.  On the other hand, if the future 

is not allowed to stand apart from past and present and is instead forced to remain “in a 
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simple continuity with the present,” then “the concepts of resurrection and judgment are 

destroyed” (CA 90).  If this life is all there is and present suffering and injustice will 

continue forever, then our temporal lives are not accountable to divine judgment and we 

cannot hope for eternal happiness after death.  This is why it is vitally important that 

Christ’s sacrificial death separates our past from our present, and Christ’s resurrection 

separates our present from our future. 

But does qualitative transition in time only occur in Christ’s Atonement?  Are 

human beings not also capable of enacting or participating in transition?  The Moment of 

the Atonement is primary and exclusive in that only Christ makes the transition from 

falleness to redemption possible.  However, Christ also reveals that a qualitative 

transition already has occurred in each human being’s fall into sin, and that another can 

occur in salvation through faith.  Therefore, in a secondary but nonetheless essential 

sense, human beings can bring about transition, and in this sense, the human “moment” is 

analogous to Christ’s Moment.  Like Christ’s Moment, each individual’s fall into sin is a 

qualitative transition between two states, innocence and fallenness, accomplished in the 

moment of our first free act of sin.  The following section explores how Christ and the 

category of the moment or “leap” redefine our relation to the eternal and point to the 

uniquely human experience of time. 

 
Epistemological Solution: Sin and Need for Faith 

Christ’s sacrificial death and resurrection establish at least two things.  First, by 

making Himself, God, our criterion instead of other human beings, He shows that our 

guilt is not due to ignorance, but to sin, a state brought about by a free choice in time that 

prevents us from reconnecting to God on our own.  Second, in the Atonement, Christ 
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proclaims that only his death can annihilate our sin—our non-being, and only his 

resurrection can bring forth our reconnection to the eternal—our being. 

In terms of the first point—that Christ reveals our state of sin—we must first 

remind ourselves of the difference between sin as an act and a state.  Haufniensis states 

that 

in the sphere of historical freedom, transition is a state.  However, in order to 
understand this correctly, one must not forget that the new is brought about 
through the leap.  If this is not maintained, the transition will have a quantitative 
preponderance over the elasticity of the leap.  (CA 85) 
 

This claim that transition is a state is enigmatic, since throughout the majority of Concept 

of Anxiety, Haufniensis is anxious to argue the opposite, that the transition of the leap into 

sin is not a state but a qualitative “act,” and as such cannot be explained by psychology.  

By contrast, the conditions of a person before and after this act can be called quantitative 

“states,” and this is the arena in which psychology can speak authoritatively.  However, 

in this passage Haufniensis adds the caveat that transition can only be called a state in the 

“sphere of historical freedom” where “the new is brought about through the leap” (CA 

85).  Haufniensis has already told us that the sphere of historical freedom belongs to the 

domain of dogmatics, not psychology.  With this in mind, there seem to be two 

implications of characterizing transition as a state.  First, given the restrictions placed 

upon the disciplines of psychology and ethics, this claim can only be made by the science 

of dogmatics which has access to insight available from special revelation; this gives us a 

hint that what follows in the text is a uniquely Christian explanation of the leap of 

freedom that Haufniensis must posit but leave unexplained.  Second, Haufniensis hopes 

to show that in Christianity transition can be both act and state.  Indeed, “transition 

belongs in the sphere of historical freedom, for transition is a state and it is actual” (CA 
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82).  Transition can only be called a state in the sense that through the first act of sin, 

freedom and sin are not only actualized through a specific act, but also come to exist in 

the self’s state of being.  The human being’s spirit has awakened through the fall into sin, 

and historical freedom—what Haufniensis associates with “temporality”—is now an 

unavoidable, continuous aspect of human existence—however, the spiritual significance 

of this historical freedom and its consequences are fully revealed in Christ.  Unlike 

psychological states, this dogmatic state is qualitatively different from that which 

precedes it in innocence when the person is only a negative psycho-somatic unity. 

As a result, we see each moment of decision in time as capable of having eternal 

consequences, and thus, recognize the moment as a temporal and eternal moment: “Thus 

understood, the moment is not properly an atom of time but an atom of eternity.  It is the 

first reflection of eternity in time, its first attempt, as it were, at stopping time” (CA 88).  

In contrast, the Platonic moment is either conceived too temporally or too eternally.  If it 

is too temporal, it is only a passing “instant” of time without eternal significance—since 

no act in time can change the soul’s connection to the eternal: “If Greek life in any way 

denotes any qualification of time, it is past time.  However, past time is not defined in its 

relation to the present and the future but as a qualification of time in general, as a passing 

by” (CA 89).  On the other hand, even if the moment of human action or thought is 

correctly recognized as transcendent, as an “atom of eternity,” the Platonic thinker still 

does not in this moment go through a qualitative transition (i.e. he does not become 

eternal).  He “did not comprehend that it was the moment, did not define it with a 

forward direction but with a backward direction” (CA 88).  He only expresses the eternal 

being that he has always been; there is no historical or temporal quality to his act.  His 
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identity as an eternal being pre-exists his temporal life, and therefore, as an eternal soul in 

time, he relates to this eternal as “past.”  In Plato’s dualistic framework, “neither time nor 

eternity received what was properly their due” (CA 88). 

In Christianity it is different.  As Climacus explains, “it is well known that 

Christianity is the only historical phenomenon which in spite of the historical, nay 

precisely by means of the historical, has intended itself to be for the single individual the 

point of departure for his eternal consciousness.34  Although here, Climacus is speaking 

of the Incarnation and the possibility of human salvation when he speaks of the historical, 

these categories carry over to the historical moment of the first act of sin. 

The second point—that only in Christ’s atoning death can our sin be annihilated 

and only in his resurrection can we hope to reconnect to the eternal—especially 

emphasizes the religious and existential aspects of the problem of transition.  Haufniensis 

explains: 

Recent philosophy has not essentially come any further in its conception of non-
being, even though it presumes to be Christian.  Greek philosophy and the modern 
alike maintain that everything turns on bringing non-being into being, for to do 
away with it or to make it vanish seems extremely easy.  The Christian view takes 
the position that non-being is present everywhere as the nothing from which 
things were created, as semblance and vanity, as sin, as sensuousness removed 
from spirit, as the temporal forgotten by the eternal; consequently, the task is to 
do away with it in order to bring forth being.  Only with this orientation in mind 
can the concept of Atonement be correctly understood historically, that is, in the 
sense in which Christianity brought it into the world.  If the term is understood in 
the opposite sense (the movement proceeding from the assumption that non-being 
is not), the Atonement is volatilized and turned inside out.  (CA 82-3) 
 

For the Greeks and moderns, non-being does not signify literally nothing, but rather that 

which is not being in its full actuality and perfection.  The Greek and modern goal is to 

                                                 

34 Ibid., 137. 
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bring non-being into being, which means bringing what is merely potential (non-being) to 

actuality.  For Hegel, this movement from possibility to actuality happens through 

dialectical necessity, and for Plato, this happens through recollection.  In both cases, we 

already possess what we need to actualize; it is simply a matter of bringing what lies 

within us to the surface. 

Haufniensis regards this view of non-being as inadequate because it does not 

account for the consequences of sin or our need for the Atonement.  Yes, Christianity 

agrees, our eternal telos is not actualized, but this is not because it still lies in possibility; 

rather, we have cut ourselves off from the possibility of actualizing it through a free 

decision in time (i.e. our first act of sin).  Furthermore, non-being is not merely the lack 

of actualized goodness, but the perversion of it.  The non-being of all of creation, 

including time itself, does not signify the possibility of fulfilling our created telos, but 

rather the impossibility of doing so.  This is why Climacus says that the “paradoxical-

religious,” or Christianity, “breaks with immanence and makes existing the absolute 

contradiction—not within immanence but in opposition to immanence.”35  Because of 

sin, there is “no immanental underlying kinship between the temporal and the eternal,” 

and Christ’s Atonement renews this kinship because in Him “the eternal itself has entered 

into time and wants to establish kinship there.”36  In this way, as Climacus explains, 

“because the eternal has come into existence as a moment in time [in Christ], the existing 

                                                 

35 CUP, 1.573. 
 
36 Ibid. 
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individual in time does not come to relate himself to the eternal or to collect himself in 

his relation, … but in time comes to relate himself to the eternal in time.”37  

 
Anxiety, Faith and the Atonement 

We have seen how the Atonement reveals that our past state (innocence) was 

separated from our present state (sin) through our first transitional act of freedom, an act 

that cuts us off from the ability to fulfill our eternal telos and relate to God on our own.  

However, the Atonement does not leave us at this point.  Christ’s sacrificial death and 

resurrection also make it possible for us to make another qualitative transition, the 

transition from sin to salvation.  We are given the power to alter our present and future 

through faith by grace.  Initially, it seems strange that Haufniensis sometimes associates 

the eternal with the temporal present and other times with the temporal future.  But as I 

explain below, it is important to affirm both claims, albeit in different senses: in one 

sense, the eternal can become united with our present state through the act of faith; in 

another sense, our complete fulfillment in the eternal must wait until our future, 

understood as eternal life.  In other words, the act of repetition, which is the term 

Kierkegaard uses to describe a person’s proper relation to the eternal in time, 

approximates the Christian notion of sanctification.  It signifies a participation in the 

“already” of Christian redemption that can be experienced in this temporal life, while its 

incomplete character and forward direction also remind us of the “not yet” of Christian 

reconciliation that awaits the believer on the other side of death.  In this way, the eternal 

becomes concrete for the believer and redeems human temporality. 

                                                 

37 Ibid., 1.570. 
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Although Haufniensis points to the existential implications of Christ’s atonement 

and Christian faith in passing throughout the text (especially CA 83-84, 90, 117), this 

becomes his central focus in the last and shortest chapter of Concept of Anxiety, titled 

“Anxiety as Saving through Faith.”  Here we learn that despite all of the problems in 

human life that arise because of the anxiety of hereditary sin and actual sin, human 

anxiety can become “absolutely educative” when it works in cooperation with faith.  

Indeed, by “consuming all finite ends” and forming human beings in terms of eternal 

ends, anxiety can be the means toward our salvation (CA 155-156). 

Anxiety is an important aspect of human nature, because it expresses our capacity 

as uniquely spiritual creatures.  To be educated by anxiety is to be educated by 

“possibility,” or according to one’s “infinitude” (CA 155).  As we have seen, freedom, 

possibility, and infinitude are not just expressions of anxiety, but also of the eternal in 

human beings.  In fact, this final section in Concept of Anxiety on faith and possibility 

best illustrates why Kierkegaard associates possibility with the eternal in human beings.38  

However, we must remember that there are two distinct meanings of the eternal: the 

eternal as possibility in itself, and the eternal as possibility of the good.  These two 

meanings mirror the two ways that Kierkegaard refers to other “expanding” spiritual 

capacities of human beings such as possibility, freedom, and infinitude.  In all of these 

cases, the term can either denote (1) a created spiritual capacity or essential quality of the 

self that can be misdirected but never lost, or (2) that same spiritual capacity rightly 

directed toward God and the good.  In order to avoid confusion, I refer to these spiritual 

                                                 

38 One could even replace several instances of “possibility” with “the eternal” in this section 
without losing Haufniensis’s meaning. 
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capacities as “formal” in the first sense, and as “complete” in the second sense.  Even 

though Kierkegaard often fails to note which sense of the term he is using, there is no 

doubt that he regards this distinction as indispensable.  It is the only way he can maintain, 

on the one hand, that human beings are essentially spiritual creatures who cannot lose 

spiritual capacities in their formal sense (even in sin), but that, on the other hand, if 

understood in their complete sense—as properly directed—these capacities are in fact 

lost through sin and only regained in Christian salvation.  As we shall see below, it is the 

same with our relation to the eternal. 

If we return to the text with the above distinction in mind, we must ask whether 

Haufniensis’s description of the object of anxiety as “freedom’s possibility” in ourselves 

refers to these terms in their formal or complete sense (CA 155).  In other words, are we 

anxious about simply possessing the capacity for possibility and freedom, or are we only 

anxious about these capacities when they are properly directed?  Since anxiety is 

something that arises just before and as a consequence of the first act of sin, Haufniensis 

must have the formal sense of freedom and possibility in mind; for it makes no sense to 

say that “freedom’s possibility” is complete in pre-fallen and fallen individuals, since sin 

would never come into existence for the person with complete freedom (e.g. Christ).  

Further, Haufniensis must have formal and not complete possibility in mind when he says 

that the individual who is properly educated by possibility realizes that this is the 

“weightiest of all categories” since “in possibility all things are equally possible,” “the 

terrible as well as the joyful,” and hardship, “perdition, and annihilation live next door to 

every man” (CA 156). 
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But if anxiety represents our formal freedom and possibility, spiritual capacities 

that can be misused, how can such possibility educate toward the good?  In other words, 

the formal freedom that humans possess makes us capable of evil just as well as good, of 

being both demonic and religious, so we must wonder whether the anxiety of human 

possibility can beneficially educate us if we do not qualify how such possibility should be 

directed?  This is why Haufniensis insists that only the individual who “has learned to be 

anxious in the right way has learned the ultimate” (CA 155, emphasis mine).  For those 

who are dragged down by “anxiety about men and about finitudes” are not to be 

esteemed (CA 157).  One learns to be anxious in the right way, Haufniensis says, with the 

guidance of faith.  For anxiety is “freedom’s possibility, and only such anxiety is through 

faith absolutely educative, because it consumes all finite ends and discovers all their 

deceptiveness” (CA 155, emphasis mine).  Thus, we must keep in mind that 

Haufniensis’s definition of faith is contextualized by its role as that which forms and 

directs our anxiety and freedom. 

In order to discover how we can allow our anxieties to be beneficially educative 

with the guidance of faith, we must first understand what Haufniensis means by “faith.”  

He defines faith as “the inner certainty that anticipates infinity” (CA 157).39  Although 

Christian faith (and repetition) always describe what Kierkegaard regards as the proper 

relation between temporal human beings and the eternal, Haufniensis’s definition has a 

                                                 

39 Surprisingly, Haufniensis credits Hegel with this definition of faith, but according to the Hongs, 
this is not a direct quote from Hegel.  They believe that Kierkegaard may have had the following passage in 
mind which comes from Hegel’s Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion: “Faith must be defined as the 
witness of the spirit to absolute Spirit, or as a certainty of the truth” or “faith may be defined as being the 
witness of the Spirit to Spirit, and this implies that no finite content has any place in it.” Hegel, Lectures on 
the Philosophy of Religion, tr. E. B. Speirs and J. B. Sanderson (New York: Humanities Press, 1962), I, 
212, 218. 
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slightly different emphasis than the other pseudonyms.  For instance, Anti-Climacus 

defines faith in terms of the structure of selfhood: “that the self in being itself and in 

willing to be itself rests transparently in God” (SUD 82).  In the Postscript, Climacus 

emphasizes faith’s paradoxical characteristics, especially insofar as it surpasses reason’s 

limits, and the proper relation between the believer and his object of faith: “Without risk, 

no faith.  Faith is the contradiction between the infinite passion of inwardness and the 

objective uncertainty.”40  

Haufniensis’s emphasis falls on how faith in the Atonement enables us to gain 

freedom from sin and the anxiety of hereditary sin, and to transform our relation to 

temporality in terms of our “expectancy” or hope for eternal life.41  This is why faith’s 

significance arises when a person first transfers his anxieties from the dangers of finitude 

to those of infinitude and accepts Christ’s claim that he has cut himself off from God and 

the eternal through sin.  Then he believes nevertheless that through Christ’s atonement 

and grace, he need no longer suffer under the anxiety of sin, but can instead confidently 

place his hope in eternal life.  Since the anxiety of sin tempts us to resign all hope of 

complete freedom and possibility in time, 

the only thing that is truly able to disarm the sophistry of sin is faith, courage to 
believe that the state itself is a new sin, courage to renounce anxiety without 
anxiety, which only faith can do; faith does not thereby annihilate anxiety, but, 
itself eternally young, it extricates itself from anxiety’s moment of death.  Only 
faith is able to do this, for only in faith is the synthesis eternal and at every 
moment possible.  (CA 117) 

                                                 

40 CUP, 1.204.  To see the difference between Johannes de Silentio’s and Climacus’ definitions of 
faith, see the draft of an unpublished reply to Magnus Eiríksson, where Kierkegaard describes the faith in 
Fear and Trembling as “the purely personal definition of existential faith,” and faith in Postscript as “faith 
in relationship to a doctrine.” He implies that Climacus’ definition is an improvement upon de Silentio’s.  
JP, 1.11, quoted in CUP, 2.163-4. 

 
41These definitions do not necessarily conflict, but each has a different emphasis or purpose. 
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The elements of Haufniensis’s concept of faith that allow us to “renounce anxiety 

without anxiety” and bring unity to the self by making “the synthesis eternal and at every 

moment possible” include the following: (1) faith values infinite ends over finite ones, (2) 

faith recognizes the reality and consequences of one’s own sin, (3) faith has an internal 

focus on inwardness and earnestness, (4) faith involves volitional, free action that 

transforms the present and makes acts in time qualitatively significant, (5) faith possesses 

a subjective certainty based on special revelation (being a “theodidact,” or taught by God 

(CA 162), (6) faith orients the believer toward the future in hope (“anticipation of 

infinity”), and (7) faith ultimately depends on God, not the self, as the source of human 

possibility.  As I explain below, Haufniensis credits pre-Christian paganism for 

recognizing elements of (1) and (2), but he argues that it is only through faith Christ’s 

atonement that we get all seven points in a way that reconnects us to the eternal. 

 
Transferring Anxiety’s Object from Finite to Infinite Goods 

The first thing that anxiety teaches us when directed by faith is the superiority of 

infinite goods and ends over finite ones.  In other words, the goal of the person 

overwhelmed by anxiety should not be to remove his anxiety, but to change the object of 

his anxiety from finite to infinite goods.  Unfortunately, Haufniensis admits, there are 

some who live a carefree life without any genuine anxiety whatsoever, but such 

individuals are not to be envied since they are “spiritless.”  This condition “consists in its 

understanding nothing spiritually and comprehending nothing as a task,” and is found 

most often in “paganism within Christianity” (i.e. Christendom) (CA 95).  The spiritless 

person values everything from a temporal, finite perspective but has not suffered enough 
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temporal loss to realize the transience of her life; she is “too happy, too content,” and too 

unreflective to rise above the immediacy and busyness of each day (CA 95, 157). 

Even when the spiritless person does become reflective enough to be anxious, 

such anxiety is initially only directed toward finite goods such as whether he will get a 

promotion at work or have his love returned by the woman of his dreams.  Since these 

finite goods are not always easy to acquire due to the unpredictable nature of temporal 

life, the more reflective individual lets his finite anxieties educate him in the “school of 

finitude” in order to cultivate enough cleverness and worldly wisdom to make his finite 

happiness more secure (CA 157).  He depends on probabilities that he has gathered from 

experience.  It is probable that he will get the promotion if he works extra hours and 

impresses the right people at work, while it is improbable that he will win over the 

woman he loves because she is too beautiful and successful to fall for him.  Therefore, he 

pursues the promotion and gives up on the girl.  Unfortunately, what this man does not 

see is that  

the finite relations in which every individual is assigned a place, whether they be 
small, or everyday, or world-historical, educate only finitely, and a person can 
always persuade them, always coax something else out of them, always bargain, 
always escape from them tolerably well, always keep himself on the outside, 
always prevent himself from absolutely learning something from them.  (CA 156-
7) 
 

By using the “sagacity of finitude,” the individual “defrauds possibility, by which he is to 

be educated” (CA 157).  Instead of letting the anxieties brought by temporal loss teach 

him to put his faith in something more enduring, such as his eternal possibilities as a 

spiritual creature, he deprives himself of this opportunity by persuading himself that he 

can find a way to good fortune if he only learns to be cleverer and take less chances (CA 
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157).  He can dissolve his finite anxieties if he can only master the probabilities of life 

better.   

Instead of attempting to resolve anxiety in this way, Haufniensis says that anxiety 

can only educate and form us when we are “honest toward possibility and have faith” 

(CA 157).  The way this education works is that after “the discoveries of possibility are 

honestly administered,” then “possibility will discover all the finitudes, but it will idealize 

them in the form of infinity and in anxiety overwhelm the individual until he again 

overcomes them in the anticipation or faith” (CA 157).  When we honestly consider what 

our greatest possibilities are as human beings, we will discover how transient and limited 

these finite goods are when we attempt to make them our ultimate telos.  Once our human 

possibility is idealized “in the form of infinity,” we will realize at least three things.  

First, we will see the qualitative superiority of infinite or eternal goods, such as eternal 

salvation or love of God and neighbor, in comparison with finite or temporal goods (e.g. 

job promotion or romantic love).  Second, instead on trying to dissolve infinite anxieties, 

we will let them educate us.  Haufniensis admits that it can be terrifying to face the 

anxieties of infinitude such as one’s own sin and salvation, but a person must not flee 

from them.  In this way, 

anxiety becomes a serving spirit that against its will leads him where he wishes to 
go.  Then, when it announces itself, when it cunningly pretends to have invented a 
new instrument of torture, far more terrible than anything before, he does not 
shrink back, and still less does he attempt to hold it off with noise and confusion; 
but he bids it welcome, greets it festively, and like Socrates who raised the 
poisoned cup, he shuts himself up with it and says as a patient would say to the 
surgeon when the painful operation is about to begin: Now I am ready.  Then 
anxiety enters into his soul and searches out everything and anxiously torments 
everything finite and petty out of him, and then it leads him where he wants to go.  
(CA 159) 
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When approached with honesty and faith, the anxiety of infinite possibility can become a 

purging agent in the human spirit that roots out the petty worries and desires that keep an 

individual from concerning himself with his spiritual condition. 

Third, once we have infinite ends, we realize the inadequacy of certain ways of 

trying to attain those ends.  No amount of shrewd calculation using the probabilities of 

experience can remove anxiety over our infinite possibilities—such evasive strategies 

only remove finite anxiety.  Two additional ways of dealing with human anxiety that the 

education by possibility in faith can remove are fate and guilt: 

So when the individual through anxiety is educated unto faith, anxiety will 
eradicate precisely what it brings forth itself.  Anxiety discovers fate, but just 
when the individual wants to put his trust in fate, anxiety turns around and takes 
fate away, because fate is like anxiety, and anxiety, like possibility, is a “magic” 
picture….  With the help of faith, anxiety brings up the individuality to rest in 
providence.  So it is also in relation to guilt, which is the second thing anxiety 
discovers.  (CA 159, 161) 
 

Haufniensis focuses specifically on fate and guilt because these concepts represent major 

ways that human beings have approximated the qualitative leap of faith and attempted to 

relate to the eternal without faith in the Atonement.  As Haufniensis explains in chapter 

three, one can see how anxiety expresses itself as fate in pre-Christian paganism 

(especially Greek culture), and as guilt in Judaism.42  As I explain below, the anxiety that 

saves through faith is different from the anxiety of fate and guilt because it infinitely 

accentuates the problem by defining it as sin and provides the only solution to this 

problem in providence and the Atonement.  Only genuine faith, an “inner certainty that 

                                                 

42 Haufniensis also associates fate with the immediate genius and guilt with the religious genius 
(CA 104-110). 
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anticipates infinity” can remove finite and infinite anxieties.  The “anxiety of possibility 

holds him as its prey until, saved, it must hand him over to faith” (CA 158).  

 
Fate and Guilt Replaced by Sin and Providence 

Those educated by the anxieties of finitude are also anxious about that which is 

“external” and “actual,” as opposed to the education of infinitude in faith that is anxious 

about the “internal” and “possible” (CA 156).  This orientation toward the external and 

actual certainly describes the spiritless, spoiled pagan of Christendom described above, 

but it may also be true of the unspoiled pagan of Greek culture.  Haufniensis does claim 

that the Greeks lacked the concept of spirit, but he is careful to distinguish them from the 

spiritlessness of Christendom.  The spiritlessness of Christendom not only lacks spirit, 

but is qualified “away from spirit,” while the lack of spirit in Greek paganism is more 

developed because it is “qualified toward spirit” (CA 95).  But what does it mean to be 

“qualified toward spirit”?  Unlike Christendom, the Greeks did look beyond finite ends 

for the larger infinite meaning of human life, so although they did not find it, they may be 

credited with at least seeking and developing “toward” spirit.  However, according to 

Haufniensis, without Christ’s revelation of our state as sin or an understanding of the 

connection between human anxiety and hereditary sin, Greek paganism projects its 

anxiety outside the self on the dictates of fate: 

Paganism on the whole is sensuousness, but it is a sensuousness that has a relation 
to spirit, although spirit is not in the deepest sense posited as spirit.  Yet this 
possibility is precisely anxiety….  But what then does the nothing of anxiety 
signify more particularly in paganism?  This is fate.  Fate is a relation to spirit as 
external….  Fate is precisely the unity of necessity and the accidental.  This is 
ingeniously expressed in the saying, fate is blind, for he who walks forward 
blindly walks as much by necessity as by accident.  A necessity that is not 
conscious of itself is eo ipso the accidental in relation to the next moment.  (CA 
96-97) 
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The Greeks define their anxiety in terms of fate, which is “the unity of necessity and the 

accidental.”  Fate regards temporal life as accidental insofar as the future is uncertain to 

human beings in time, and all that happens in a person’s life, whether good or bad, occurs 

by chance or luck, not by any qualitative, self-conscious choice that the individual makes.  

No qualitative change can come about in time unless the gods decree it or one happens to 

find himself in the right (or wrong) situation.  Fate also includes necessity because there 

is nothing any individual can do in time to qualitatively change one’s present or future.  

The ambiguousness of fate as a unity of the accidental and necessity results in anxiety.  

The closest anyone comes to explaining fate, Haufniensis says, comes through the divine 

communication of “the oracle,” but rather than opening up human possibility, what the 

oracle reveals to a person about his life then becomes a necessity.  Since the oracle’s 

message does not remove the ambiguity of fate itself—life remains a unity of accident 

and necessity—anxiety remains as well (CA 97).  If one’s temporal life continues to be 

necessary and accidental and anxiety’s object is perceived as external to the human being, 

then the result is that individual guilt, sin, and freedom never emerge.  If the Greeks had 

recognized themselves as guilty, 

paganism would have perished upon the contradiction that one became guilty by 
fate….  In the possibility of anxiety, freedom collapses, overcome by fate, and as 
a result, freedom’s actuality rises up with the explanation that it became guilty.  
Anxiety at its most extreme point, where it seems as if the individual has become 
guilty, is not as yet guilt.  (CA 97-8) 
 

This Greek anxiety that arises and defines human life in terms of fate destroys any sense 

of human possibility or freedom in time.   

What occurs in the anxiety that saves through faith, Haufniensis says, is that it 

discovers fate and then takes it away by viewing the same situation from the perspective 
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of infinity, inwardness, and possibility, instead of finitude, externality, and necessity.  

Haufniensis grants that a world hero might learn great things as he courageously faces 

and overcomes external dangers, but a simpler and far more educative experience is to 

become a pupil of possibility in a quiet, uneventful place (like a Jutland heath) where the 

struggle must be internal (CA 159).  In a place where “the greatest event is a grouse 

flying up noisily,” he will “experience everything more perfectly, more accurately, more 

thoroughly than the man who received the applause on the stage of world-history if that 

man was not educated by possibility” (CA 159) It is more important for an individual to 

struggle inwardly in anxiety than with external dangers because only in this way can one 

face his own spiritual condition.   

Haufniensis says that anxiety and possibility are like a “magic” picture that 

changes depending on how one turns it.  By means of the Atonement, which 

simultaneously posits sin, providence, and the possibility of salvation, faith’s anxiety 

“takes swift action, instantly plays the trump card of infinity” (CA 160).  As a result, 

“such an individuality cannot in an outward way fear fate, its vicissitudes and defeats, 

because the anxiety within him already fashioned fate and has taken away from him 

absolutely all that any fate could take away” (CA 160).  When the Atonement reveals that 

we are sinners, cut off from the eternal by our own free action, this takes infinitely more 

away from us than any finite good that fate could every take.  Even more, when the 

Atonement reveals the possibility of salvation through a moment of free decision in time, 

the eternal implications of this possibility make the finite fortunes one might win through 

fate comparatively meaningless.  Anxiety comes, “even before the game in actuality has 

been lost or won, and anxiety makes the sign of the cross against the devil, and 
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shrewdness becomes helpless and its most clever combinations vanish like a witticism 

compared with the case that anxiety forms with the omnipotence of possibility” (CA 160-

161). 

Thus, the anxiety of possibility that educates us through faith is an inner, infinite 

anxiety about our eternal salvation or damnation that grows so that it may wean us off our 

external, finite anxieties over wealth and success.  Socrates remarks that it is bad to be 

deceived by oneself because the deceiver is always present, but with anxiety, Haufniensis 

points out, “it is fortunate to have present such a deceiver who piously deceives and 

always weans the child before finitude begins to bungle him” (CA 160).  This point is 

crucial to our investigation, because Haufniensis is claiming essentially that anxiety 

serves as a mouthpiece of the eternal in human beings.  Anxiety is not produced by 

external conditions (such as fate), but by our own being—by our internal ontological 

structure as temporal and eternal beings—and like an automatic alarm system that goes 

off when the temperature is not right, anxiety is designed to increase in proportion to the 

awareness of an increasing separation of the temporal and eternal in the self (CA 155).  In 

this way, faith’s anxiety serves two purposes in relation to fate.  First, by transferring the 

object of our anxiety from finite dangers such as poverty or unrequited love to the infinite 

dangers of sin and eternal separation from God, it exposes the powerlessness and futility 

of finite luck and worldly shrewdness.  Second, while the awareness of ourselves as 

sinners does increase our anxiety by revealing that the eternal dangers we face are much 

worse than the misfortune of finitude, the revelation of sin can also serve to free an 

individual from the dehumanizing implications of a life ordained by fate.  The more 

honest and reflective individuals often collapse under the weight of fate’s anxiety, since 



 

  

191 

 

on the one hand, fate’s necessity makes suffering inevitable and human freedom 

impossible, and on the other hand, fate’s accidental nature strips temporal life of purpose 

and hope for the future.  For these individuals, the concept of sin brings with it the 

concepts of human freedom and divine providence.  As a free act for which we become 

guilty, sin excludes the accidental character of fate.  Sin also excludes fate’s necessity, 

not only because it is committed freely, but also because it goes against our divinely 

intended purpose as human beings.  Evil and suffering in our present world have not 

developed necessarily out of the original creation, but are instead a direct consequence of 

human sin.  This is why Haufniensis states that sin “comes neither as a necessity nor as 

an accident, and therefore providence corresponds to the concept of sin” (CA 98).  Once 

sin is posited, “with the help of faith, anxiety brings up the individuality to rest in 

providence” (CA 161). 

After faith’s anxiety discovers and eradicates fate, the “second thing anxiety 

discovers” is guilt (CA 161).  Haufniensis looks at Old Testament Judaism as 

representative of defining anxiety in terms of guilt: “It is precisely by the anxiety of guilt 

that Judaism is further advanced than Greek culture, and … it would not at any price 

forego this relation in order to acquire the more rash expressions of Greek culture: fate, 

fortune, misfortune” (CA 103-4).  Judaism understands human beings as free and 

responsible under God’s law, and its anxiety is therefore not directed externally toward 

fate or fortune, but inwardly toward obedience, guilt, and repentance (CA 107).  

However, there is some continuity with Greek culture in that, according to Haufniensis, 

the role that the oracle plays in paganism to increase anxiety is analogous to the role that 

the sacrifice and repentance of sin makes in Judaism.  The “profound tragedy of Judaism” 
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is that although an individual “has recourse to the sacrifice,” this “does not help him,” 

because what he really needs is “the cancellation of the relation of anxiety to guilt and the 

positing of an actual relation” (CA 104).  With the repentant sacrifice of burnt offerings 

comes forgiveness for disobeying the Law, but an anxiety remains because he interprets 

his guilt in terms of individual acts of sin, not a state of sin that keeps him from a proper 

relation to the eternal.  He cannot gain “an actual relation to sin” until this is revealed in 

the Atonement, and since this does not happen, “the sacrifice becomes ambiguous, which 

is expressed by its repetition” (CA 104).  Since no single sacrifice is ever enough, and 

must be performed again and again, never carrying with it the assurance that guilt is 

completely removed, Judaism remains in bondage to its anxiety over guilt.43 

When one is educated by anxiety’s possibility through the Atonement, the relation 

of anxiety to guilt is replaced by an “actual relation” to guilt.  Just as in our discussion of 

fate, it is only with sin that providence is posited, so also in the case of guilt: “only with 

sin is atonement posited, and its sacrifice is not repeated” (CA 104).  The Atonement 

reveals the difference between quantitative acts of disobedience and sin as a qualitative 

act that is a state from which only the Atonement can deliver us.  The eternal makes itself 

known to the person when anxiety expresses itself as our “Grand Inquisitor” and “judge” 

that makes God, and not man, the measuring stick of our human telos: 

In actuality, no one ever sank so deep that he could not sink deeper, and there may 
be one or many who sank deeper.  But he who sank in possibility—his eye 
became dizzy, his eye became confused, so he could not grasp the measuring stick 
that Tom, Dick, and Harry hold out as a saving straw to one sinking; his ear was 
closed so he could not hear what the market price of men was in his own day, did 
not hear that he was just as good as the majority.  He sank absolutely, but then, in 

                                                 

43 Kierkegaard is not doing justice to historical Judaism, and may have been negatively influenced 
by the anti-Semitic bias that was then common in Northern Europe. 
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turn he emerged from the depth of the abyss lighter than all the troublesome and 
terrible things in life.  (CA 158) 
 

Being guilty in the actuality of finitude consists in not measuring up to the average, 

“market price” of virtue in one’s community.  Nothing more or less is expected of us, but 

the saving anxiety of possibility closes our ears to finitude and infinitizes this standard by 

making us guilty before God.  Sin signifies that there is an abyss between ourselves and 

the eternal, but it is only by recognizing this qualitative gap that we can see that only a 

qualitative act can save us from this state.  No quantity of Judaism’s sacrifices can fill 

this abyss in which we “sank absolutely,” but the single qualitative act of the Atonement 

and our act of faith can make it possible for us to “emerge from the depth of the abyss 

lighter than all the troublesome and terrible things in life” (CA 158).  Thus, “he who in 

relation to guilt is educated by anxiety rests only in the Atonement” (CA 162). 

There is a danger, Haufniensis warns, in anxiety’s bringing an individual into an 

“actual relation” to sin where he sees the extent of his despair.  This danger is infinite, not 

finite, and it is that “of a fall, namely, suicide” (CA 159).  In other words, one does not 

automatically put one’s faith in Christ when one realizes he is in a state of sin.  This is 

why the demonic person can have many of the characteristics of faith—an existentially 

developed spirit, inwardness, awareness of himself as “before God,” an inner certainty 

that anticipates infinity (the infinity of eternal damnation)—and still not have faith or a 

proper relationship to the eternal.  Haufniensis wants us to realize that salvation is not 

simply a matter of knowledge—knowing that we are in a state of sin—but of will and 

belief.  Instead of leading him to faith, he can allow anxiety’s possibility to take him 

“away from faith,” but “then he is lost” (CA 159).   
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Atonement and Faith’s Anticipation of Infinity 

We have seen how the anxiety that saves through faith can discover and overcome 

fate and guilt, which represent unsuccessful approximations to the leap of faith.  Now we 

must investigate exactly how faith and Christian repetition qualitatively transform a 

human being’s relationship to time and eternity. 

Mark C.  Taylor argues that, for Kierkegaard, time and eternity connect 

dialectically (in God and in the self) through the category of the “moment”—the moment 

God enters time in the Incarnation and the moment of decision or faith in the self.  The 

paradox of eternity and time coming together in the Incarnation makes it possible for time 

and eternity to come together in the self.  This direct connection to the Incarnation is why 

the time-eternity polarity is privileged in the ontological structure of human beings and 

associated with becoming a Christian. 

Although I affirm much of Taylor’s interpretation, I want to challenge some of his 

conclusions in explaining the unifying “third term” of the self’s time-eternity dialectic.  

By focusing on the moment of free decision or faith as the third term, Taylor tends to 

emphasize the role of human freedom over the role of God in sustaining and developing 

our selfhood.  Taylor seems to assume that faith is a completely free decision, rather than 

(as Climacus claims in Philosophical Fragments) a gift from God.  By equating faith 

with human freedom alone, Taylor eliminates or downplays Kierkegaard’s emphasis on 

God’s role in bringing unity to the self.  The eternal is thereby immanentized (being 

located primarily in the self) and cut off from the transcendent (the God-relation).  But on 

the contrary, for Kierkegaard selfhood cannot be fulfilled without “resting transparently” 

in God (the Eternal); hence, although the dialectical unity of time and eternity does occur 
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in “the moment,” this moment is not the third term.  Rather, the God-relationship and 

faith (as a gift from God) together constitute the third term for the unity of selfhood.44 

Christ’s incarnation—in regard to our relation to the eternal—consists both in 

what Christ accomplishes and what He illustrates for human beings: Christ is our atoner 

and prototype.  In both ways, He is the eternal made concrete for the believer; in Him, 

“eternity is the fullness of time.”45  Kierkegaard explains the significance and relation of 

these two roles of Christ: “The moment he dies, Christianity is transferred over into man's 

interest….  The Atonement, that Christ's life and death are the Atonement, is the 

expression for the heterogeneity between him and every human being.  ‘Imitation’ 

[Efterfølgelsen] tends toward likeness.”46  The connection between time and eternity that 

Christ establishes is such that as the Atonement, Christ maintains the utter transcendence 

and difference of the eternal God and human beings; we are sinful creatures cut off from 

the eternal, and He is the sinless, eternal Creator who enters time to take on our sins.   

As the prototype, Christ is immanent and concrete (e.g. Emmanuel, or “God with 

us”), calling all human beings to likeness and communion with Him.  Christ’s call to 

imitate Him is a high demand, a demand which would bring suffocating anxiety with it if 

it were not held together with the Atonement and God’s grace.  Kierkegaard explains, 

the Atonement and grace are and remain definitive.  All striving toward imitation, 
when the moment of death brings it to an end and one stands before God, will be 
sheer paltriness—therefore atonement and grace are needed.  Furthermore, as long 
as there is striving, the Atonement will constantly be needed to prevent this 
striving from being transformed into agonizing anxiety in which a man is burned 

                                                 

44 Richard Colledge has alluded to Taylor’s lack of emphasis on the God-relationship as well.  For 
instance, see Colledge, "Kierkegaard's Subjective Ontology," 6, 17-18.   

 
45 JP, 4.4789. 
 
46 Ibid., 2.1911. 
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up, so to speak, and less than ever begins to strive.  Finally, while there is striving, 
every other second a mistake is made, something is neglected, there is sin—
therefore the Atonement is unconditionally needed.47 
 

Christ’s role as prototype would cause as much anxiety as the Old Testament Law had for 

the Jews if He did not also become our Atoner.  Indeed, Haufniensis explores at length 

how anxiety over the good and over evil expresses itself both in the history of the race—

as fate for the Greeks and guilt for the Jews—and in the history of each individual, and he 

shows how no human effort can put an end to this anxious bondage to sin.48  This is why 

Haufniensis states that “he who in relation to guilt is educated by anxiety will rest only in 

the Atonement” (CA 162).  The Atonement ameliorates the anxiety that plagues human 

beings as a consequence of hereditary sin.   

Christ is paradoxical in a variety of ways, as Kierkegaard makes clear throughout 

his corpus.  In addition to the paradox of transition in the Moment discussed above, 

Haufniensis also focuses on the paradox of the Atonement’s dual role: to convict us as 

sinners and to save us from our sins.  In this way, Christ establishes the transcendent and 

immanent nature of the relation between God, or the Eternal, and human beings: 

The fact that Jesus died for my sins certainly expresses the magnitude of grace, 
but that he will involve himself with me only on this condition also expresses the 
magnitude of my sins, the infinite distance between myself and God.  Therefore 
we may say: This is the majestical or respectful expression for God's majesty—
namely, that such a sacrifice, such a middle term, is required in order for me to 
dare approach him so that he will involve himself with me….  The remarkable 
thing about it is that just when God expresses his condescension he also expresses 
indirectly his infinite elevation.  I am willing to become reconciled with men, he 

                                                 

47 Ibid., 2.1909. 
 
48 This is why Kierkegaard states the following in a journal: “The highest expression of an ethical 

view of life is repentance, and I must always repent--but precisely this is a self-contradiction of the ethical, 
whereby the paradox of the religious breaks through, that is, atonement, to which faith corresponds.  
Speaking purely ethically I must say that even the best that I do is only sin; consequently I will repent of it, 
but then I cannot actually get around to acting, because I must repent.” Ibid., 1.902. 
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says (what condescension!) on the condition that my son be allowed to be 
sacrificed for you—what an infinite distance of elevation, if this is the sole 
condition!49 
 

Christ’s condescension is also his elevation, and therefore He remains paradoxically 

transcendent and immanent.  Therefore, “at the same time that [Christ] thrusts me away 

from himself as if to say: What fellowship is there between you and me?—at the same 

time he draws me to himself by the atonement.”50   It becomes the same with eternity’s 

relation to the believer.  As I explain further below, through faith the believer comes into 

relation with the eternal as an immanent, concrete present—as the moment of spiritual 

rebirth in which sin is forgiven, as the temporal and eternal synthesis in the self, and in 

the God-relationship—and as a transcendent future—as resurrection of the body and 

eternal life. 

 
Conclusion 

As we have seen, Plato maintains that human beings have never lost the eternal 

but have merely forgotten it, so he is confident that by means of recollection we can 

“enter eternity backwards,” especially when we are separated from our temporal bodies 

after death.  This is a gradual process, so there is no crucial moment of decision in time 

that decides our eternal happiness.  Therefore, what Christ reveals, Haufniensis claims, is 

that the problem of the relation between time and eternity is worse than Plato thought.  

Christ shows us that we have not merely forgotten the eternal, but that we have cut 

                                                 

49 Ibid., 2.1471. 
 
50 Ibid., 1.304. 
 



 

  

198 

 

ourselves off from it through our own sin.  We can never “enter eternity backwards” by 

using knowledge to return to our original state. 

In the Socratic self, the eternal is immanent and signifies the timelessly binding 

moral requirements that the self must actualize; through recollection and moral decision, 

a person attempts to acquire the eternal in this sense and gain continuity through 

redoubling.  But the Socratic self can never complete this task.  It is therefore only in the 

theological self that the eternal is transcendent and signifies Christ’s atonement and 

resurrection.  In Christianity, faith (made possible by grace) acquires the eternal in this 

greater sense and gains continuity through repetition.
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Eternity as the True Repetition 

 
The Concept of Repetition 

Most scholars introduce and explain the uniquely Christian category of repetition 

not by appealing to what Haufniensis states in Concept of Anxiety, but to what other 

pseudonyms and Kierkegaard himself state in other texts.  They often define and 

differentiate recollection and repetition using insights provided by the pseudonym 

Constant Constantius in Repetition and the distinction between Socratic ignorance and 

Christian sin in Anti-Climacus’ Sickness Unto Death.  Climacus’ Fragments is often used 

to explain the “Moment” in terms of Christ’s incarnation, as the Eternal God 

paradoxically “coming into existence” in time in the form of a single individual.  Further, 

in order to distinguish the type of individual existence that results from recollection 

versus repetition, scholars often point to Johannes de Silentio’s distinction between the 

knight of infinite resignation and knight of faith in Fear and Trembling or Climacus’ 

distinction between Religiousness A and B in Postscript.  This method of explaining 

repetition in terms of these different pseudonymous texts is not wrong, and the 

conclusions that many of these scholars come to are consistent with my own.  However, 

my concern is that they often overlook Haufniensis’s specific purpose and unique way of 

explaining faith and repetition in terms of anxiety and the Atonement.  My analysis is 

therefore distinctive in that it attempts to explain the problem and solution to the relation 

between time and eternity primarily in terms of Haufniensis’s framework and goals. 
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There are two important passages in Haufniensis’s introduction to Concept of 

Anxiety that mention repetition and allude to its difference from recollection.  Both 

passages are found in a lengthy footnote in which Haufniensis delineates how the 

Christian categories of sin and repetition extend beyond the disciplinary limits of 

metaphysics and ethics.  In the first passage, Haufniensis expresses his admiration for 

Constantius, saying “he is indeed the first to have a lively understanding of ‘repetition’ 

and to have allowed the pregnancy of the concept to be seen in the relation of the ethnical 

and the Christian, by directing attention to the invisible point and to the discrimen rerum 

[turning point] where one science breaks against another until a new science comes to 

light” (CA 18).  The “ethnical” is a reference to Greek recollection,1 and Haufniensis 

credits Constantius with contrasting this worldview with Christianity by using the 

concept of repetition.  The two insights that Constantius uses to draw out this contrast, 

Haufniensis observes, have to do with some “invisible point” and a kind of 

complementary disciplinary boundary between one science and another.  As I explain 

below, “the invisible point” has to do with the instant or moment of transition, and the 

disciplinary boundaries refer to the contrast between natural and special revelation. 

After affirming the significance of Constantius’ insights while at the same time 

questioning his intentions,2 Haufniensis quotes the following passage from Repetition and 

gives his own exposition of it: 

                                                 

1 REP, 189.   
 
2 Kierkegaard states the basic problems with Constantius’ perspective in the following journal: 

“‘Repetition’ is and remains a religious category.  Constantin Constantius therefore cannot proceed further.  
He is clever, an ironist, battles the interesting—but is not aware that he himself is caught in it.  The first 
form of the interesting is to love change; the second is to want repetition, but still in selbstgenugsamkeit, 
with no suffering—therefore Constantine is wrecked on what he himself has discovered, and the young 
man goes no further.  JP, 3.3794. 
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repetition is the interest of metaphysics, and also the interest upon which 
metaphysics comes to grief; repetition is the watchword in every ethical view; 
repetition is the condition sine qua non [the indispensable condition] for every 
issue of dogmatics.  (CA 18) 
 

The disciplinary boundaries at issue are those between metaphysics, ethics, and 

dogmatics, and repetition seems to be a crucial concept for dogmatics that separates it 

from metaphysics and ethics. 

In his exposition of this passage, Haufniensis begins by noting that the “first 

statement” has reference to “the thesis that metaphysics as such is disinterested, 

something that Kant had said about esthetics.  As soon as interest steps forth, metaphysics 

steps aside….  In actuality, the whole interest of subjectivity steps forth, and now 

metaphysics runs aground” (CA 18).  Haufniensis follows Kant in believing that human 

reason is plagued with the paradox of wanting to discover what lies beyond its own 

limits.  As Kant explains, “Human reason has this peculiar fate that in one species of its 

knowledge it is burdened by questions which, as prescribed by the very nature of reason 

itself, it is not able to ignore, but which, as transcending all its powers, it is also not able 

to answer.”3  In the same way, metaphysics’ interest in understanding the totality of being 

is only fulfilled by a concept that lies outside its disciplinary boundaries: repetition.  The 

questions that metaphysics asks, Kant observes, are questions that we “can never abandon 

and yet [are] unable to carry to completion.”4  However, this cannot be all that 

Haufniensis is saying because his reference to “interest” has more to do with the “whole 

                                                 

3Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith (New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 1965), Avii. 

 
4Ibid., A235-6, B 294-5. 
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interest of subjectivity,” or the existential interest of the individual.  Edward F.  Mooney 

explains, 

Presumably, we are seekers, not as some abstract general mind but as singular, 
interested individuals.  Yet metaphysics is a perfectly general theory of the 
meaning of things, geared to satisfy any and all interested parties, and so does not 
provide a special purchase for the needs of anyone in particular.  Thus its 
structure must itself frustrate our understanding of the personal or existential 
nature of its quest….  So our metaphysics comes to grief.5 
 

Metaphysics reaches its limits and “must step aside” when it comes to the particular 

personal interest of the individual.  Further, as we have seen in Plato’s discussion of how 

transition requires the paradoxical instant, there is no place for the role of human freedom 

in bringing about a qualitative transition.  Only the concept of repetition implied in 

special revelation can account for this moment of human freedom and its implications for 

human life. 

If metaphysics has reached its limits, one might suggest that we turn to ethics to 

account for human freedom, but Haufniensis warns that ethics runs into its own 

disciplinary limitations when it comes to the inability of human beings to achieve the 

ideality it prescribes.  He explains, “If repetition is not posited, ethics becomes a binding 

power.  No doubt it is for this reason that the author states that repetition is the 

watchword in every ethical view” (CA 18).  When one cannot fulfill the requirements of 

ethics, the last thing one should do is lower its moral demands, but at the same time, the 

person who honestly faces her ever-increasing guilt cannot find in ethics any atoning 

forgiveness to satisfy her shortcomings.  This is why she needs repetition, the 

                                                 

5 Mooney, “Repetition,” 296. 
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“watchword” or “password” by which she can both recognize herself as sinner and be 

delivered from this sin.   

This need to transcend the limits of metaphysics and ethics through repetition is 

expressed in Haufniensis’s distinction between “first ethics” and “first philosophy” on the 

one hand, and “second ethics” and “second philosophy” on the other hand: 

The first ethics is the immanental science that begins with metaphysics, and 
whose ideality is shipwrecked upon the sinfulness of the single individual.  The 
second ethics is transcendent, presupposes dogmatics, and by means of hereditary 
sin it explains the sin of the single individual, while at the same time it sets 
ideality as a task.  Similar is the relation between what Aristotle calls “first 
philosophy” and theology.  By “first philosophy” we “understand that totality of 
science which we might call “ethnical,” whose essence is immanence and is 
expressed in Greek thought by “recollection,” and by second philosophy 
understand that totality of science whose essence is transcendence or repetition.  
(CA 21) 
 

The “immanental” sciences, or disciplines limited to natural revelation, portray an 

ideality that cannot be realized in the actuality of the individual; but with the 

“transcendent” sciences that presuppose special revelation, “actuality for the first time 

properly comes into view” (CA 21).  Dogmatics shows how hereditary sin and actual sin 

explain the inability of individuals to fulfill the task of ethics, but instead of helping 

human beings by slackening ethical ideality, it heightens our task by showing human 

beings as responsible before God and in a state of sin from which they cannot extricate 

themselves by their own power.  While Hegel attempts to ameliorate human sin through 

metaphysical mediation and Plato through recollection, Christianity claims that the leap 

of sin is a transcendent break from the eternal that cannot be corrected by immanental 

mediation or recollection.  Instead, it requires another transcendent break, the transition 

from sin to salvation by which the individual reconnects to the eternal and the ideal is 

made actual:  
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If repetition is not posited, dogmatics cannot exist at all, for repetition begins in 
faith, and faith is the organ for issues of dogma.  In the realm of nature, repetition 
is present in its immovable necessity.  In the realm of spirit, the task is not to 
wrest a change from repetition or to find oneself moderately comfortable during 
the repetition, as if spirit stood only in an external relation to the repetition of 
spirit (according to which good and evil would alternate like summer and winter), 
but to transform repetition into something inward, into freedom’s own task, into 
its highest interest, so that while everything else changes, it can actually realize 
repetition.  At this point the finite spirit despairs….  Repetition is a religious 
category, too transcendent for him, that it is the movement by virtue of the absurd, 
and on page 142 it is further stated that eternity is the true repetition.  (CA 18) 
 

Christian repetition begins in the act of faith and is an inward, transformative task 

undertaken and realized in actuality by a human freedom that rests in God, and it is 

transcendently aimed at a person’s “highest interest.”  Essentially, Christian repetition is 

the bringing together of two opposed conditions, time and eternity, that are potentially 

present in the self.  The Danish word Haufniensis uses for repetition, “Gjentagelsen,” 

literally means “taking again,” and it is this taking again or receiving back of the eternal 

through the forgiveness of sins that becomes possible through Christ’s atonement.  It is 

not nature’s repetition which proceeds without freedom in “immovable necessity.”  This 

may be more like Hegelian mediation in which “good and evil would alternate like 

summer and winter” and the significance of personal decision is ignored.  If repetition is 

necessary, then there is no transcendent transition from one state to another, neither a fall 

into sin nor a restoral through salvation.  By contrast, Christian repetition is an inward 

passionate act of faith that takes again what was lost; the eternal is brought into relation 

with the temporal and the self is given existential continuity.  For “the real ‘self’ is 

posited only by the qualitative leap” (CA 79). 

We find the second important passage in the same footnote as the first.  After 

referencing Johannes de Silentio’s comparison of the ideals in the aesthetic, ethical, and 
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religious spheres of existence in Fear and Trembling, Haufniensis goes on to stress how 

religious repetition possesses both the transcendent leap of freedom and the redemptive 

transformation of immanent actuality.  Christianity’s 

religious ideality breaks forth in the dialectical leap and in the positive mood—
“Behold all things have become new” as well as in the negative mood that is the 
passion of the absurd to which the concept of “repetition” corresponds.  Either all 
of existence comes to an end in the demand of ethics, or the condition is provided 
and the whole of life and of existence begins anew, not through an immanent 
continuity with the former existence, which is a contradiction, but through a 
transcendence.  This transcendence separates repetition from the former existence 
by such a chasm that one can only figuratively say that the former and the latter 
relate themselves to each other as the totality of living creatures in the ocean 
relates itself to those in the air and to those upon the earth.  (CA 17) 
 

By “religious ideality,” Haufniensis means the ultimate goal of religious existence (i.e. 

loving communion with God), and this ideal is said to “break forth in the dialectical leap” 

in a positive and negative mood.  A “dialectical leap” is a volitional act through which a 

person makes a qualitative transition from one state to another, and in this case, the leap 

referred to is Christian faith (although it can also refer to the first act of sin).  “Mood” is 

Haufniensis’s term for the inner attitude with which a person approaches and appropriates 

knowledge or engages in action, and Haufniensis has stressed that each science or 

concept must be engaged in the appropriate mood—the concept of sin requires the mood 

of earnestness, metaphysics requires “dialectical uniformity and disinterestedness,” 

psychology requires “antipathetic curiosity” or “persistent observation,” etc.  (CA 15).  

The point Haufniensis makes in the passage above is that the goal or ideal of Christian 

existence involves both a positive and negative mood, and these moods correspond to the 

“already/not yet” character of Christian redemption.  These two moods also point to the 

proper way a human being should relate to the eternal in temporal life. 

 



 

  

206 

 

The Eternal as Present in the Positive Mood of Christian Ideality 

The “positive mood” of Christianity reflects the “already” of redemption, insofar 

as Christ’s atonement enables the believer to overcome the limit human beings reach in 

“the demand of ethics,” an ideal we cannot fulfill on our own.  Haufniensis explains, 

Ethics proposes to bring ideality into actuality.  On the other hand, it is not the 
nature of its movement to raise actuality up into ideality….  Thus ethics develops 
a contradiction, inasmuch as it makes clear both the difficulty and the 
impossibility.  What is said of the [Old Testament] law is also true of ethics: it is a 
disciplinarian that demands, and by its demands only judges but does not bring 
forth life….  Sin, then, belongs to ethics only insofar as upon this concept it is 
shipwrecked with the aid of repentance.  (CA 16-17) 
 

Ethics plays a similar role to the concept of guilt described above insofar as it demands 

that we actualize its ideal, but cannot help us bring this ideal into actuality.  For this we 

need the special revelation of Christ given by “dogmatics,” a science that, unlike ethics, 

“proceeds from actuality.  It begins with the actual in order to raise it up into ideality.  It 

does not deny the presence of sin; on the contrary, it presupposes it and explains it by 

presupposing hereditary sin” (CA 19).  Similarly, Haufniensis distinguishes “first ethics,” 

the ethics available through natural revelation, from the “new ethics,” available through 

the special revelation of Christianity.  While “first ethics was shipwrecked on the 

sinfulness of the single individual,” the “new ethics presupposes dogmatics, and by 

means of hereditary sin it explains the sin of the single individual, while at the same time 

it sets ideality as a task, not by a movement from above and downward but from below 

and upward” (CA 20).   

Thus, Christianity’s positive mood arises from Christ’s promise that through his 

atonement, “all things have become new” and redemption is “already.”  We can 

encounter and become reunited with the eternal in the present and participate in eternity’s 
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redemption of temporality.  We are to appropriate this freedom from our former state of 

sin and our renewed God-relationship with the positive moods of joy and praise—for the 

“Gospel” literally means “good news.”  Furthermore, by transcendently breaking the 

chain of sin in a fallen world, and atoning for sin without becoming immanently united 

with it, Christ makes it possible for us to make a transcendent break from our continuity 

in sin through an act of faith.  As Mooney explains,  

Take the movement at issue to be a movement toward meaning or value, a 
gathering of meaning, say, into the present.  If this gathering is faced backward 
we have a Platonic collection (or recollection) of meaning; if this gathering is 
faced forward toward the future, then we have a repetition, a reception of meaning 
that is radiating not from one’s past but from one’s future—toward one’s present, 
offering to receptive agents open fields of possibility.6 
 

Unlike Greek recollection through which one enters eternity backwards by reaching for 

the eternal wisdom that lies within oneself, the individual in Christian repetition 

recognizes that sin makes it impossible to go back to innocence.  He must move forward, 

so that his state of sin becomes past and the eternal is both received in the present and 

looked forward to as future.  As Climacus explains, 

In Religiousness A there is no historical point of departure.  Only in the realm of 
time does the individual discover that he must presuppose himself to be eternal.  
The moment in time is therefore eo ipso swallowed by the eternal.  In time, the 
individual reflects upon his being eternal.  This contradiction is only within 
immanence.  It is different when the historical is outside and remains outside, and 
the individual, who was not eternal, now becomes eternal, and therefore does not 
reflect on what he is but becomes what he was not, and please note, becomes 
something that has the dialectic that as soon as it is it must have been, because 
this is the dialectic of the eternal.—What is inaccessible to all thinking is: that one 
can become eternal although one was not eternal.7 
 

                                                 

6 Ibid., 288. 
 
7 CUP, 1.573. 
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In this way, repetition is an “anticipation of infinity” in that it orients the believer toward 

the future in hope, but it is also the continual sanctification of the present.  This is why 

Haufniensis states that through faith’s dialectical leap, there occurs a transition in which, 

unlike the fate of Greek paganism, Platonic recollection, or Judaism’s sacrifice and guilt, 

our whole life “begins anew, not through an immanent continuity with the former 

existence, which is a contradiction, but through a transcendence” (CA 17). 

Although repetition requires the individual act of faith, the focus of repetition is 

on receiving a transcendent gift from outside oneself that gives new life, reopening 

eternal possibilities that sin has closed off.  The anxiety that saves through faith teaches 

its pupil the following: 

Now, if he did not defraud the possibility that wanted to teach him and did not 
wheedle the anxiety that wanted to save him, then he would also receive 
everything back, as no one in actuality ever did, even though he received all 
things tenfold, for the disciple of possibility received infinity, and the soul of the 
other expired in the finite.  (CA 158) 
 

When through faith the eternal transforms our present and becomes the ground and telos 

of life, the temporal world can be received back and enjoyed without the finite anxiety 

that plagues a person who puts all of his hope in the finite.  The same is true in romantic 

love.  If a woman puts all of her hope of happiness in her husband—an expectation that 

no human being can fulfill—then her love of him will be desperate, demanding, and she 

will face continual disappointment.  On the other hand, when her ultimate love is directed 

toward an eternal good such as God—one who can fulfill her expectations—the love of 

her husband can be greater and freer because their marital love now participates in her 

complete fulfillment in God.   For she who learns to be anxious in the right way “will 
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dance when the anxieties of finitude strike up the music and when the apprentices of 

finitude lose their minds and courage” (CA 161-2). 

 
Eternity as Future in the Negative Mood of Christian Ideality 

There is also a negative mood to Christian ideality, which Haufniensis describes 

as “the passion of the absurd to which the concept of ‘repetition’ corresponds” (CA 18).  

Kierkegaard often associates passion and the absurd with the risk, inwardness, and 

striving of faith.  One of Kierkegaard’s most helpful explanations as to why he associates 

repetition with the difficult striving of the Christian life is found in a late journal entry.  

Here he stresses the importance of the subjective “how” of Christian life, noting that its 

“infinite passion” is 

dialectical with respect to time, the pure repetition which is just as difficult as the 
first appropriation.  This is because man is a synthesis of the temporal and of the 
eternal, every moment out upon "70,000 fathoms." 
  In the moment of decision it appears as if the decision were in the present 
moment, and with that it changes into a striving.  For example prayer—it was 
quite right once to sink into God and then remain there, but since man is a finite 
being, to pray means continual striving to achieve the true inwardness of prayer.8 
 

The mood of repetition is negative because is a sign of the “not yet” of redemption, 

arising from the fact that the transition of faith does not automatically perfect us in that 

same moment or keep us from suffering in temporal life.  No, we do not instantaneously 

enter eternal life when we put our faith in Christ, but rather, we begin the process of 

sanctification, of being transformed by the eternal and looking forward to the other side 

of death when this transformation will be made complete.  Consequently, while there is a 

sense in which Christian ideality in the positive mood regards the eternal as being united 

                                                 

8 JP, 5.5791. 
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with the self in the present, in another sense, Christian ideality in the negative mood 

regards the eternal as future.  This highlights the multi-layered meaning of repetition.  It 

is not only the positive, “already” re-taking or receiving back of the eternal by means of 

the Atonement, but also the negative, “not yet” sanctification that must be continually or 

repetitively renewed by the striving individual in this life.  However, the repetition 

involved in participation in God’s redemption is not to be confused with the repetition of 

sacrifices required by Old Testament Judaism.  The difference is that in Christian 

repetition, Christ’s death and resurrection has already essentially atoned for our sin.  It is 

the sacrifice and cannot be repeated; our participation in Christ’s sanctification does not 

add to or lessen what has already been accomplished through Christ.  Guilt-ridden 

anxiety should not accompany it as it does in the Old Testament sacrifice; for the 

believer’s repetition flows out of grace, but does not merit it.9 

The recognition of the eternal as future does not make the temporal past and 

present irrelevant.  Instead, it transforms time into “temporality” in which human beings 

as spiritual creatures have a historical identity whose existential continuity through past 

and present is wrapped up in the spiritual narrative of creation, fall, and redemption.  The 

individual in Christendom is furthest from seeing time as “temporality” because he fails 

to recognize the essential distinction between the states of innocence, sin, and redemption 

                                                 

9 As Kierkegaard explains in the following journal entry, Christian repetition is also different from 
the sacrifices of Old Testament Judaism in that it does not point to something beyond itself to further 
fulfillment.  Christian repetition is not a further development beyond Christ, but instead points to and flows 
out of what Christ has already done as sufficient in itself: “It might seem strange that the New Testament 
ends with a prophecy (Revelation).  Could this be a repetition of Judaism so that Christianity, too, finally 
points beyond itself?  Not at all.  Rather, it is like a mirror which casts the rays back again into the center of 
the Christian life; therefore it does not draw attention to something other-worldly but illuminates all the 
more brightly everything this-worldly.  Therefore it is called ‘a revelation,’ not a forecast which is obscure 
until its fulfillment; it is the breath of the Christian life which is exhaled in the rest of the New Testament 
and now, so to speak, is inhaled again in the book of Revelation.”  Ibid., 1.204. 
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in relation to his own life.  Kierkegaard expresses this idea beautifully in a journal in 

which he describes the fall into sin as a “parenthesis” in the believer’s life: 

To God the meaning of being human was an ideality of which we have scarcely 
an intimation.  The fall was such a guilt and brought such a degradation that a 
person cannot adequately feel the pain of it without having an impression of the 
prior ideality….  With the imperturbability of the eternal, unmoved as the North 
Star, Christianity points to the fall as its presupposition.  But in the meanwhile, 
through the consequences of repetition [in sin], the fall has burgeoned into such a 
frightful prolixity that it is like an enormous parenthesis, so colossal that no one 
has sufficient range of vision to see that it is a parenthesis….  But God's memory 
stretches far enough to encompass all parentheses. 

Men, however, have long, long, long ago totally forgotten that it is a 
parenthesis into which we have entered, that Christianity was introduced precisely 
as the divine claudatur [concluding or final parenthesis].  No, we live pleasantly 
within the parenthesis, propagate the race, and organize world history—and it is 
all a parenthesis.  (JP II 1818) 
 

Christendom fails to notice that it lives within a parenthesis of sin that is spiritually cut 

off from the eternal, since the eternal lies outside the parenthesis, both before in 

innocence and after in redemption.  Christ’s atonement “points to the fall as its 

presupposition” because it closes the parenthesis of sin which was opened in the first act 

of sin.  When the moment of transition is posited in which the eternal touches the 

temporal, a real division between past, present, and future can be made.  Haufniensis 

explains, 

By this division, attention is immediately drawn to the fact that the future in a 
certain sense signifies more than the present and the past, because in a certain 
sense the future is the whole of which the past is a part, and the future can in a 
certain sense signify the whole.  This is because the eternal first signifies the 
future or because the future is the incognito in which the eternal, even though it is 
incommensurable with time, nevertheless preserves its association with time.  
Linguistic usage at times also takes the future as identical with the eternal (the 
future life—the eternal life).  (CA 89) 
 

Without the Atonement and the moment of individual faith, one’s future is simply in 

immanent continuity with one’s past and present, and while this immanent continuity 
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might seem appealing, the problem is that no temporal moment can have eternal, 

transcendent significance—all moments are part of the same quantitative process. 

Haufniensis believes the Greeks “lacked the category of spirit” because they 

could not see how the eternal can become concrete in time, as an inner, embodied 

expression of human freedom.  Indeed, “the Greeks did not have the concept of the 

eternal; so neither did they have the concept of the future” (CA 89).  Haufniensis does not 

reproach Greek life in the same way he reproaches Christendom because the Greeks 

lacked certain categories given through special revelation: “for temporality was 

conceived by the Greeks just as naively as sensuousness, because they lacked the 

category of spirit” (CA 89).  Their view of time corresponds more to the way Haufniensis 

describes nature’s time, or the time that lacks spirit: 

Temporality seems still more imperfect and the moment still more insignificant 
than nature’s apparently secure endurance in time.  However, the contrary is the 
case.  Nature’s security has its source in the fact that time has no significance at 
all for nature.  Only with the moment does history begin.  By sin, man’s 
sensuousness is posited as sinfulness and is therefore lower than that of the beast, 
and yet this is because it is here that the higher begins, for at this point spirit 
begins.  (CA 89) 
 

There can only be an inward, personal history when time and eternity are synthesized in 

the human person through an act of freedom.  In the first act of sin, Adam gains an 

historical identity as spirit because his present state of sin is then clearly divided from his 

past state of innocence.  In Platonic recollection, there is no temporal moment of freedom 

in which a person can lose the eternal or transition from one spiritual or eternal state to 

another.  In this sense, the Greeks lack history, spirit, and temporality: “only in the 

moment does history begin” and with this moment, “the concept of temporality is 
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posited, whereby time constantly intersects eternity and eternity constantly pervades 

time” (CA 89). 

Even more, “the moment and the future in turn posit the past” (CA 89).  Not only 

does the eternal posit and transform the present and future, but also grants the past 

significance by defining the past in relation to the present and future.  For example, when 

one recognizes the first act of sin as a qualitative, transcendent moment, then the present 

is recognized as a state of sin in which the right relation to the eternal is lost, and with the 

Atonement the future is recognized as potentially redemptive since the eternal can be 

regained.  In relation to this present and future, the past can now be understood and gain 

significance as the time when innocence was lost that is part of one’s historical identity 

while still remaining distinct from one’s present spiritual state.  By contrast, for the 

Greeks, time is only a “passing by,” and although the “eternal lies behind in the past,” 

there is no real temporal past posited because this past is abstract and outside time.  When 

in Christian repetition the eternal promises us a new or renewed future, we do not forget 

our past innocence or sin, but rather affirm this as part of our individual spiritual history 

in which qualitative transitions have taken place.  For “whoever is educated [by 

possibility] remains with anxiety; he does not permit himself to be deceived by its 

countless falsifications and accurately remembers the past” (CA 159).  We can accurately 

remember our state of sin without being held captive by sin’s anxiety: “Then the assaults 

of anxiety, even though they be terrifying, will not be such that he flees from them” (CA 

159). 

 As we have seen, it is important to maintain that in repetition the eternal is both 

present and future.  It is future in that complete reconciliation with God is something we 
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await and look to in our future, eternal life.  On the other hand, the eternal is present in 

that Christ (the Eternal) has entered time and made possible the redemption of all of 

temporal life.  Consequently, the believer does not merely suffer through temporal life 

and recollect the eternal, nor does he forget the eternal (or regard it as external to himself) 

and put his hope in temporal fortune and chance.  As Constantius explains, repetition’s 

love is truly happy because it  

does not have the restlessness of hope, the uneasy adventurousness of discovery, 
but neither does it have the sadness of recollection—it has the blissful security of 
the moment.  Hope is a new garment, stiff and starched and lustrous, but it has 
never been tried on, and therefore one does not know how becoming it will be or 
how it will fit.  Recollection is a discarded garment that does not fit, however 
beautiful it is, for one has outgrown it.  Repetition is an indestructible garment 
that fits closely and tenderly, neither binds nor sags.  Hope is a lovely maiden 
who slips away between one’s fingers; recollection is a beautiful old woman with 
whom one is never satisfied at the moment; repetition is a beloved wife of whom 
one never wearies, for one becomes weary only of what is new.10 
 

One may depend on an esthetic hope of finding new and interesting experiences that will 

make life enjoyable, but anxiety over finite goods will lead to unremitting restlessness in 

the present.  Fortune’s transiency will cause happiness to slip “away between one’s 

fingers” (R 132).  This is a result of relying on the temporal to the exclusion of the 

eternal.  The other unsatisfying alternative is to embrace the eternal to the exclusion of 

the temporal.  As the passage above makes clear, this is recollection’s problem; but it is 

also the problem with any exclusively “not yet” or dualistic form of redemption.  

Christians who regard temporal life as hopelessly fallen and place all hope of redemption 

                                                 

10 REP, 131-132. 
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in future eternal life also miss the “blissful security of the moment” that repetition 

through Christ makes possible.11 

 
Eternity as the True Repetition 

We have seen how repetition involves making the eternal both present and future 

for the individual believer.  But what does Haufniensis mean when he says that “eternity 

is the true repetition” (CA 18)?  There are several ways we could interpret this statement, 

all of which are consistent with Haufniensis’s and Kierkegaard’s positions.  In fact, there 

may be multiple layers of meaning in this statement that correspond to the multiple layers 

of meaning in the concept of eternity itself.  If this is the case, unpacking the way in 

which “eternity is the true repetition” can help us in our larger task of understanding 

Kierkegaard’s concept of the eternal in human beings.  In this section, I explain how the 

eternal corresponds to repetition insofar as it signifies the telos and criterion of temporal 

life, the complete fulfillment of one’s telos in eternal life, the free, qualitative transition 

of salvation, renewed human possibility, and the truth given in special revelation.  Even 

more, Haufniensis suggests that all of these roles of the eternal are made possible through 

the Atonement and a God-relationship characterized by inwardness, earnestness, and 

concretion. 

Repetition is sometimes referred to as the paradoxical synthesis of motion and 

continuity, and in fact, this is what occurs when a person regains the eternal through faith 

and continues to live a temporal life.  In Climacus’ explanation of the way human 

                                                 

11 This is not to say that we should not hope in the future or recollect the good, but that these are 
not enough to satisfy human beings as temporal-eternal beings. 
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existence can be in motion and yet have enduring continuity, we see how Haufniensis 

analogously shows that human temporality can be pervaded by the eternal in repetition: 

Inasmuch as existence is motion, it holds true that there is indeed a continuity that 
holds motion together, because otherwise there is no motion….  The motionless 
belongs to motion as motion's goal, both in the sense of telos [end, goal] and 
[measure, criterion]; … the difficulty for the existing person is to give existence 
the continuity without which everything just disappears.  An abstract continuity is 
no continuity, and the existing of the existing person essentially prevents 
continuity, whereas passion is the momentary continuity that simultaneously has a 
constraining effect and is the impetus of motion.  For an existing person, the goal 
of motion is decision and repetition.  The eternal is the continuity of motion, but 
an abstract eternity is outside motion, and a concrete eternity in the existing 
person is the maximum of passion.  That is, all idealizing passion is an 
anticipation of the eternal in existence in order for an existing person to exist, the 
eternity of abstraction is gained by disregarding existence….  For an existing 
person, however, passion's anticipation of the eternal is still not an absolute 
continuity but the possibility of an approximation to the only true continuity there 
can be for an existing person.12 
 

Eternity is the goal and criterion of temporal life, and when the eternal is made concrete 

in the individual, the person recognizes himself as responsible for ordering his temporal 

life in terms of this eternal criterion and goal.  But due to sin, he cannot do this on his 

own, and it is only in the Atonement that this possibility is renewed.  In this way, 

Christianity’s “repetition” signifies not only the particular moment of salvation, or 

Christian ideality in the positive mood, when through faith everything becomes new and I 

“get myself again and precisely in such a way that I might have a double sense of its 

meaning.”13  It is also the continual sanctification of the self in time, the negative mood 

of Christian ideality, which is “not an absolute continuity” with the eternal but is still 

“passion’s anticipation of the eternal” and “the only true continuity there can be for an 

                                                 

12 CUP, 1.312-313. 
 
13 REP, 220-221. 
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existing person” (CA 17).  When time is penetrated by eternity in repetition, human 

temporality is being redeemed and the believer gains an eschatological perspective that 

looks forward to eternal life.  This helps us understand why Haufniensis defines faith as 

the “inner certainty that anticipates infinity” (CA 157). 

If we go back to Haufniensis’s remark that repetition’s uniqueness and power lies 

in its role as “the invisible point” of transition and “the discrimen rerum [turning point] 

where one science breaks against another until a new science comes to light” (CA 18), we 

can begin to understand why this repetition is so intimately related to the eternal.  These 

two aspects of repetition arise directly from the doctrine of the Atonement.  We have 

already seen how in the Atonement, the eternal God reveals Himself in time, and in his 

atoning death and resurrection, He reveals human beings’ state as sin and Himself as our 

only means of salvation, or repetition.  Consequently, as “the invisible point” of 

transition, Christ is the eternal, the God-man who makes human repetition possible by 

transcendently breaking through the immanent continuity of fallenness and atoning for 

human sin.  In this way, Christ gives human beings the condition for reconnecting to the 

eternal; He renews human possibility when all possibilities have been closed off, and in 

this case, the eternal represents human possibility in the highest sense.  Further, Christ 

shows that it is only through faith, the believer’s free, qualitative “invisible point” of 

transition from sin to salvation, that our formal freedom can become complete freedom.  

This ability of the human being to make a qualitative transition through faith—all of 

which is made possible by Christ—is a function of the eternal in human beings.   

The eternal also serves an epistemological role: repetition is enabled by what is 

given in the special revelation of Christ and the New Testament.  This revelation does not 
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arise immanently from within creation, but instead has a transcendent or eternal origin.  

As such, it brings forth what is qualitatively new in time (i.e. sin and salvation) and 

thereby makes repetition, a new or renewed life in Christ, possible.  This qualitative 

newness in true repetition is precisely what makes it “the discrimen rerum [turning point] 

where one science breaks against another until a new science comes to light” (CA 18).  

As the quantitative, immanent sciences of metaphysics, ethics, and psychology “break 

against” one another in the attempt to overcome the anxiety of hereditary sin, the “new 

science” of dogmatics “comes to light” by finding its epistemic source in God rather than 

man, in the paradoxically incarnated eternal God rather than the temporal, natural human 

mind.  In a later essay titled “Of the Difference between a Genius and an Apostle,” 

Kierkegaard elucidates this categorical distinction between revelation in the temporal and 

eternal spheres: 

A genius and an Apostle are qualitatively different, they are definitions which 
each belong in their own spheres: the sphere of immanence, and the sphere of 
transcendence: (1) Genius may, therefore, have something new to bring forth, but 
what it brings forth disappears again as it becomes assimilated by the human race, 
just as the difference ‘genius’ disappears as soon as one thinks of eternity; the 
Apostle has, paradoxically, something new to bring, the newness of which, 
precisely because it is essentially paradoxical, and not an anticipation in relation 
to the development of the race, always remains, just as an Apostle remains an 
Apostle in all eternity, and no eternal immanence puts him on the same level as 
other men, because he is essentially, paradoxically different.  (2) Genius is what it 
is of itself, i.e., through that which it is in itself; an Apostle is what he is by his 
divine authority.  (3) Genius has only an immanent teleology; the Apostle is 
placed as absolute paradoxical teleology.14 
 

                                                 

14 Søren Kierkegaard, “Of the Difference between a Genius and an Apostle,” The Present Age, 
trans.  Alexander Dru (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), 90-91.  Henceforth, GA. 
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Kierkegaard mentions ways that the revelation of Christ presupposed in dogmatics finds 

its source in that which transcends this temporal, fallen world and as such, is able to offer 

a truly new beginning, a true repetition. 

The knowledge of the genius represents for Kierkegaard the greatest heights that 

human beings’ natural knowledge can reach.  The genius often perceives problems with 

his age before any of his contemporaries do; he is like Nietzsche’s “madman” who 

laments to a naively happy Christendom that God is dead, but finds that his warnings fall 

upon deaf ears: 

"Whither is God?" he cried; "I will tell you.  We have killed him—you and I.  All 
of us are his murderers…. 

… Here the madman fell silent and looked again at his listeners; and they, 
too, were silent and stared at him in astonishment.  At last he threw his lantern on 
the ground, and it broke into pieces and went out.  "I have come too early," he 
said then; "my time is not yet.  This tremendous event is still on its way, still 
wandering; it has not yet reached the ears of men.  Lightning and thunder require 
time; the light of the stars requires time; deeds, though done, still require time to 
be seen and heard.15 
 

The madman’s message has a paradoxical quality because it offers an insight that has not 

yet been conceived, and thus appears initially to be impossible.  However, Kierkegaard’s 

point is that after time passes and Christian faith loses its hold on the culture, the 

madman’s warning will inevitably lose its paradoxical nature and simply become an 

obvious fact.  Its truth is a potentiality in the human mind that only waits to be actualized 

by certain experiences, reflection, or cultural development.  It is only a matter of time 

before many people see what the madman sees.  The madman admits this himself when 

he says that he is only misunderstood because he has “come too early”; his message 

                                                 

15 Friedrich Nietzsche, “The Gay Science,” The Portable Nietzsche, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New 
York: The Penguin Group, 1982), 95-96. 
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requires “time to be seen and heard.”16  By contrast, Christ’s incarnation and atonement 

are essentially paradoxical mysteries that no human being can fathom or replicate, no 

matter how many centuries of reflection and experience pass by.  Christ is not merely the 

occasion for us to actualize truth that lies in us potentially.17  For “between God and man, 

then, there is and remains an eternal, essential, qualitative difference.”18 

The second point Kierkegaard makes is that the genius and immanent sciences 

possess a different kind of authority than Christ and special revelation.  The genius’ 

authority lies in the amount of profundity, beauty, or insight he has in comparison with 

other human beings; he has actualized quantitatively more wisdom in a lifetime than the 

majority of the human race.  By contrast, Christ's words are not to be affirmed because 

they are profound or eloquent, but because they are given by divine authority.  For the 

“decisive thing is not the statement, but the fact that it was Christ who said it.”19  

Therefore, when the apostle speaks a divine word, the apostle is proclaiming 

what I say was entrusted to me by a revelation, so that it is God Himself or the 
Lord Jesus Christ who speaks, and you must not presumptuously set about 
criticizing the form.  I cannot and dare not compel you to obey, but through your 
relation to God in your conscience I make you eternally responsible to God, 
eternally responsible for your relation to this doctrine, by having proclaimed it as 
revealed to me, and consequently proclaimed it with divine authority.  Authority 
is the decisive quality….   

… Christ, as God-Man, is in possession of the specific quality of authority 
which eternity can never mediate, just as in all eternity Christ can never be put on 
the same level as essential human equality.20 

                                                 

16 Ibid., 96. 
 
17 Note the profound difference between Nietzsche’s madman and Jesus’ description of himself in 

Matt. 13.10-17, 35. 
 
18 GA, 99. 
 
19 Ibid., 102. 
 
20 Ibid., 94, 101. 
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Neither Kierkegaard nor Haufniensis is in this context trying to argue or prove that Christ 

is God or that the New Testament is divinely inspired.  They are only interested in 

distinguishing the conceptual categories of natural and special revelation, and working 

out the philosophical and existential implications of the Christian faith.  Haufniensis does 

this by working out the psychological implications of Christian dogmatics, and he affirms 

this decisive role of Christian revelation by describing how the anxiety of hereditary sin 

expresses itself in the human race before Christ. 

Haufniensis ends Concept of Anxiety by delivering his investigation over to 

dogmatics, affirming that the “the true autodidact,” or self-taught individual “is precisely 

in the same degree a theodidact,” or one who is taught by God (CA 162).  He explains 

what he means with an example of a hypochondriac who is anxious about catching every 

sickness imaginable.  Even though he is worried about “every insignificant thing,” when 

he finds that he has the truly “significant” sickness of sin, “he begins to breathe more 

easily” (CA 162).  Haufniensis says this is because “the significant actuality” of sin is 

“not so terrible as the possibility he himself had fashioned, and which he used his 

strength to fashion, whereas he can now use all his strength against actuality” (CA 162).  

But surely Haufniensis is not implying that sin is the lesser evil compared to a cold or the 

measles.  No, what he means is that before the hypochondriac is really sick, he uses all of 

his strength to struggle with the possibility of sickness, looking for symptoms, visiting the 

doctor every other day, etc.  However, when the hypochondriac actually becomes sick, he 

can use his strength to fight the actual sickness instead of using it to fight something that 

is not there. It is better to know what it is like to be plagued by the anxieties of finitude so 

that when we recognize the actual infinite, eternal danger we are in through sin, we can 
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find rest in transferring our anxieties from possibilities in the finite realm to an infinite 

actuality. 

In essence, the person educated by possibility is more prepared to see the 

significance of the actuality when it arrives: “Therefore he who in relation to guilt is 

educated by anxiety will rest only in the Atonement” (CA 162).  Haufniensis emphasizes 

this point when he quotes Hamann on the connection between hypochondria and the 

spiritual anxiety of homesickness: 

However, this anxiety in the world is the only proof of our heterogeneity.  If we 
lacked nothing, we should do no better than the pagans and the transcendental 
philosophers, who know nothing of God and like fools fall in love with lovely 
nature, and no homesickness would come over us.  This impertinent disquiet, this 
holy hypochondria is perhaps the fire with which we season sacrificial animals in 
order to preserve us from the putrefaction of the current seculi (century).  (CA 
162) 
 

Even for the Christian who believes Christ has atoned for her sin, there is still a healthy 

anxiety that can keep her from becoming too comfortable in this finite world.  Christian 

anxiety gives us an “impertinent disquiet” or “holy hypochondria” that constantly 

reminds us not to place our trust in the creation more than the Creator.  In this way, the 

eternal functions in the human being as the source of special revelation (teaching us to be 

“theodidacts”) and as the object of holy longing that does not allow us to make our home 

solely in temporality or recollect ourselves out of it.  Rather, faith’s anxiety propels us to 

enter eternity forwards through repetition.  This is the central theme of the last chapter of 

Concept of Anxiety. 

 
Concretion, Inwardness, and Earnestness 

The final elements of Haufniensis’s concept of eternity and its relation to 

repetition are concretion, inwardness, and earnestness, and these terms describe the 
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proper way of understanding and appropriating the eternal in time.  For “whoever has not 

understood the eternal correctly, understood it altogether concretely, lacks inwardness 

and earnestness” (CA 151).  In a footnote to this claim, Haufniensis references the crucial 

passage from Repetition a second time: “It was doubtless in this sense that Constantin 

Constantius said of the eternal that it is the true repetition” (CA 151).21  After explaining 

how the demonic can lose freedom “somatically-psychically,” or physically and 

psychologically, Haufniensis puts forth a general “schema” of ways that freedom can be 

lost “pneumatically,” or spiritually.   In each case, the unfree person expresses his anxiety 

about the eternal as a lack of concretion, inwardness, and earnestness. 

As I explain below, the meanings of these three terms are so intimately related 

that Haufniensis and Kierkegaard often use them synonymously and even define one in 

terms of the other.  Without denying their overlap in meaning, I want to suggest that 

Kierkegaard includes all three terms because each has a distinct emphasis and role to play 

in showing how we should understand the eternal.  After saying a brief word about 

Haufniensis’s hesitation in offering definitions, I discuss each concept in turn, its unique 

application to the eternal, and conclude by giving a general picture of how the terms work 

together in uniting the human being with eternity. 

As an aside in this section of the text, Haufniensis offers a hint as to why he 

makes it so difficult for us to define and clarify his most important concepts.  He 

explains, 

                                                 

21 Haufniensis discusses the meaning of these terms in the subsection of chapter four, titled 
“Freedom Lost Pneumatically,” a discussion that occurs just prior to his description of the demoniac’s four 
false notions of eternity. 
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To the extent of my knowledge, I am not aware that there exists a single definition 
of earnestness.  If this were true, it would please me, not because I love the 
modern fluent and confluent thinking that has abolished the definition, but 
because in relation to existential concepts it always indicates a greater discretion 
to abstain from definitions, because a person can hardly be inclined to apprehend 
essentially in the form of definitions what must be understood differently, what he 
himself has understood differently, what he has loved in an entirely different way, 
and which in the form of definition easily becomes something else, something 
foreign to him.  Whoever loves can hardly find joy and satisfaction, not to 
mention growth, in preoccupation with a definition of what love properly is….  
So also with earnestness, which is so earnest a matter that even a definition of it 
becomes a frivolity.  (CA 147) 
 

Haufniensis wishes to protect his existential categories from being understood merely 

abstractly.  Of course, he is careful to distinguish himself from those modern 

contemporaries who believe definitions are unnecessary or meaningless; for he still 

maintains that these terms point to determinate content.  On the other hand, in response to 

those who might hastily conclude that any thinker who fails to clearly define his terms 

lacks clarity of thought, Haufniensis contends, “I do not say this because my thought is 

vague or because I fear that some supershrewd speculator might become suspicious of 

me, as if I did not quite know whereof I speak.… To my mind, what I say here proves 

much better than any conceptual development that I do know in earnest what the 

discussion is about” (CA 147). 

 Despite this hesitation, Haufniensis still promises to “make a few remarks for 

orientation” (CA 147), and it is to those remarks that I now turn. 

 
Inwardness 

Inwardness, Haufniensis complains, is too often defined abstractly as self-

reflection, and contrasted with immediacy.  On the contrary, he insists, in the sphere of 

actuality “the absence of inwardness is due in the first place to reflection” and immediacy 
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can also be “the immediacy of inwardness” (CA 141-142).  The main reason human 

beings do not acknowledge the eternal rightly, Haufniensis believes, is not lack of 

intellectual content or self-reflection, but rather anxiety about that content caused by lack 

of certitude and inwardness (CA 138-9).  In fact, Haufniensis observes insightfully, “in 

one direction truth increases in scope and in quantity, and partly also in abstract clarity, 

while in the opposite direction certainty constantly declines” (CA 139).22  The demonic 

person possesses self-reflection, but he refuses to acquire inwardness as well because he 

is anxious about the consequences of its acquisition and the good that it represents.   

Haufniensis clarifies the meaning of inwardness by describing its absence, which 

occurs in two basic forms: “Every form of the absence of inwardness is therefore either 

activity-passivity or passivity-activity, and whether it is the one or the other, it is in the 

sphere of self-reflection” (CA 142).  In Sickness Unto Death, Anti-Climacus claims that 

despair can take on a weaker and stronger form, the weaker being a passive unwillingness 

to be the self God intends, and the stronger being a defiant, active will to be a different 

self than the one God created one to be (SUD 49, 67).  Similarly, the absence of 

inwardness has a weaker and stronger form, the weaker being the “passivity of 

unfreedom” and the stronger being the “activity of unfreedom” (CA 144).  Although 

either passivity or activity is dominant in each form, Haufniensis illustrates how passivity 

always includes activity and vice versa.  This is because anxiety always includes both 

desire and fear of its object, and thus in demonic anxiety about the good, the weaker, 

                                                 

22 What Haufniensis calls “certitude” is the quality that must be combined with inwardness to put 
an individual in the proper relationship with the truth.  I discuss this term and its importance in the section 
below on earnestness. 
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passive form desires the good more than fearing it, and the active form fears it more than 

desiring it. 

Haufniensis gives several examples of this double-form of the absence of 

inwardness, including unbelief and superstition, hypocrisy and offense, and pride and 

cowardice.    Let us focus on his discussion of unbelief and superstition—the former 

being the stronger activity of unfreedom and the latter being the weaker passivity of 

unfreedom—in order to discover what constitutes the absence and presence of 

inwardness. 

Haufniensis uses superstition to illustrate the weaker passivity of unfreedom, or 

one who is active in avoiding the good through passivity.  Haufniensis imagines an 

“adherent of the most rigid orthodoxy” who knows all of the religious doctrines and 

engages in all of the right religious practices.  “Truth is for him the aggregate of 

ceremonies,” but his problem is analogous to the “man who can prove a mathematical 

proposition when the letters are ABC, but not when the letters are DEF” (CA 139-140).   

Like the Pharisees of the New Testament, while he knows and finds comfort in the 

external, objective letter of the law, he will not recognize the spirit behind it.  He is 

passive insofar as the good remains outside his self; for the law’s “objectivity is conceded 

to be a power—like that of Medusa’s head—which can petrify subjectivity” (CA 140).  

However, Haufniensis adds, superstition and other kinds of passivity are too often 

excused because we fail to see that this self is also active in its unfreedom.   He “does not 

will that the spell [of objectivity and externality] be broken” (CA 140).  In his cowardice 

and pusillanimity, the superstitious man finds it safer to perform certain external acts in 

order to achieve the desired results (e.g. praying five times a day, fasting once a week, 
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etc.) than to internalize the spiritual significance of such acts and see how far he falls 

short from this criterion. 

From this negative illustration of how inwardness is absent in the superstitious 

man, we can begin to see the positive qualities of its presence in the properly developed 

human being.   First, the good cannot remain external to the self, but must be 

appropriated internally with spiritual depth.   If we apply this to our understanding of the 

eternal, this means that a human being cannot acquire the eternal merely through external 

acts (e.g., sacrifices, religious rituals, imitative practice) or correct, metaphysical 

reflections (e.g., Hegel’s logical transition), but rather through an internal, spiritual 

transformation from sin to salvation.  Second, inwardness is not comfortable and easy, 

but rather an arduous task that requires striving, endurance, and hope that a free 

relationship with the good is possible.  This is true of human beings’ relationship to 

eternity in at least two senses.  First, after the fall into sin, our relationship with the 

eternal is so qualitatively damaged that it can only be regained from the divine help 

outside ourselves found in Christ.  Second, a proper relationship to the eternal is only 

begun, but not yet completed in the initial act of faith.  Since Kierkegaard regards 

redemption in time as an already/not yet affair, while he is already saved, the believer is 

not yet sanctified, so he relates to the eternal through repetition, the continual, 

eschatologically directed co-operation between the believer and God in which his 

temporal life is being redeemed by the eternal. 

On the other end of the spectrum, the stronger demonic form of anxiety begins 

with activity, and can express itself as unbelief.  In order to show how a person might 

come to a state of unbelief, Haufniensis describes the speculators of his age who use their 
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“industrious zeal,” “sacrifice of time, of diligence, of writing materials” to produce a 

correct and exhaustive proof of God’s existence (CA 140).  However, what results from 

this effort is that “to the same degree that the excellence of the proof increases, certitude 

seems to decline.”  Having deceived themselves into believing that they are sincerely 

interested in the truth, what in fact happens is that the “defiance, pride, and arrogance of 

unbelief find it more daring to remain in self-reflection than to relinquish it” (CA 144).  

As the speculator tries to produce his proof with disinterested objectivity, he becomes 

increasingly embarrassed as the weighty, personal implications of God’s actual existence 

impinge upon his subjectivity.  The thought of God’s existence “possesses a power and 

weightiness in its consequences, a responsibility in the acceptance of it, which perhaps 

will recreate the whole of life in a way that is feared” (CA 139).  Consequently, one 

“saves and soothes one’s soul by straining one’s mind to produce a new proof.”  The 

speculator is in an unfree relationship to the truth since he is anxious about the good.  

When he fails to find the objective certainty he seeks, he falls into unbelief and mockery 

of faith. 

What this adds to our understanding of inwardness is that it requires self-honesty 

and willingness to understand and accept how the truth must transform my own 

individual existence.  One must “live in a beautiful and intimate companionship” with the 

good (CA 140).  Applied to the eternal, this means that a person must first honestly 

recognize himself as sinner in an unfree relationship to the eternal, and then, Haufniensis 

suggests, he must acknowledge that his anxiety over sin can only be ameliorated through 

faith in Christ’s Atonement.  In other words, it is through Christ that the believer can 

change his relationship to the eternal from one of anxiety to one of faith and freedom.  
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Second, one must have what Haufniensis calls “certitude,” a term not to be confused with 

the indubitable, objective certainty praised by the Enlightenment.  Rather, it is the inner, 

subjective certainty of faith.23  Third, inwardness must be expressed in second immediacy 

after self-reflection, and so the good must not only be reflected upon, but also freely 

chosen and appropriated in temporal life.  The eternal cannot be appropriated by an act of 

reflection, whether this is Hegelian logic, Platonic recollection, or mystical 

contemplation.  Certainly, one must reflect upon the content of the eternal and how one 

can regain a relationship with it, but unless this act of reflection is followed by the second 

immediacy of a free act of commitment to the eternal and its transformation of temporal 

life, inwardness is lacking and so is the eternal. 

 
Earnestness 

Admitting the difficulty of giving a clear definition of inwardness, Haufniensis 

decides that “in the meantime, I shall at this point say it is earnestness” since earnestness 

is “a word everyone understands” (CA 146).  Hence the two terms are intimately 

connected, and even though it possesses a few specific qualities, several of the 

characteristics of inwardness enumerated above also apply to earnestness.   

                                                 

23 Kierkegaard explains the meaning and significance of “certitude” in Works of Love: “It is 
eternally certain that it will be done for you as you believe; but the certitude of faith, or the certitude that 
you, yes, you, have faith, you must at every moment gain with God’s help, that is, not in any external 
manner.  You must have God’s help to believe that you are saved by Baptism; you must have God’s help to 
believe that in the Lord’s Supper you receive the gracious forgiveness of your sins….  But everything in 
you that is of flesh and blood and is timorousness and attachment to things of this earth must despair, so 
that you cannot acquire an external certainty, a certainty once and for all, and in the easiest manner.  See, 
this is the struggle of faith in which you can have an occasion to be tried and tested every day.  The Gospel 
is not the Law; the Gospel will not save you by righteousness but by leniency; but this leniency will save 
you, it will not deceive you; therefore there is rigorousness in it.” WL, 379-380. 
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Instead of giving his reader a definition, Haufniensis proceeds to offer an 

“orientation” of earnestness, using Karl Rosenkranz’s description of “disposition” as the 

unity of feeling and self-consciousness (CA 148).  Rosenkranz “superbly explains” 

that the feeling unfolds itself to self-consciousness, and vice versa, that the 
content of the self-consciousness is felt by the subject as his own.  It is only this 
unity that can be called disposition.  If the clarity of cognition is lacking, 
knowledge of the feeling, there exists only the urge of the spirit of nature, the 
turgidity of immediacy.  On the other hand, if feeling is lacking, there remains 
only the abstract concept that has not reached the last inwardness of the spiritual 
existence, that has not become one with the self of the spirit. (CA 148)24 
 

The two qualities that must be united in the self to form what Haufniensis calls “a 

concrete personality” are first, the cognitive content of self-consciousness (or the 

awareness of myself as a self with my particular qualities), and second, feeling, which 

Haufniensis further defines as “the spirit’s immediate unity of its sentience and its 

consciousness” (CA 148).25  Thus, feeling seems to refer to our bodily and appetitive 

nature (including our consciousness of this nature); it is still unclear whether it involves 

the will as well.   

Disposition is closely related to earnestness; for earnestness, we are told, is the 

greatest expression of disposition.  Disposition is 

a determinant of immediacy, while earnestness, on the other hand, is the acquired 
originality of disposition, its originality preserved in the responsibility of freedom 
and its originality affirmed in the enjoyment of blessedness.  (CA 149) 
 

As a determinate of immediacy, disposition at its most basic level represents a life lived 

according to natural instinct and cultural habits.  On the other hand, when disposition is 

                                                 

24 Karl Rosenkranz, Psychologie oder die Wissenschaft vom subjektiven Geist (Könisberg: 1837), 
320-321. Quoted in CA, 147-148, 252. 

 
25 Haufniensis also adds that “sentience” signifies “unity with the immediate determinants of 

nature” (CA 148). 
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expressed with earnestness, freedom of the will is awakened and a person chooses if and 

how he will unite his feeling and self-consciousness toward a particular telos; all 

elements of a person—self-consciousness, emotion, body, and will—are integrated and 

committed to a certain end.   

It might be helpful to also consider Anti-Climacus’ description of earnestness in 

our discussion.  “Christian knowing,” Anti-Climacus explains, “ought to be concerned, 

but this concern is precisely the upbuilding.  Concern constitutes the relation to life, to 

the actuality of the personality, and therefore earnestness from the Christian point of 

view” (SUD 5-6).  In other words, earnestness is Christianity’s proper relation to life, or 

to actuality, and this relation is primarily to be pursued with concern and the goal of 

upbuilding. 

If earnestness also describes the human being’s proper relation to the eternal, this 

means that a person must approach temporal life with eternal concerns and the goal of 

upbuilding in an eternal sense.  But what constitutes eternal concerns?  Hegel could claim 

to have eternal concerns in mind in speculative idealism’s progression toward the 

Absolute, and Plato could appeal to his theory of recollection which seeks the eternal 

Forms.  Anti-Climacus further delineates the term’s meaning later in the text:  “there is 

no earnestness about sin if it is only to be thought, for earnestness is simply this: that you 

and I are sinners.  Earnestness is not sin in general; rather, the accent of earnestness rests 

on the sinner, who is the single individual” (SUD 119).  Having eternal concerns in 

temporal life means that I recognize myself as an individual before God, as a sinner in 

need of redemption.  Perhaps this is why Haufniensis states that the proper “mood” with 
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which one must attempt to understand sin is earnestness, and that “according to its true 

concept, sin is to be overcome” (CA 15). 

Earnestness means not only that we face our own individual state of sin with 

eternal concern, but also that we do this with our own spiritual upbuilding in mind: sin 

must be overcome.  When I encounter the eternal with earnestness, I must face the 

greatest choice of my life, a choice in time that decides my eternal blessedness or 

perdition.  This is why Kierkegaard writes in a journal that “Christianity is the frightful 

earnestness that your eternity is decided in this life.”26 

Once the decision of faith is made, how does the eternal continue to impact my 

temporal life?  Haufniensis answers this question by connecting earnestness with 

repetition: 

Originality of disposition marks precisely the eternal in earnestness, for which 
reason earnestness can never become habit….  And habit arises as soon as the 
eternal disappears from repetition.  When the originality in earnestness is acquired 
and preserved, then there is succession and repetition, but as soon as originality is 
lacking in repetition, there is habit.  The earnest person is earnest precisely 
through the originality with which he returns in repetition.  (CA 149) 
 

The person who with earnestness acquires and preserves the eternal in his temporal life 

engages in daily affairs with “originality,” or with the self-conscious determination to be 

guided and motivated by eternal ends, being an active participant in God’s redemption of 

himself and all of temporal life.  This is why a disposition without “originality” or 

freedom produces mere habits and portrays an unfree relation to the eternal. 

As spirit, the human being is created to be a synthesis of the eternal and temporal 

so that every temporal act is an earnest expression of the eternal.  When this freedom is 

forfeited through sin, the eternal is “lost pneumatically” (spiritually) and temporal actions 
                                                 

26 JP, 1.547. 
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become at most expressions of demonic anxiety about the eternal.  Without the eternal 

grounding and guiding one’s life in time, temporal moments cannot gain continuity 

between past, present, and future, and there is no sense of progressing forward in 

selfhood.  On the other hand, salvation, made possible by the Atonement, returns the 

individual to spiritual freedom through a right relationship to the eternal.  In other words, 

fallen and redeemed individuals are both related to the eternal, but the quality of this 

relationship changes from one of demonic anxiety and unfreedom to one of earnestness, 

faith and freedom.  This is why the “mark” or expression of this right relationship is 

“originality in earnestness.”  It is original because it is self-consciously chosen instead of 

being driven by instinct or habit.  It is earnest because it is pursued with every fabric of 

one’s being.  Further, when this originality in earnestness is “acquired and preserved,” it 

redeems temporal life by giving it the eternal continuity of “succession and repetition.”  

This is why Haufniensis again quotes Constantius approvingly: “Repetition is the 

earnestness of existence” (CA 149). 

Haufniensis does appear to point out an interesting distinction between the 

“inwardness of feeling” and earnestness: 

It is said that a living and inward feeling preserves this originality, but the 
inwardness of the feeling is a fire that may cool as soon as earnestness no longer 
attends to it.  On the other hand, the inwardness of feeling is uncertain in its 
mood, i.e., at one time it is more inward than at another.” (CA 149) 
 

This passage is followed by an example of a clergyman who comes to perform the church 

service every week.  He is “enthusiastic” about his message, but sometimes the intensity 

of his emotions burns out or he does not stir the people as deeply as before.  While the 

inwardness of the clergyman’s feeling is inconsistent, Haufniensis says that only 

earnestness “is capable of returning regularly every Sunday with the same originality to 
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the same thing” (CA 149).  Does this mean that inwardness lacks the eternal quality that 

earnestness possesses? 

Judging by the way Haufniensis and Kierkegaard use the term “inwardness” in 

other contexts, I believe this passage only refers to the inwardness of feeling, not 

inwardness as such, that is, inwardness in its more robust, spiritual sense which possesses 

the same eternal quality as earnestness.  This must be true if Haufniensis also says of 

inwardness that it is “the fountain that springs up unto eternal life, and what issues from 

this fountain is precisely earnestness” (CA 146).  This implies that the two terms are both 

of eternal, spiritual origin and significance, but it also suggests that earnestness is what 

issues from inwardness, and thus, although they work together, they are distinct 

existential concepts. 

 
Concretion 

Concretion is slightly different from the previous concepts in that its role is to 

specify the meaning and implications of inwardness and earnestness by giving them more 

determinant content and embodiment.  Haufniensis begins by noting that although the 

spiritually unfree demoniac is common among human beings and expresses itself in 

diverse ways, the “demonic is, of course, not dependent upon the variety of intellectual 

content but upon the relation of freedom to the given content” (CA 137-8, emphasis 

mine).  In a footnote to this statement, Haufniensis points to the New Testament’s 

category for “demonic wisdom” found in the book of James, in which although 

knowledge is possessed, “there is the relation of unfreedom to the given knowledge” (CA 
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138).27  The demons in the New Testament are for Haufniensis a helpful counter-example 

to the claim that salvation lies in true knowledge of the eternal or belief in God; such 

demons already possess knowledge and belief—“even the demons believe and 

shudder.”28  No, in the demonic sphere, the problem lies not in the absence of 

“intellectual content,” but in the absence of a “relation of freedom to the given content” 

(CA 138). 

Thus, making the eternal concrete is made possible by Christ and involves at least 

four components: freedom, action, acceptance of eternity’s consequences, and 

individuality.  The first component, freedom, is best understood in its contrast with 

Hegelian freedom.  For Hegel, Haufniensis explains, “the necessity of thought is also its 

freedom,” since he “speaks only of the immanent movement of eternal thought” (CA 

138).  In his work on logic, Hegel describes what freedom is and is not in the following 

way: 

A freedom involving no necessity, and mere necessity without freedom, are 
abstract and in this way untrue formulae of thought.  Freedom is no blank 
indeterminateness; essentially concrete, and unvaryingly self-determinate, it is so 
far at the same time necessity.”29 
 

Hegelian freedom unfolds as a necessary consequence of the immanent, dialectical 

movement of thought, and such freedom emerges on a universal level as the realization of 

Absolute Spirit.  Hegel considers this freedom “concrete” insofar as it possesses 

determinate content by expressing itself in a series of moments in the dialectic of Spirit.  

                                                 

27 James 3:15, 2:19. 
 
28 James 2:19. 
 
29 Hegel, Hegel’s Logic, 54-56. 
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This freedom is also “unvaryingly self-determinate” insofar as it is Spirit’s self-

conscious, purposeful coming to be of what it already, necessarily is.  Haufniensis also 

desires a “concrete” and “self-determinate” concept of freedom, but he understands these 

terms in a very different way.  On the contrary, Haufniensis explains, 

what I am speaking about is very plain and simple, namely, that truth is for the 
particular individual only as he himself produces it in action.  If the truth is for the 
individual in any other way, we have a phenomenon of the demonic.  Truth has 
always had many loud proclaimers, but the question is whether a person will in 
the deepest sense acknowledge the truth, will allow it to permeate his whole 
being, will accept all its consequences, and not have an emergency hiding place 
for himself and a Judas kiss for the consequence. 

In modern times, there has been enough talk about truth; now it is high 
time to vindicate certitude and inwardness, not in the abstract sense in which 
Fichte uses the word, but in an entirely concrete sense.  (CA 138) 
 

While Hegelian freedom involves an immanent, necessary movement of eternal thought, 

Kierkegaardian freedom in the highest sense is more concrete insofar as it is a 

transcendent, self-conscious historical act in which an individual human being 

appropriates the truth personally and allows it to permeate his being, and accepts its 

consequences in his life. 

In this way, Haufniensis’s understanding of freedom is connected to two other 

components of concretion: action and acceptance of eternity’s consequences.  In 

Christian conversion, this free act is transcendent because it constitutes a break in the 

immanent continuity of sin or falleness (unfreedom) and makes reconnection to the 

eternal (freedom) possible.  What should follow from this act, Haufniensis implies, is a 

healthy, transparent relationship to the eternal. 

Furthermore, to understand a truth “concretely” means that this truth is not merely 

an abstract generality, but has determinate content and that one recognizes its 
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significance and application to particular circumstances.  Haufniensis explains how this 

concrete understanding contrasts with an abstract understanding: 

There is an old saying that to understand and to understand are two things, and so 
they are.  Inwardness is an understanding, but in concreto the important thing is 
how this understanding is to be understood.  To understand a speech is one thing, 
and to understand what it refers to, namely, the personal, is something else; for a 
man to understand what he himself says is one thing, and to understand himself in 
what is said is something else.  (CA 142) 
 

To understand something concretely means to grasp how it impinges on and transforms 

one’s individual existence.  For example, a young woman may hear a lecture on the 

importance of giving to the poor and leave convinced, but this insight remains only 

abstract knowledge if she never considers how this insight applies to herself.  She has 

never given to the poor before, and this habit will not change unless she appropriates 

what she has learned personally and applies it to her concrete life.  In this case, we can 

see why concrete knowledge “can be attained only by and in action” (CA 138-9).30 

The fourth component of concretion is individuality, and this is because the most 

concrete content that a person can have is consciousness of his own self.  This self-

consciousness is potentially “so concrete that no author, not even the one with the 

greatest power of description, has even been able to describe a single such self-

consciousness, although every single human being is such a one” (CA 143).  Hegel also 

advocates that we strive toward self-consciousness, but his aim differs from Haufniensis 

significantly.  According to Hegel, 

                                                 

30 Even self-knowledge can lack concreteness and inwardness insofar as it lacks action: “This self-
consciousness is not contemplation, for he who believes this has not understood himself, because he sees 
that meanwhile he himself is in the process of becoming and consequently cannot be something completed 
for contemplation.  This self-consciousness, therefore, is action, and this action in turn inwardness, and 
whenever inwardness does not correspond to this consciousness, there is a form of the demonic as soon as 
the absence of inwardness expresses itself as anxiety about its acquisition” (CA 143). 
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The spirit produces and realizes itself in the light of its knowledge of itself; it acts 
in such a way that all its knowledge of itself is also realized.  Thus everything 
depends on the spirit’s self-awareness; if the spirit knows that it is free, it is 
altogether different from what it would be without this knowledge….  It is the 
sensation of freedom alone which makes the spirit free, although it is in fact free 
in and for itself.31 
 

Although Hegel does emphasize the importance of the individual—“the end of the world 

spirit is realized in substance through the freedom of each individual”32—the self-

consciousness and freedom he advocates still remains abstract insofar as it is secondary 

to and only a “moment” in the universal freedom of Absolute Spirit.   

For Haufniensis, the individual can only grasp that he is a sinner if he directs his 

concrete understanding first and foremost toward his own self.  In addition, while for 

Hegel the very process of coming to self-awareness produces and results in spiritual 

freedom, Haufniensis claims the opposite: the proper result of self-consciousness is the 

realization of oneself as spiritually unfree.  This is why the danger of lacking a concrete 

self-understanding escalates when the truth to be understood is a matter of eternal 

significance.  An abstract understanding of the eternal would keep a person from seeing 

that he has freely cut himself off from the eternal in his first act of sin, and that in this 

spiritual unfreedom, he can only regain the eternal through faith in Christ.  In the person 

who keeps his understanding of the eternal at an abstract level, “we have a phenomenon 

of unfreedom that wants to close itself off against freedom” (CA 142). 

 

                                                 

31 G. F. W. Hegel, The Hegel Reader, ed. Stephen Houlgate (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 
1998), 401. 

 
32 Ibid., 403. 
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The Self and the Eternal 

As we have seen, Haufniensis believes that eternity cannot be grasped 

appropriately unless the “what” of its conceptual content is intimately connected to the 

“how” of a human being’s relationship to it.  A potential objection that could be leveled 

against Haufniensis’s overall account of these terms is that there are many individuals 

who have the virtues of inwardness and earnestness toward what they consider to be the 

good, but their goods consist of contradictory things, and many are in direct opposition to 

the Christian good that Haufniensis has in mind.  What Haufniensis advocates might even 

be said to resemble the bland, non-committal virtues of postmodern culture such as 

sincerity, authenticity, and consistency.  In other words, we often hear that it matters little 

what a person believes as long as she is honest about it and consistently and passionately 

expresses it in her life.  The obvious problem with this is that serial killers could be 

included in this category. 

However, Haufniensis’s emphasis upon the “how”, upon what Climacus calls 

“subjectivity,” does not imply that the “what” or content of religious belief is 

unimportant.  For  

certitude and inwardness are indeed subjectivity, but not in an entirely abstract 
sense….  Abstract subjectivity is just as uncertain and lacks inwardness to the 
same degree as abstract objectivity.  When it is spoken about in abstracto, this 
cannot be seen, and so it is correct to say that abstract subjectivity lacks content.  
When it is spoken about in concreto, the content clearly appears, because the 
individuality who wants to make himself into an abstraction precisely lacks 
inwardness, as does the individuality who makes himself into a mere master of 
ceremonies” (CA 141).   
  

The “what” of inwardness is unimportant if one merely possesses “abstract subjectivity,” 

but as determinate, concrete human beings, abstract subjectivity does not deliver the 

determinate, concrete content that we need.  Our subjectivity must be concrete, meaning 
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it must possess determinate content, and this content cannot be different for every 

individual.  No, for Haufniensis the intellectual content of freedom is an eternal truth and 

that “freedom constantly brings forth truth” (CA 138).  On the other hand, one can 

possess the “what” of Christianity without the “how,” as the demons do, and then one is 

not spiritually free. 

Even more, Haufniensis most directly responds to this objection by concluding 

with a discussion about the proper object of earnestness.  Even in his day, Haufniensis 

observes, “there is not infrequently talk about earnestness.  Someone is in earnest about 

the national debt, another about the categories, and a third about a performance at the 

theater, etc.” (CA 149-50).  However, he adds, “everyone who becomes earnest at the 

wrong place is eo ipso comical,” and this is why “there is no measuring rod more 

accurate for determining the essential worth of an individuality” than his answer to the 

question: “What has made him earnest in life?  For one may be born with disposition, but 

no one is born with earnestness.”  We must ask what “in the pregnant sense” is that “from 

which the individuality in the deepest sense dates his earnestness” (CA 150).  It seems 

then that at the most basic level, earnestness is a self-reflective, holistic devotion to a 

good that is expressed by all of one’s being.  And regardless of the content of this 

earnestness, this kind of existence is greater and rarer than those who only live with the 

innate dispositions that everyone is born with. 

At the same time, the object of one’s earnestness can be better or worse, right or 

wrong, since it is the “what” of earnestness that is the most accurate “measuring rod” of 

“the essential worth” of an individual.  And what is this proper object of earnestness?  

One might assume, as I did, that Haufniensis’s answer to this question would be 
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something like God, the eternal, or the good.  But no, he states that the object that should 

first ignite a person’s earnestness is himself (CA 150).  Once one has become earnest 

about oneself, one can treat many things earnestly, he says, but the question is “whether 

he first became earnest about the object of earnestness.  This object every human being 

has, because it is himself, and whoever has not become earnest about this, but about 

something else … is a joker” (CA 150).  This sounds more like the admonition of secular 

existentialists like Nietzsche and Sartre than the specifically Christian framework of 

Haufniensis and Kierkegaard.  Although I still find this passage somewhat strange, there 

are two possible interpretations in this context.  First, it may be that as a pseudonym who 

is primarily concerned with the psychological implications of original sin—not salvation 

through Christ and Christian redemption—Haufniensis is saying that in terms of the 

proper order of existential and spiritual development, a person must first direct his 

earnestness toward himself and recognize himself as a sinner in need of redemption 

through Christ before he can direct his inwardness and earnestness toward their proper 

object, the eternal God of Christianity.  One problem with this interpretation is that this 

type of earnestness on its own does not secure the kind of eternal continuity and 

repetition that Haufniensis ascribes to it. 

The second interpretation seems more likely.  The point may be that while a 

human being first and foremost must direct his faith, hope, and love toward God, and that 

the capacity for eternal continuity and repetition comes from Christ, nevertheless a 

person’s earnestness must be directed toward himself because he is the one in need of 

eternal transformation, not God.  This may be why Haufniensis says that “earnestness in 

this sense means the personality itself, and only an earnest personality is an actual 
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personality, … for to do anything with earnestness requires, first and foremost, 

knowledge of what the object of earnestness is” (CA 149).  For repetition is essentially 

becoming oneself again before God.  Even more, he cannot find God until he first 

becomes concerned with himself—this is the way God has designed us to find him. 

If the proper initial object of earnestness is the self for the reasons given above, 

why does Haufniensis also claim that the eternal must be understood with earnestness and 

inwardness?  Haufniensis helps clarify this ambiguity when he concludes, 

Inwardness, certitude, is earnestness.  This seems a little paltry.  If at least I said, 
it is subjectivity, the pure subjectivity, the encompassing subjectivity, I would 
have said something, something that no doubt would have made many earnest.  
However, I can also express earnestness in another way.  Whenever inwardness is 
lacking, the spirit is finitized.  Inwardness is therefore eternity or the constituent 
of the eternal in man.  (CA 151) 
 

By making the self the proper object of earnestness, inwardness, and certitude, a person 

thereby also transform his self-understanding from one that is “finitized” or defined by 

merely imminent, temporal distinctions, to one that is infinitized, to a human being who 

has an eternal telos and significance.  Anxiety can lead to faith when one’s anxieties 

about finite concerns are redirected to infinite or eternal concerns through inwardness and 

earnestness:  

But this is rigorous upbringing—this going from inborn anxiety to faith.  Anxiety 
is the most terrible kind of spiritual trial—before the point is reached where the 
same man is disciplined in faith, that is, to regard everything inversely, to remain 
full of hope and confidence when something happens which previously almost 
made him faint and expire with anxiety, to plunge fearlessly into something 
against which he previously knew only one means of safety, to flee, and so on.33 
 

 The “inborn anxiety” over our relationship with the eternal can educate us and help us to 

concretize our God-relationship. 
                                                 

33 JP, 2.1401. 
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Conclusion 

My overall investigation has set out to discern Haufniensis’s concept of eternity 

as it pertains to the human being.  I noted in chapter one that one of the weaknesses of 

scholarship thus far is the narrowness by which this concept is defined.  Now that we 

have analyzed eternity’s various roles within the narrative of creation, fall, and 

redemption, can we claim to have found a more comprehensive meaning?  I believe so.  

First, the eternal signifies the divine image implanted in human beings from the 

beginning of creation, making us spiritual, embodied beings with the capacity for self-

consciousness, a God relationship, freedom, everlasting life, and communal fellowship 

with other persons (CA 28-29, 42-43).  Second, as we saw in chapters two and three, the 

eternal is present both ontologically and normatively in human beings.  Ontologically, the 

eternal is part of the fabric of what it means to be a human being in the most essential 

sense.  We have seen that the eternal is also unchanging since it can never be lost—even 

for the unbeliever.  Normatively, the eternal is the criterion and telos of human existence, 

a task we are responsible to fulfill.34  What is the task eternity gives each of us?  It calls 

us to actualize our potential for selfhood, to will to become the selves God created us to 

be, and ultimately to enjoy loving communion with God and neighbor.  This is why 

eternity also signifies perfection; it is the ideal for which we were created.  By failing to 

fulfill this task, we can be said to “lose” the eternal through sin and “gain” it again 

through redemption.  As sinners who are guilty of refusing to fulfill this task, Haufniensis 

argues that eternity’s criterion can only be fulfilled through faith in Christ’s atonement.  

                                                 

34 As Haufniensis explains, “Each individual begins in an historical nexus, and the consequences 
of nature still hold true.  The difference, however, consists in that Christianity teaches him to lift himself 
above this ‘more,’ and it judges him who does not do so as being unwilling” (CA 73). 
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As we saw in chapter five, this decision in time paradoxically has eternal consequences, 

and in this sense the eternal signifies transcendence beyond our spatiotemporal world.  

For instance, through special revelation, the eternal transcends the limits of human 

rationality and experience, and through human freedom and faith, the eternal can 

transcend and cause a break in the immanent continuity of a particular spiritual state in 

the individual (i.e. innocence or sin).  However, the believer’s eternal decision in time not 

only determines whether life after death entails eternal happiness instead of eternal 

damnation; it also has redemptive consequences that begin in temporality, bringing a 

spiritual continuity and sanctified vision of oneself, others, and the temporal world here 

and now.  Finally, Haufniensis stresses that it is not only the “what” of the concept of the 

eternal that we must grasp, but also the “how,” the quality of a person’s relationship to 

this reality.  As we have seen in the last part of chapter five, the qualities Haufniensis 

gives to this relationship are earnestness, inwardness, and concretion.
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