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EDITOR'S PREFACE 

DAVID RoBERTS had brought this book well along toward comple­
tion before his untimely death in January 1955. The introduction 
was in rather sketchy form, one or two of the chapters were not 
quite finished, and a concluding section was lacking. As editor, I 
have sought to make good these omissions without in any way im­
pairing the integrity of the total volume. Some rewriting has been 
necessary, particularly in order to make suitable transitions, but this 
has been kept to a minimum. The brief introductory and conclud­
ing portions represent an effort on my part to rework and expand 
material written by Professor Roberts for other purposes, in so far 
as this could be brought to bear upon the theme of the present book. 

This volume shows the author at his characteristic best-un­
usually able to enter into the perspective of another's thought, ex­
tremely careful though never merely cautious in expounding it, 
always forthright and pointed in making his own judgments on the 
same issues. As David Roberts was among the very first American 
thinkers to take existentialism into account, so it cannot be doubted 
that his interpretation of the movement's leading figures will endure 
and prove immensely useful for years to come. 

Dr. Roberts had wished to acknowledge his indebtedness to sev­
eral colleagues and former students at Union Theological Semi­
nary, among them Richard Kroner, Paul Tillich, Reinhold Niebuhr, 
Edmond LaB. Cherbonnier, Malcolm L. Diamond, and Marion 
Shows, for help in connection with the preparation of this manu-





INTRODUCTION 

WHAT IS EXISTENTIALISM, and why should Christians pay any at­
tention to it? There is no simple answer to this question because 
each of the writers whom we shall discuss gives his own account 
of what he is trying to do, and not all of these accounts are mutu­
ally compatible. Therefore we shall have to listen to what these 
thinkers actually have to say before we can even put forward an 
adequate definition of existentialism. 

And one word of warning must be issued immediately. In recent 
years the word 'existentialism' has gained popular currency mainly 
through the works of Jean-Paul Sartre. People in Europe and Amer­
ica have seen his plays and read his novels and essays, and the idea 
has gotten abroad that existentialism means his particular brand of 
nihilism. Existentialism began, however, as a frankly Christian mode 
of thinking, and I shall hope to show that what is valid and illumi­
nating in it can be held in perspective within the Christian faith. 
Yet I believe that these same emphases, when sundered from such 
faith, become particularly vivid expressions of the spiritual disin­
tegration of our age. 

! Thus a study of existential philosophy brings into sharp focus the 
, basic struggle between contemporary Christianity and so-called 
\ 'secularism.' The movement includes figures who represent both 
; extremes, and many positions intermediate between them. Gabriel 
Marcel, the French Roman Catholic; Nicolas Berdyaev, the Russian 
Orthodox lay theologian; Martin Buber, the Jewish philosopher; 
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EXISTENTIALISM AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

and many Protestant thinkers have found in this sort of reflection 
a powerful impetus driving them toward the affirmation and expres­
sion of religious faith. At the other extreme stand Martin Heideggcr, 
the influential German philosopher who was unfortunately associ­
ated with the Nazis, and Sartre, who played a role in the French 
underground resistance. Both of these men are avowed atheists, 
and they are close together philosophically even though they stood 
at opposite poles politically during the war. Karl Jaspers provides 
a very interesting example of an intermediate position. He is not an 
atheist-on the contrary he is a deeply religious person; yet he holds 
aloof from his Protestant heritage and determinedly attacks the very 
center of Christian belief. 

In all its forms, however, existentialism should be of compelling 
interest to the Christian thinker today. For it protests against those 
intellectual and social forces which are destroying freedom. It calls 
men away from stifling abstractions and automatic conformity. It 
drives us back to the most basic, inner problems: what it means 
to be a self, how we ought to use our freedom, how we can find 
and keep the courage to face death. And even more important, 
it bids each individual thinker wrestle with these problems until he 
has grown into personal authenticity, instead of simply taking his 
answers from someone else. 

Yet in my opinion existentialism cannot serve as a self-sufficient 
philosophy. Its chief value is that of a corrective. By clearing away 
philosophical underbrush it brings us face to face with the urgency 
of ultimate questions. But it does not answer them. It may lead a 
man to the point where he sees the momentousness of a decision 
for or against faith in God. But the over-all value of existentialism 
depends upon the outcome. Where it leads to Christian faith, it 
offers a promising basis for a concordat between philosophy and 
theology. Indeed, anyone who takes Biblical revelation seriously 
must approach philosophical problems in a fashion which incor­
porates certain existential elements whether he uses this term or not. 
Yet even where existentialism leads to atheistic conclusions it is of 
great importance that we understand it, for it offers a par~cularly 
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INTRODUCTION 

poignant exposition of the predicament of modern man. Here we 
see individuals facing tragedy without any hope of salvation. We see 
them standing in utter loneliness and staring at bleak emptiness. 
And as Christians we need to understand these atheists because, 
unlike more complacent modern thinkers, they are honest enough 
to voice that sense of despair which is so widespread in our world. 
They speak, in fact, for millions of our contemporaries for whom 
God is dead. They tear away the masks of optimism, self-confi­
dence, and indifference. They help us to understand how the will­
to-power issues from hopelessness, how dictators can compel men 
to renounce their freedom for the sake of specious security, how 
emptiness lurks behind our amusements and our vices, and how 
men become enraged at a civilization which makes them cogs in 
a well-oiled economic and political machine. 

Still, existentialism is difficult to define, even provisionally, be­
cause most of the writers I have mentioned are deliberately un­
systematic. They are not in the slightest degree interested in pur­
veying a set of findings like the answers to arithmetic problems 
which can be found at the back of the book. Rather are they in­
terested in arousing the reader to a spiritual struggle. Hence the 
result of this kind of philosophy is what it does to you, not some 
answer which can be appropriated without going through the agony 
of figuring things out for yourself. 

This is why these men so often produce plays, novels, journals, 
fugitive essays or meditations. For them, entering into the truth in­
volves a profound kind of self-examination. The most significant 
thing, they feel, is a change in the man-his motives, feelings, and 
hopes-instead of an increase in his fund of knowledge. Such a 
method constitutes an explicit protest against traditional philoso­
phizing by insisting that the personal commitments of a thinker be 
incorporated into his definition of truth. In fact, it accuses all objec­
tive philosophies of divorcing reason from life by trying to evade 
such human polarities as freedom-and-destiny, anxiety-and-courage, 
isolation-and-community, guilt-and-forgiveness, instead of recogniz-
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EXISTENTIALISM AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

ing that these polarities must remain perpetually at the center of 
vital thinking. 

Ordinarily the student of philosophy assumes that his task is to 
master certain concepts and to get them straightened out rationally 
so that they will be free from inconsistency. He hopes thereby to 
arrive eventually at an explanation of nature, man, and God. But 
existentialism passionately protests that the truly great questions 
of life cannot really be answered by means of scientific informa­
tion plus clear thinking. For example, I may learn and accept cer­
tain theories about immortality without moving one step toward 
fitness for eternal life. Or I may learn and accept arguments for the 
existence of God without making one step toward trusting Him in 
such a way as to incorporate His love in my own life. 

The task which lies before us may seem, therefore, to be a con­
tradictory one. We propose to survey and scrutinize existentialism, 
whereas a real grasp of it demands being on the inside rather than 
looking curiously at it from the outside. If the ghost of Kierkegaard 
were present, he would doubtless say that this book is a professor's 
project. Only the academic mind he might say, could possibly be 
so stupid. And yet I cannot beiieve that this problem is totally 
insoluble. Is our danger very different from that of a teacher of 
litera~e? He can of course tum the study of Shakespeare or 
Dante mto deadly pedantry but need not. Admittedly, the problem 
of how to combine · ' 'tm t · h · · 1 d Intense personal comou en Wit a cntica e-
tacbme.nt. becomes rnost acute at the level of religious belief. But 
surel~ tt IS altogether possible to listen to another man's confession 
of faith (or unfaith) . h t f I' d . syrnpathetically, w1t ou ee mg compelle to 
svvallodw .It whholesale. And I for one can see no real contradiction 
· stu ymg t e g ' ' . . 
ill b eneral characteristics of eXIstentialism so long as 
•t is remem ered th t · b ' di£ 1 f . a acquiring information a out it is very -
fer~~-b~otsmTehntenng personally into the spiritual engagement which 
't e.x.ul 1 • erefor I 
1 few of th e shall make bold to suggest, in a preliminary 
waY• a 't . ese general characteristics of existentialism. 

f irst 1 IS a prate t f . ' s against all forms o rationalism which find 
Y to assume that . d . . . 

it eas reahty can be graspe pnmarlly or exclusively 
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INTRODUCTION 

by intellectual means. It is an emphatic denial of the assumption 
that construction of a logical system is the most adequate way to 
reach the truth. 

In the second place, existentialism is a protest against all views 
which tend to regard man as if he were a thing, that is, only an 
assortment of functions and reactions. This means that in the sphere 
of philosophical theory existentialism stands against mechanism and 
naturalism; and in the sphere of social theory it stands against all 
patterns of human organization in which the mass mentality stifles 
the spontaneity and uniqueness of the individual person. Inciden­
tally, this refusal to accept the dictates of mass-mindedness applies 
quite as much to the automatic conformities of a democratic, capi­
talistic society as it does to the obvious regimentation of a totali­
tarian ordering of life. 

Thirdly, existentialism makes a drastic distinction between sub­
jective and objective truth, and it gives priority to the former as 
against the latter. This word 'subjective' may be easily misunder­
stood. In ordinary speech when we say that someone has given a 
highly subjective interpretation, we imply that it is biased, preju­
diced, and unreliable. When, however, existentialists speak of 'sub­
jectivity' they have in mind something very different from this. They 
are not denying that through science, common sense, and logic men 
are able to arrive at genuinely objective truth. But they insist that 
in connection with ultimate matters it is impossible to lay asid 
the impass.ioned concerns of th~ human individual. ~hey are callin e 
our attention to the fact that m the search for ultunate truth th g 
whole man, and not only his intellect or reason, is caught up e 
involved. His emotions and his will must be aroused and eng and 

d aged so that he can live the truth he sees. The fun amental diffe 
th . renee 

then, is that between knowing about the tru m some theor ti ' 
. h" ecal detached way and bemg grasped by the trut m a decisive} ' 

sonal manner. While the objective standpoint gets as far as it Per­
sibly can from the feelings, hopes, or fears of the individual h Pes­
being the subjective point of view puts the individual With h· uma.n 

, . ts com 
mitments and passions in the very center of the ptcture . .And -

Only 
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EXISTENTIALISM AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

by the latter approach, say the existentialists, can a man be so 
grasped and changed inwardly as to deepen and clarify his relation­
ship to reality, even as a thinker. 

In the fourth place, existentialism regards man as fundamentally 
ambiguous. This is very closely linked to its predominant stress on 
freedom. It sees the human situation as filled with contradictions 
and tensions which cannot be resolved by means of exact or con­
sistent thinking. These contradictions are not due simply to the 
present limitations of our knowledge, and they will not be over­
come merely by obtaining further scientific information or philo­
sophical explanation because they reflect the stubborn fact that man 
is split down the middle-at war with himself. He is free, yes; he 
is conscious of responsibility, of remorse, of guilt for what he has 
done. Yet his whole life is enmeshed within a natural and social 
order which profoundly and inevitably determines him, making him 
what in fact he is. He is finite; but he is capable of rising above the 
limits of any particular situation through his action or his imagina­
tion. His life is bounded in time and is moving forward toward 
death; yet he has a strange kinship with eternity because he can rise 
above the present and see its relation to the past and the future. 
From top to bottom, as it were man is a contradictory creature. 
Viewed from the outside, he is but an episode in the vast process 
of nature. Viewed from th · "d h · · · 1 · If e lDSI e eac man IS a umverse m umse . 

Hence there can b · ' h d 
. h . e no Simple answers to w at man should o 

Wit his freedom I · If 
b . hi · n one sense, he must himse create the answer 
Hy uwils~lg 's freedom to find out just what he wants to become. 

e not avoid this dil 1 1 • 
1 h d emma by returning to t 1e evel of the am-ma w o oes not a k 1. . 

h . . s metaphysical and re 1gwus questions. Nor 
can e avOid It by a · . · · h 

. ccepbng some ethical or religiOus system wh1c purports to give him · f 11• 
F 1 . lD a 1ble guidance as to what he should do. or man umself has h . 

f h a and m producing these systems, and does so or reasons w ich th 
e systems cannot altogether conceal. All of us try to run away fr h" . 

. I "f ld om t Is predicament. Everythmg would be sliilp e 1 we cou beco . . 
G d me etther like animals or hke Cod. As an 

animal, or as 0 • man Would be liberated from the agonizing tor-
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INTRODUCriON 

ments of moral conflict and inner sb·ife. But so long as we remain 
human we must enter into the mystery of what it means to be a 
finite self possessing freedom. 

It is quite obvious that some at least of these characteristics of 
existentialism are as old as human thought. For example, the Bible 
constantly tells us that only through a conversion of the whole man 
can we enter into the truth. One might then inquire why existen­
tialists should be permitted to claim a monopoly on something which 
has been affirmed by virtually every Christian thinker. Yet writers 
like Pascal or Kierkegaard would gladly agree that there is no such 
thing as existentialism taken by itself. They would say that they 
were not trying to start something new, but were seeking to call 
men back to an inner realization of what Biblical revelation always 
has meant and always will mean. The crucial issue is not whether 
a philosophical outlook takes account of subjectivity, freedom, and 
inner conflict; every such outlook pays some attention to what these 
words stand for. The crucial issue is whether one regards these as 
central or peripheral. Many philosophers work them into a context 
which denatures them. They are woven into a fabric of thought 
where all contradiction is finally smoothed out into intelligibility 
and harmony. The genuinely existential thinker, on the contrary, 
regards contradiction as not merely the Alpha but the Omega; 
thought must not only begin here but must return to the given 
ambiguity of the human situation, and do so continually. In the 
end, moreover, thought cannot get beyond it. 

One further word of clarification is necessary before taking up 
our study of individual existentialists. All stirring firsthand experi­
ence may be termed 'existential' in a fairly broad sense; for example, 
falling in love, being seized by some group loyalty such as patri­
otism, or possessing any type of moral earnestness. But this usage 
is so vague that the word becomes almost completely meaningless. 
In this regard it is helpful to focus upon the fact that man alone 
can ask ultimate questions, let alone answer them. Also, of course, 
we can ask pertinent questions about the weight or worth of a par­
ticular experience like serving our country or making a certain de-
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EXISTENTIALISM AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

cision. Yet beyond such particular meanings and values we may ask 
why there is a world at all, why man exists at all, and whether our 
lives are at bottom meaningful or meaningless. These questions can 
be raised in a speculative and detached way, but whenever we come 
to face them with passionate earnestness, fully aware of the solemn 
risks and tremendous opportunities involved in them, we are enter­
ing into an 'existential attitude' in the narrower and stricter sense. 

Now such an attitude has its potential weaknesses as well as its 
strengths. One may carry the contrast between subjective and ob­
jective to such a point that value or science or logic is unwisely 
deprecated. In theology, the contrast can be drawn so sharply that 
faith and reason are driven unwholesomely asunder. Let us be clear 
that wherever existentialism undercuts the elements of rational 
structure which are indispensable to both metaphysics and Chris­
tian theology, it must be rejected. Properly employed, however, tins 
mode of thinking rightly opens the way to a reformulation of philos­
ophy and Christian doctrine which can render them vital and dra­
matic instead of rigid and sterile. 

Another potential weakness can be detected at that point where 
the isolated individual becomes so preoccupied with his freedom, 
his struggle, his inner conflicts, that he is shut off from fruitful con­
tacts with nature, society, and God. Here again existentialism is 
primarily valuable as an antidote, but poisonous as an exclusive 
diet. As an antidote, it issues a not unimpressive protest against 
those tyrannical and legalistic elements which may be found in 
every society and every institution. But unless it is able to carry the 
human being in the direction of a restored and purified conception 
of community, it becomes a destructive and not a truly prophetic 
voice. So far as Christianity is concerned, this means that the acid 
test of an existentialist is his attitude toward the Church· and on , 
this score some but not all of them betray a grave weakness. 

Finally, stress upon freedom can lead toward either faith in God 
or downright atheism. That is why the movement which we are to 
study is divided roughly into two camps. One group is trying to 
make an atheistic acceptance of freedom and despair serve as the 
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INTRODUCTION 

only possible answer. The other group is finding that the implica­
tions of human responsibility lead inescapably to a revival of re­
ligious faith. A deepened sense of human need and failure can lead 
toward readiness for faith in God. A keen recognition of our in­
ability to heal ourselves through strenuous moral effort or through 
sustained theoretical knowledge can awaken us to the meaning of 
divine forgiveness. But on the other hand, the awareness of freedom 
may lead to the conviction that man must make himself self-suffi­
cient, self-authenticating. It may prompt us to feel that dependence 
on God is no more than a form of slaYery. It may cause us to take 
our last stand on a Stoic courage which is able to stare at emptiness, 
tragedy, and death unafraid. Thus existentialism has produced both 
the most penetrating forms of Christian faith and the most nihilistic 
types of human self-assertion. In the chapters that follow we shall 
find both of these alternatives, although our main concern will be to 
estimate the bearings of the movement known as existentialism upon 
the patterns of religious belief in our time. 
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CHAPTER I 

PASCAL 



THE MOST IMPORTANT PRECURSOR of modern existentialism was 
Blaise Pascal who lived from 1623 to 1662. Many contrasting forces 
entered into his spiritual struggle. As a Roman Catholic who never 
broke with the Church, he was linked to the heritage of medieval 
authority and certainty. Yet as a brilliant physicist and mathema­
tician he was in the vanguard of the scientific revolution of the 
seventeenth century. Through his association with Jansenism, Pascal 
discovered in the Augustinian view of grace and predestination 
what seemed to him the plain truth about man and a faithful inter­
pretation of the Bible; hence he stressed the polarity between faith 
and reason in a way that came quite close to Protestantism. Yet the 
task which lay nearest his heart was that of apologetics rather than 
doctrinal theology. The fragments which we know as Pascal's 
Pensees were notes for a vindication of Christianity addressed to 
those worldly-minded and skeptical contemporaries whom he knew 
so well. 

He suffered from physical frailty and also from agonizing inner 
conflicts; he underwent a radical conversion which turned him 
away from the God of the philosophers toward the God of the 
Bible, and he kept a record of this experience sewn into the lining 
of his jacket. Near the end of his life he renounced his distinguished 
scientific career together with the sort of religious controversy that 
had prompted him to defend Port-Royal against the Jesuits in his 
Provincial Letters, with the proposed intention of devoting himself 
to self-discipline and to works of charity for the rest of his days. 
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EXISTENTIALISM AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

1. The Genius 

The story of Pascal's intellectual precocity is fascinating, but we 
can do no more than summarize it here. In his early teens, after 
his father had withheld books on mathematics on the ground that 
Blaise should first study Latin and Greek, he worked out the thirty­
second proposition of Euclid (the sum of the interior angles of a 
triangle is equal to two right angles) for himself. By the time he 
was sixteen he had published a brief essay on conic sections. Within 
the next four years he invented a calculating machine in order to 
help his father, who at the time was a government agent in Rouen. 
This machine consisted of eight wheels set alongside each other in 
a box. Each wheel was roughly comparable to a modem telephone 
dial, and when it had been turned through a complete revolution 
of ten digits it turned the wheel to the left one-tenth of a revolution. 
The device could add, subtract, multiply, and divide, and it em­
bodied the basic principles on which later calculating machines 
have been constructed. 

When Pascal was twenty-three the entire family-his father, his 
two sisters, Gilberte and Jacqueline, and himself-was converted 
to Jansenism. Cornelius Jansen, who had been Bishop of Ypres, de­
voted his theological career to re-emphasizing the anti-Pelagian 
side of Augustine's work. Holding that free will has been lost 
through the Fall and Original Sin, he stressed the belief that salva­
tion is due wholly to grace. This brought Jansen into conflict with 
the Jesuits, whose theology, based mainly on the thought of Molina, 
maintained that through free will man could so turn toward God 
and use grace as to contribute to his own salvation. The Jesuits 
sought to suppress Jansen's important work, the Augustinus, but by 
the time of Pascal's first conversion in 1646 it had been in print for 
six years. In order to understand Pascal's religious development, 
we must also take account of the convent of Port-Royal with which 
his fate was to be intertwined. This convent was located fourteen 
miles southwest of Paris, although it later acquired quarters in the 
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city itself. Under the leadership of Angelique Arnauld, who had 
been appointed abbess when she was a young girl and whose 
brother, Antoine, became the chief intellectual leader of Jansenism, 
the convent had undergone a reform, which was furthered by the 
co-operation of its spiritual director, Saint-Cyran. Saint-Cyran was 
a friend of Jansen, corresponded with him, and shared with him the 
hope that a great revival based upon sound doctrine and strict prac­
tice could be brought about in the Church. Port-Royal became the 
center of Jansenism and attracted a group of young men called 
solitaires who combined a regimen of meditation with manual work. 

One of the first effects of Pascal's conversion was a regrettable 
incident which may be symptomatic of his life-long stmggle with 
intellectual pride. A Dr. Forton ( Saint-Ange), who had been ap­
pointed to a benefice in Rauen, published several books in which 
he attempted to demonstrate Christian doctrines by rational means. 
Pascal and some young friends cross-examined Dr. Forton, ac­
cused him of heresy, and stirred up a local ecclesiastical controversy. 
Nevertheless, while in his twenties Pascal's main interests were 
scientific rather than religious. He devoted himself to studies in 
physics and mathematics, which he avidly pursued despite the 
various physical affiictions that plagued him throughout most of his 
brief life. l-Ie had learned of an experiment whereby Torricelli had 
created a vacuum. This experiment was revolutionary because the 
prevailing view, following Aristotle, held that nature abhors a 
vacuum. Pascal witnessed a repetition of Torricelli's experiment in 
which a tube filled with mercury was placed in a basin half-filled 
with mercury. When the column of mercury descended to a given 
height, there could be no question that the space at the top of the 
tube was a vacuum, although all sorts of fanciful explanations were 
advanced to avoid this conclusion. Shortly thereafter Pascal pro­
posed to test the hypothesis that the height of the mercury is re­
lated to atmospheric pressure by having a Torricellian tube carried 
from the bottom to the top of a mountain. Descartes, who was near 
the end of his great career, and who had recently conversed with 
the youthful Pascal, later claimed that he suggested this experiment 
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to him. The ensuing controversy may partially explain Pascal's aver­
sion to Cartesianism, although the philosophical differences between 
the two men would have been sharp even if they had never en­
gaged in a personal dispute. 

Pascal published a pamphlet on his experiments concerning 'the 
void; which evoked a protest from a Jesuit, Pere Noel, who sought 
to defend the authority of Aristotle. Besides his appeal to authority, 
the Jesuit depended heavily on metaphysical arguments to show 
the impossibility of a nothingness. Pascal's reply was important 
because it laid down the principle that in connection with a ques­
tion of fact in physics appeals to authority and metaphysics are 
irrelevant. Soon after he took another step toward showing the rela­
tion of air pressure to the phenomena he was studying. By inserting 
a small tube in the empty space at the top of a large tube, he was 
able to observe that mercury in the smaller tube descended com­
ple~ely as soon as the membrane which kept it air-tight was pierced. 
This occurred because, in the surrounding vacuum, there was no air 
pressure to hold the mercury in the smaller tube at a given height. 
Then, as Pascal gradually admitted air into the top of the larger 
~bthe, t~e mercury in the smaller tube rose proportionally. His 

ro er-m-law Fl · P' · 1· · · p 1' · t f Cl ' onn ener, who was Ivmg m asca s native own 
0f ermont, subsequently carried out Pascal's instructions for the 
amous Puy-d D. 

obs e- orne experiment. With a party of learned men as 
ervers, he cl" b d 

high d d Im e to the top of a mountain four thousand feet 
an emon t d 

the alt"tud . s rate that the column of mercury went down as 
1 e mcreased b · · 0 the bas· f ecause of the lessemng of au pressure. n Is o such k 

eter, and in h. Wor Pascal foresaw the usefulness of the barom-
the hydraul· Is study of liquids he discovered the principles which 

Ic press I . 
work in the fl.el emp oys. Although he rarely turned to creative 
hint of what h d ?f mathematics, his few contributions give some 
to it. Besides ;h might have accomplished if he had devoted his life 
sixteen he e essay on conic sections, published when he was • Was a · 
end of his lif .Pioneer in the theory of probability, and near the 

e, In order to distract his attention while suffering 18 
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from a toothache, he investigated the problem of the cycloid. His 
work in connection with the latter influenced Leibniz in developing 
the differential and integral calculus. 

For some time Pascal's sister Jacqueline had wanted to go to 
Port-Royal as a nun, but had been prevented by her aged father 
who wished her to care for him. 'When the father died, it seemed 
that she could at last enter upon her vocation, but at this time 
Pascal was badly in need of money and unwilling to yield Jacque­
line's share of the estate to Port-Royal. Yet unless Jacqueline could 
bring a dowry with her into the convent, she would have to become 
merely a lay sister doing the most menial work. It was only when 
his pride was stung by the fact that the convent agreed to make an 
exception, admitting Jacqueline as a ·charity case,' that Pascal was 
finally forced to do the decent thing and yield her part of the estate. 
This incident reflects the fact that although he regarded himself as 
a sincerely religious person, favorable to Jansenist views in theology, 
he was at this stage {around the age of thirty) torn between worldly 
ambitions and his Christian convictions. Through his friendship with 
the due de Roannez and Mme de Sable he was gradually making 
his way into society. He became acquainted with the various types 
of mentality which he was later to picture in the Pensees when he 
discussed human life apart from belief in God. They range from 
skepticism, epicureanism, and vice to a high code of honor and 
good taste. It was undoubtedly valuable, from the standpoint of 
deepening his knowledge of human nature, that Pascal was drawn 
out of his shell of purely intellectual activity. He had never gone to 
school, he had lived a sickly, sheltered existence, he was a some­
what arrogant young genius, and association with witty, disillu­
sioned people must have done much to humanize him. 'Vithout 
such experience, it is doubtful whether he could have written about 
theological questions in the Provincial Letters with a clarity and 
humor which easily arrested the attention of the sophisticated seg­
ments of the population. During this ·worldly' period Pascal prob­
ably fell in love, and the girl may have been the sister of the due 
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de Roannez. 1 Perhaps his renunciation of the world is connected 
with the fact that his love was hopeless because the girl was so 
far above his own station. 

2. The Memorial 

Whatever the influences leading up to it may be, we can date 
the turning point in Pascal's life precisely, for he wrote a record 
of it which he kept sewn inside his jacket and which was discov­
ered only after his death. Actually two papers were found: one an 
ordinary sheet which may contain the notes he wrote down immedi­
ately after his mystical experience. The second was a copy on parch­
ment including a few additional lines. At the top of the paper stands 
a cross, and then follows: 

The year of grace 1654, 
Monday, 23 November, day of Saint Clement, pope and martyr, and 

of others in the martyrology. 
Eve of Saint Chrysogonus, martyr, and others, 
From about half past ten in the evening until about half past twelve, 

........................... FIRE .......................... . 
God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, not of the philosophers 

and scholars. 
Certitude, certitude, feeling, joy, peace. 
God of Jesus Christ. 
Deum meum et Deum vestrum. 
Thy God will be my God. 
For~etfulness of the world and of everything, except GOD. 
He Is to be found only by the ways taught in the Gospel. Greatness of 

the human soul. 

tho righteous Father, the world hath not known thee but I have kno"Vll 
ee. ' 

{0~· joy, joy, tears of joy. 
D ave been separated from him. 

ere}· M tquerunt me fontem aquae vivae. 
L Y Cod, wilt thou forsake me? 
T~~ ~e not be separated from him eternally. 

th Is ls the eternal life, that they know thee as the only true God and 
e one whom thou hast sent, Jesus Christ. ' 
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Jesus Christ, 
jesus Christ. 

PASCAL 

I have been separated from him; I have fled him, renounced him, 
crucified him, 

Let me never be separated from him. 
He is preserved only by the ways taught in the Gospel. 
Henunciation, total and sweet. 

[The parchment adds:] 
Total submission to Jesus Christ and to my director. 
Eternally in joy for a day's trial on earth. 
Non obliviscar sermones tuos. Amen.2 

We know from a letter of Jacqueline to Gilberte that in the 
period immediately preceding this event Pascal had been living in 
solitude and in a condition of spiritual emptiness. He had already 
been seized by ·a great scorn of the world and an unbearable disgust 
for all the people who are in it'; he had been re-reading volumes 
already familiar to him by Montaigne and Epictetus, but had found 
no solace in the skepticism of the one or the stoicism of the other; 
he felt remote from God and could not overcome the feeling, no 
matter how sincerely he tried. 

The association of the Memorial with the third chapter of Exodus 
is unmistakable, although of course we cannot recapture precisely 
what the experience meant to Pascal at the time. It is the God of 
the burning bush, I AM THAT I AM, Who reveals Himself with 
the promise to lead him out of bondage. Here, in direct encounter, 
Pascal experiences the d:fference between reason and the heart. 
The efforts of his own mind to solve the problem of human existence 
have left him in a bondage like that of the children of Israel in 
Egypt. The pathway of philosophy and science has led to a dead 
end, and the pathway of worldly ambition has brought only misery. 
But now, through no effort of his own, certainty and joy are given 
to him. Henceforth Pascal will never forget the misery of man when 
separated from God, and the grandeur of the human soul when it 
receives the knowledge and forgiveness of God. It is in Jesus Christ 
that he finds assurance. God did not forsake Pascal even though he 
had forsaken God. By a total renunciation of the world and of self, 
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he now finds release from misery and comes to know the joy of 
certitude. 

Shortly after this experience he spent a few weeks at Port-Royal. 
His conversion was attributed by others to a sennon preached by 
M. Singlin, the spiritual director referred to in the parchment, and 
apparently Pascal was content to keep his encounter with the God 
of Fire as a personal secret until his death. Although he did not stay 
at Port-Royal continually, he visited it frequently during the next 
year ( 1655). There he wrote a meditation on 'The Mystery of Jesus' 3 

which develops the central theme of the Memorial. In this medi­
tation he stresses the solitude of Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane, 
enduring agony while His friends sleep. 'Jesus will be in agony 
even to the end of the world. We must not sleep during that time.' 
'Jesus tears Himself away from His disciples to enter into His agony; 
we must tear ourselves away from our nearest and dearest to imitate 
Him.' And then Pascal puts into the mouth of Jesus the words: 'Con­
sole thyself; thou wouldst not seek me, if thou hadst not found me.' 

From the moment of his conversion onward, the note of renuncia­
tion is dominant; and toward the end of l1is life we find Pascal put­
ting aside all intellectual pursuits and going so far as to submerge 
normal feelings of affection toward his own family and friends in his 
effort to imitate Christ. 

3· The Provincial Letters 

Only a few months after his conversion, Pascal found himself in­
vol:ed in the controversy between the Jansenists and the Jesuits 
which resulted in his Provincial Letters. On the one side Jansenism 
took a position which came perilously close to Calvinism. Following 
St. Augustine, it was held that as a result of the Fall sin is universal 
so that man can do nothing through free will to contribute to his 
own salvation. On those few who are predestined to salvation, God 
b:stows :effica~ious grace' which is irresistible and has nothing to do 
~th their ~ent. On the other side the Jesuits, following their lead­
mg theologian Molina {1535-1601), the author of Harmony of Free 
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Will and Free Grace, held that all men receive 'sufficient grace' 
which enables them to pray for and to merit 'efficacious grace.' This 
teaching makes the outcome of the workings of divine grace depend 
in part on how man employs his freedom, and it regards the meri­
torious man as able, in a real sense, to earn salvation. Between the 
two conflicting parties stood the Dominicans who, following St. 
Thomas, had something in common with each extreme. They agreed 
with the Jesuits that all men receive sufficient grace and that through 
the right use of free will men are capable of doing good. But, as 
Pascal pointed out, the word 'sufficient' as used by the Thomists 
was ambiguous; they regarded the grace in question as sufficient 
to make man responsible, but not sufficient to save him. So far as 
salvation is concerned the Thomist position agreed with Jansenism 
(i.e. Augustinianism) to the extent of admitting that the elect are 
saved only by efficacious grace. 

As has frequently been true in the history of controversies over 
grace and freedom, the practical results were paradoxical. Logically 
it would seem that Jansenism should lead to a sort of moral indif­
ference in view of its belief that no human effort can have the 
slightest bearing upon salvation. Molinism should lead to a severe 
moralism in which man seeks through his own free decision to follow 
an exacting pathway toward perfection and everlasting life. Actu­
ally the opposite was the case. Jansenism demanded renunciation of 
the world and a strict devotional life which sought to eradicate every 
form of sensuality, ambition, and pride. The Jesuits, on the other 
hand, set forth the most convenient and attractive ways in which 
harmony could be brought about between worldly morality and 
Christian faith. 

Shortly after Pascal's conversion, the Jansenists at Port-Royal 
found themselves in a very difficult situation. Five propositions sup­
posedly based upon the Augustinus had already been condemned 
by the Pope. Arnauld had denied that these propositions were actu­
ally in the book and called attention to the distinction between a 
question of fact and a question of doctrine. So far as the latter was 
concerned, the Jansenists declared that they were willing to re-
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nounce any teaching which the Pope condemned as heretical; but 
they remained adamant on the question of fact, holding that on 
such a matter the Pope could err. In attempting to defend the posi­
tion that grace, being wholly at God's disposal, may be withdrawn 
even from a 'just' man, Arnauld cited the fact that St. Peter (the 
first Pope!) had denied Christ. For such temerity he found himself 
in imminent danger of being condemned as a heretic, and in view 
of his position of leadership in the movement this might mean the 
destruction of Jansenism. Furthermore, the court Arnauld was facing 
at the Sorbonne was packed against him by the Jesuits, and his 
efforts to appeal to public opinion were so erudite that they made 
very little impression. At this point Pascal was asked to help, and 
his Provincial Letters were the result. Their dramatic, witty discus­
sion of the issues dealt the Jesuits a blow from which they have 
never fully recovered. At the same time the Letters created a style 
which has influenced the writing of French prose ever since. 

Writing under the pseudonym of Louis de Montalte, which Morris 
Bishop suggests is an anagram on the phrase 'Talentum Deo Soli; 4 

Pascal takes on the role of a plain man who is trying to get to the 
bottom of a theological controversy which turns out to be largely 
verbal. He tries to show that on the crucial issue the Thomists are 
really on the side of the Jansenists, so that their apparent agreement 
with the Molinists concerning sufficient grace is misleading inas­
much as the two groups use the same word to stand for quite dif­
ferent meanings. After Arnauld was censured, the third letter boldly 
proves that, since the Jansenist theologian has unimpeachable sup­
port in both Augustine and Chrysostom for his remarks about St. 
Peter's fall from grace, the attack is really aimed at Arnauld per­
sonally rather than at his opinions. His real crime is that he refuses 
to submit, not that his beliefs are heretical. 

In the fourth letter, however, Pascal goes beyond technicalities 
and begins to take up theological questions on their own merits. He 
aims his polemic against the Molinist assumption-which on the 
surface seems so compatible with common sense-that a man can­
not be regarded as sinning unless, knowing the good and having the 
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power to perform it, he nevertheless deliberately turns away from it. 
By means of quotation from Jesuit source books the letter shows 
how, if this assumption is correct, one can avoid sin simply by 
avoiding thoughts of God, duty, and remorse. To the Jesuit conten­
tion that the sinner, as he consciously turns against the light, must 

have some remorse, Pascal replies: 'I hold myself bound in con­
science . . . to inform you that there are thousands of people . . . 
who sin without regret-who sin with delight-who make a boast 
of sinning.' And when his opponent insists that his principle applies 
at least to good men, Pascal adds: 'The example of the saints is not 
a whit more in your favor. Who doubts that they often fall into sins 
of surprise, without being conscious of them?' In fact a genuinely 
good man will rarely sin by consciously and deliberately turning 
toward evil; rather, he is betrayed by forces he does not discern. 
The Jesuit position was that an action cannot be voluntarily good 
or evil unless the agent has reflected on the moral values at stake. 
Pascal shows that this would place most evil actions under the 
category 'involuntary' because they are carried out without careful 
moral reflection of any kind; and he insists that the 'ignorance' at­
tending such heedlessness does not make the action either involun­
tary or innocent. 

Here, as always, Pascal was deeply torn by conflict between his 
respect for the religious authority of the Pope and his devotion to 
truth; but he was encouraged to go ahead by an event which oc­
curred after the publication of the first four letters. His little niece, 
Marguerite Perier, was miraculously cured of a disease of the eye 
by being touched with a thorn from Christ's crown which was being 
carried in a procession at Port-Royal. As a result of the miracle the 
persecution of Port-Royal stopped for the time being, still other 
cures took place by means of the Holy Thorn, and thus Pascal felt 
that the Jansenist cause had received confirmation from a source of 
authority higher than the Pope. So fortified, he turned his attack 
directly against the ethical system of the Jesuits. Aided by Arnauld 
and other Jansenist scholars who helped him go through such works 
as Escobar's Moral Theology, Pascal exposed the dangers of casu-
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istry at its worst. He shows how, in accordance with the doctrine of 
probabilism, a priest may follow an opinion or a practice so long 
as it has the support of only one 'grave' theologian, even though the 
priest personally believes that the opinion or the practice is wrong. 
He cites a passage where a monk is permitted to put aside his re­
ligious habits in order to remain incognito when he goes to a house 
of prostitution. He quotes one Jesuit writer, Father Bauny, as saying: 
'Absolution is not to be refused to such as continue in the proxi­
mate occasions of sin, if they are so situated that they cannot give 
them up without becoming the common talk of the world, or sub­
jecting themselves to personal inconvenience.' ~ 

Again, he shows how 'several casuists have contrived to relieve 
the wealthiest from the obligation of alms-giving ... by giving 
such an interpretation to the word superfluity that it will seldom 
or never happen that any one is troubled with such an article.' 6 By 
exploiting the Jesuit doctrine concerning the direction of intention, 
a servant can help his master commit a crime so long as the servant 
takes as his aim the payment he will receive and does not favor the 
commission of the crime itself; a man can fight a duel so long as he 
simply goes for a walk at the appointed place and hour and then 
defends himself without directly accepting the challenge; a man 
can commit murder so long as his intention is directed toward 
the defense of his honor instead of toward revenge. Indeed, by the 
time Pascal has finished quoting from Jesuit sources, this ethical 
system is exposed as falling far below the ordinary legal standards 
of the day. The confessor is caricatured as exerting himself to find 
precedents and exceptions whereby he can suit his direction to the 
convenience and station of the person who comes to him. If the 
individual is devout and strict, the priest's advice will reflect that 
!act; but if the man is a wealthy, immoral worldling, then the priest 
tolerates some degree of relaxation.' As Pascal's Jesuit friend says in 
the sixth letter: 'The truth is, sir, we are forced to it. J\Jen have 
arrived at such a pitch of corruption nowadays that unable to make 
them come to us, we must e'en go to them, otherwise they would 
cast us off altogether.' r 'They would be almost all of them excluded 
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from our confessionals,' he continues in the seventh letter, nad not 
our fathers relaxed a little from the strictness of religion, to accom­
modate themselves to the weakness of humanity. Anxious to keep 
on good terms both with the Gospel . . . and with the men of the 
world . . . they needed all the wisdom they possessed to devise 
expedients for so nicely adjusting matters as to ... reconcile two 
things apparently so opposite.' 8 To which Pascal replies: 'I should 
certainly have considered the thing perfectly impracticable, if I had 
not known, from what I have seen of your fathers, that they are 
capable of doing with ease what is impossible to other men.' 0 

In short, under the guise of adapting Christianity to 'modem' 
conditions by following up-to-date theologians instead of the New 
Testament and the Fathers, the Jesuit system has devised ways of 
violating Christian morality while still giving lip-service to it. As a 
final example, consider this quotation from Escobar: 'VVe call it kill­
ing in treachery, when the person who is slain had no reason to 
suspect such a fate. He, therefore, that slays his enemy cannot be 
said to kill him in treachery, even although the blow should be 
given insidiously and behind his back.' Pascal replies: 'I grant you 
that this is something quite new to me, and I should gather from that 
definition that few, if any, were ever killed in treachery; for people 
seldom take it into their heads to assassinate any but their ene­
mies.' 10 His readers could hardly escape the force of his summary 
comment: 'It would be better to have to do with persons who have 
no religion at all, than with those who have been taught on this 
system.' 11 

On through the tenth letter, the damning evidence piles up. In 
place of the central Christian conviction that contrition is an indis­
pensable condition of divine forgiveness, the casuists, according to 
Pascal, have taught that mere 'attrition,' i.e. a selfish fear of damna­
tion, is sufficient together with the sacraments for salvation. Through 
sanctioning the use of ambiguous statements they permit a man to 
deceive by tacitly interpreting a word as meaning something quite 
different from what his hearers will take it to mean. For example, 
he may swear that he did not do a certain thing by silently entering 
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the proviso that he did not do it on a given day, or before he was 
born. And whatever can be said in extenuation of the Jesuits-for 
it is true that Pascal concentrated upon the most flagrant abuses of 
casuistry instead of trying to look at the system as a whole-surely 
he was right in feeling that the attempt to earn salvation by means 
of compromises, rules, and excuses was utterly remote from the 
Gospel. Whether the ethical system was relatively high or relatively 
low as compared with ordinary standards of justice and prudence 
is beside the point. By fixing attention upon how men could earn 
salvation, it turned away from the central fact of the Gospel, namely 
that salvation comes to us as a free gift of God's love. By trying to 
figure out ways in which one could remain a Christian in good 
standing while suffering as little inconvenience and sacrifice as pos­
sible, it forgot that in responding truly to God's offer of forgiveness 
in Christ a man is lifted above calculation in the knowledge that 
even the utmost in self-sacrifice cannot 'repay' God for what He 
has done for us. 

Because the Provincial Letters began to elicit furious replies from 
the Jesuits, with accusations to the effect that Louis de Montalte had 
misinterpreted and misquoted, Pascal devoted the eleventh through 
the sixteenth letters to a vindication of his methods and his citations. 
Despite the fact that a great deal of public support had been won 
for the Jansenists, the new Pope, Alexander VII, finally condemned 
them on 16 October 1656. Therefore in the final letters Pascal is 
placed in the position of having to show how he can remain loyal 
to the Pope while at the same time believing that the Pope had 
m~de a mistake. He does this by means of two arguments. First, he 
pomts out that the Jansenists are willing to condemn any teaching 
that the Pope regards as heretical. The whole dispute, however, 
centers around the question as to whether Jansen actually taught 
these heresies, and Pascal insists that the Pope has been misled on 
this point by his Jesuit advisers. But no matter who is right on the 
question of fact, the Jansenists cannot be censured for holding their 
ground because they are loyal to the Pope in matters of faith. In 
the second place, Pascal wishes to show that the central teaching of 
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Jansenism concerning efficacious grace is in line with the orthodox 
teaching of Thomism, and he accuses the Jesuits of trying to have 
Jansenism declared heretical now so that later they can attack every­
thing Jansen taught. Inasmuch as he undoubtedly taught the doc­
trine of efficacious grace, the Jesuits will thus be able to undermine 
orthodoxy by a flank attack. They cannot afford to come into head-on 
collision with Thomism, yet by using J ansenism as a red-herring 
they hope to gain ground for their own semi-Pelagianism, which is 
incompatible with the teachings of St. Augustine and St. Thomas, 
without doing the foolhardy thing of attacking these great doctors 
of the Church openly. Whether or not Pascal was right in suspecting 
a devious plot, he cleverly turned the tables on his opponents by 
suggesting that they were the real heretics. Both the exigencies of 
the debate and the development of his own reflections have moved 
his version of 'Jansenism' away from Calvinism and toward Thomism. 

Pascal has been criticized for stating at the beginning of the sev­
enteenth letter that he was 'not of Port-Royal'-as though he were 
anxious to preserve himself from the charge of heresy even at the 
cost of admitting by implication that his friends were heretical. 
But that was not his intention. He was quite sincere in making the 
statement, for what he meant was that he had never been one of 
the solitaires. He wishes to stress the fact that his protest, in the first 
instance, is that of an independent individual. 'I have no sort of 
connection with any community except the Catholic, Apostolic and 
Roman Church, in the bosom of which I desire to live and die, in 
communion with the pope, the head of the Church, and beyond the 
pale of which I am persuaded there is no salvation.' 12 Besides assert­
ing his own orthodoxy, he vigorously seeks toshow that his Jansenist 
friends are also innocent of the charge of heresy.13 

4. Grace and Freedom 

Father Annat, chief spokesman for the Jesuits in reply to the 
Provincial Letters, had pointed out that the doctrine of efficacious 
grace can be construed either in a Calvinist or a Thomist fashion. 
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According to the first interpretation, the human will cannot resist it; 
according to the second, 'efficacious grace of itself governs the will 
in such a way that it still has the power of resisting it.' 14 Pascal's 
reply, given in the eighteenth letter, is that if the only thing 
Father Annat wants to have condemned is Calvinism, then every 
Jansenist is ready to agree. He even quotes three passages from Jan­
sen himself to show that the bishop 'differs from Calvin, and agrees 
with the Thomists' on the very question o~ the irresistibility of grace. 

As the discussion unfolds we find Pascal seeking to hold together 
two apparently contradictory truths. This method was to play a 
major role in the design for his Apology in defense of the Christian 
faith. 'Man, of his own nature, has always the power of sinning and 
of resisting grace . . . notwithstanding this, when it pleases God 
to visit him with his mercy, he makes the soul do what he wills, and 
in the manner he wills it to be done, while, at the same time, the 
infallibility of the divine operation does not in any way destroy the 
natural liberty of man· ... [According to St. Augustine] God trans­
forms the heart of man, by shedding abroad in it a heavenly sweet­
ness, which, surmounting the delights of the flesh, and inducing 
him to feel, on the one hand, his own mortality and nothingness, 
and to discover, on th~ other hand, the majesty and eternity of God, 
makes him conceive a distaste for the pleasures of sin . . . Finding 
his chieftest joy in the God who charms him, his soul is drawn 
towards him infallibly, but of its own accord, by a motion perfectly 
free, spontaneous, love-impelled; so that it would be its torment and 
punishment to be separated from him ... The person has always 
the power of forsaking his God, and . . . he may . . . actually 
forsake him, provided he choose to do it. But how could he choose 
such a course, seeing that the will always inclines to that which is 
most agreeable to it, and that in the case we now suppose, nothing 
can be more agreeable than the possession of that one good, which 
co~prises in itself all other good things? As St. Augustine says, "Our 
actions are necessarily determined by that which affords us the 
greatest pleasure." 

'Such is the manner in which God regulates the free will of man 
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without encroaching on its freedom, and in which the free will, 
which always may, but never will, resist his grace, turns to God 
with a movement as voluntary as it is irresistible, whensoever he is 
pleased. to draw it to himself by the sweet constraint of his effica­
cious inspirations. 

'These, father, are the divine principles of St. Augustine and 
St. Thomas, according to which it is equally true that we have the 
power of resisting grace, contrary to Calvin's opinion, and that, 
nevertheless . . . "God forms within us the motion of our will, and 
effectually disposes of our hearts" . . . By means of this distinction 
we demolish the profane sentiment of Luther ... that "we co­
operate in no way whatever towards our salvation, any more than 
inanimate things"; and, by the same mode of reasoning, we over­
throw the equally profane sentiment of the school of Molina, who 
will not allow that it is by the strength of divine grace that we are 
enabled to co-operate with it in the work of our salvation. 

'The only way of reconciling these apparent contrarieties, which 
ascribe our good actions at one time to God, and at another time to 
ourselves, is to keep in view the distinction, as stated by St. Augus­
tine, that "our actions are ours in respect of the free will which pro­
duces them; but that they are also of God, in respect of his grace 
which enables our free will to produce them." ' 15 

In this passage Pascal scores a devastating point against his Jesuit 
opponents by listing Molinism and Calvinism as opposite extremes, 
both of which miss the paradoxical truth holding human freedom 
and divine sovereignty together. But here he is not interested pri­
marily in lampooning or in displaying cleverness in debate. He is 
fighting resolutely for the truth, and he has now come upon a truth 
which seems to conflict with logic. In his own experience, Pascal 
had become convinced that both responsibility and determinism are 
inescapable facts. Yet how they are conjoined never became clear 
to him by means of thought alone. Rather, what he is now trying to 
express in the language of theology must firs~ of all have become 
real to him in the encounter described in his Memorial. There he 
experienced directly how God is sovereign through and not in spite 
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of man's freedom. The determinism he confronted in the God of Fire 
was not mechanical or fatalistic. Instead of overriding his will, God 
transformed it. Notice that in this long quotation Pascal is not in­
terested in developing an abstract theory of the relations between 
human freedom and divine grace. He knows that the only point at 
which they are actually conjoined is in the life of the converted 
man. Doubtless he believed that man's true good and the divine will 
coincide all the time. But he recognizes that our hearts must be so 
changed that we want fellowship with God voluntarily, as our 
highest blessedness, before we can detect the coincidence. The con­
verted man remains free because he can still turn against God. But 
he does not will to do so. He freely casts away sin and God gra­
ciously takes away sin. Man wills to have a new heart and God 
gives it in one and the same act. The response is man's doing, but 
what evokes the response is God's doing. Man makes a genuine con­
tribution to his own salvation; yet without God he could do nothing, 
for God enables us to will what we could not possibly will without 
Him. 

In two ways, Pascal's outlook has significant bearing upon prob­
lems which will occupy our attention repeatedly in the course of 
this book. In the first place, we shall often observe how existential­
ists are concerned to affirm the reality of human freedom and re­
sponsibility against every scientific or philosophical theory which 
denies them. Pascal was a scientist, and scientific determinism un­
doubtedly played a role in inclining him favorably toward Jansen's 
theological determinism. But Pascal was impelled by his own ex­
perience to recognize that the union between freedom and deter­
minism must be grasped at a level higher than science can provide. 

In the second place, we shall find some existentialists arguing 
that the reality of freedom is incompatible with belief in God, while 
others hold that it is grounded in God. Pascal's own position clarifies 
this latter issue because he sees so clearly that freedom does not 
mean that man can tum in any direction he chooses. He discerned 
how all of our actions are evoked in response to something which 
influences us whether this be a physical object, another person, or 
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God. Even the rebellious man who says 'I'll do exactly as I please· 
is determined by what he wants most. Hence for Pascal there need 
be no conflict between human freedom and divine grace. Unde­
niably, so long as a man is willfully intent upon gaining his own 
ends, furthering his O\vn ambitions, and mastering his own destiny, 
fellowship with God is impossible. In such circumstances he is either 
enraged by the fact that there is a supreme blessedness which he 
cannot attain all by himself, or he glories in his independence, re­
jects God, and honestly does not believe that such blessedness is real. 
Pascal knew that in order to reach such a man God must lay hold 
of him despite his will. This means that God must go against the 
way such a man is employing his freedom, but not against his free­
dom itself. The true distinction, then, is not between freedom and 
determinism. It is between being determined by that which leads 
to genuine freedom, and being determined by that which leads to 
actual slavery. Pascal had learned that the 'autonomy' which means 
remoteness from God is in reality only bondage. 

He fails to discuss, however, how God determines the wills of 
those who remain estranged from Him. He moves beyond rigid 
J ansenism in holding that Christ died for all men and not only for 
the elect; and he holds that man can help make himself ready and 
willing to receive God's gift. Indeed, the purpose of the first part of 
the Apology is to arouse men from indifference toward their eternal 
destiny, to expose the folly of sin, and to replace both despair and 
arrogance with a humble readiness for faith. But, as we have already 
seen, Pascal does not regard sin primarily as a deliberate choice of 
evil. Men are attracted to it in ways which often lie outside con­
sciousness and reflection. Indeed all men, because of the Fall, are 
estranged from God. Now if His offer of forgiveness in Christ can 
overcome this estrangement in the case of some, turning them from 
determination by sin to determination by blessedness, why not in 
the case of all? It would be wrong to conclude that because Pascal 
looks upon good actions as produced conjointly by human freedom 
and divine grace, he must therefore hold that bad actions are in the 
same sense produced by both God and man. 
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How, then, are we to explain the fact that some men remain in sin 
and reject God's redemption if He wills otherwise and is at the same 
time sovereign? The answer cannot be, from Pascal's standpoint, 
that they persist in turning their free wills deliberately toward evil; 
nor can it be that they are fatalistically caused by God to fall into 
inevitable damnation. Both his concept of responsibility and his con­
cept of divine sovereignty lie between these extremes. 1vlen are self­
excluded from fellowship with divine love by what they are, and this 
cannot be construed exclusively as a product either of free choice or 
of necessity. Divine sovereignty is to be understood as operating 
through what men make of themselves, not apart from it, for only 
so can men be dealt with as persons and not as puppets. Since the 
offer of fellowship can be actualized only through a human response 
of trust and love, it is a fact that man can exclude himself from sal­
vation. This means that God wills a state of affairs in which some 
men reject His will. 

Is this a contradiction? Pascal does not deny that the problem 
with which we are dealing is mysterious. But how could the sov­
ereignty of God be safeguarded by denying that God deals with men 
as they are? He continues to sustain men in existence even though 
they have forsaken Him; He wills that they shall live and act as what 
they are-forsakers. But this does not mean that He causes them to 
be forsakers or that He has forsaken them. If some men separate 
themselves from Him eternally, this reflects the fact that it is only 
a living soul and not an automaton which can enter into salvation. 
Sovereignty which operates by coercion can accomplish many 
things; sovereignty which operates by necessity can insure order; 
but the one thing such sovereignty cannot capture-and emancipate 
-is a man himself, his will, his heart. 

5. The Apology-the Greatness and Misery of Man 

Pascal, having discovered through the Provincial Letters that he 
could write about religious questions in a manner which was con­
vincing to unbelievers as well as to Christians, turned his attention 
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to a project which had long been in the back of his mind, namely 
an Apology in defense of the Christian faith. In the latter part of 
1657 and the early part of 1658 he devoted himself to reading the 
Bible, to meditating upon devotional writings such as the Imitation 
of Christ, and some of the works of St. Theresa and St. Francis de 
Sales. He also consulted apologetic books by Raymond Sebond, 
Charron, and Grotius, and a volume called Pugio Fidei. And he 
continued to study the works which had already become so familiar 
to him-St. Augustine, the Stoics, Montaigne. In all of his reading 
and thinking, as Cailliet has shown, the Bible remained his primary 
source. At first he wrote nothing down because he was able to rely 
on his prodigious memory. But as he became increasingly ill, he 
found it necessary to jot down notes. Some of these are so brief and 
cryptic that they are unintelligible to us. In certain instances they 
may even state, as though it were his own, a position which he really 
intended to refute. Other ideas or 'thoughts' were more fully devel­
oped and might well have been incorporated, virtually unaltered, 
into the completed work. 

We possess only an outline for the work as a whole. It was to 
have consisted of two parts, the first dealing with man's misery apart 
from God, the second with man's blessedness when restored to God. 
Pascal was a forerunner of existentialism because he begins with 
the human situation as viewed from within, instead of ·something 
objective (nature or Ideas); the force of his appeal depends upon 
arousing concern for those conflicts which cannot be resolved by 
reason; and its convincingness depends upon awakening the whole 
man to his true self and not upon logical demonstration. Moreover, 
Pascal was a forerunner of Christian existentialism because he be­
lieves that man's confidence in his own self-sufficiency must be shat­
tered and a sense of need awakened before the Christian message 
of forgiveness can be presented meaningfully. Part One was to have 
been addressed to the 'worldly' mentality which Pascal had come to 
know well-the skeptic, the atheist, the Stoic, the Epicurean. Part 
Two, after tl1e bankruptcy of these philosophies had been shown, 
would have expounded Biblical revelation as furnishing the answer 
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which man seeks but cannot, through his own rational powers, 
create. Possibly Pascal even had in mind a progression of three 
stages, roughly corresponding to Kierkegaard's sequence, moving 
from skepticism through monotheism to faith in the Incarnation. 

His starting point is the greatness and misery of man. He assumes 
that man's relationship with God has been seriously disturbed but 
not utterly destroyed. Hence the first task is a recovery in feeling of 
the linkage which remains. After arousing man from complacency 
by calling attention to the contradictoriness of his nature, Pascal is 
willing to let a person go as far as possible toward finding a remedy 
through his own philosophical or religious exertions, for he is con­
fident that these attempts will come to a dead end. Then, and only 
then, will an individual be able to read the Bible existentially as if it 
contained God's word for him. It would not be far wrong to sum­
marize Pascal's preparatory program as moving out of complacency 
into despair. Let us examine this program in some detail. 

Setting forth in quest of self-knowledge, man compares himself 
with nature and immediately discovers a staggering disproportion 
between his reality and the world which surrounds him. He cannot 
understand himself as having been produced 'somehow' by nature, 
for nature provides no answer as to how man has come to be here, 
what he should do, and what will happen to him when he dies. 
Whereas the world consists of 'things,' man is a subject; therefore 
he cannot hope to comprehend his own nature by means of the sort 
of knowledge whereby he apprehends the external world. 

Pascal writes: 'Let man consider what he is in comparison with 
all existence; let him regard himself as lost in this remote corner 
of nature; and from the little cell in which he finds himself lodged, 
I mean the universe, let him estimate at their true value the earth, 
kingdoms, cities, and himself. What is a man in the Infinite? But to 
show h~ another prodigy equally astonishing, let him examine the 
most dehcate things he k I will paint for him not only nows ... 
the visible universe, but all that he can conceive of nature's im-
mensity in the womb of [the] atom. Let him see therein an infinity 
of universes, each of which has its firmament, its planets, its earth, 
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in the same proportion as in the visible world . . . Let him lose 
himself in wonders as amazing in their littleness as the others in 
their vastness . . . He who regards himself in this light will be 
afraid of himself, and, observing himself sustained in the body 
given him by nature between those two abysses of the Infinite and 
Nothing, will tremble at the sight of these marvels ... 

'For in fact what is man in nature? A Nothing in comparison with 
the Infinite, an All in comparison with the Nothing, a mean between 
nothing and everything. Since he is infinitely removed from compre­
hending the extremes, the end of things and their beginning are 
hopelessly hidden from him in an impenetrable secret . . . The 
nature of our existence hides from us the knowledge of first begin­
nings which are born of the Nothing; and the littleness of our being 
conceals from us the sight of the Infinite. 

'Our intellect holds the same position in the world of thought as 
our body occupies in the expanse of nature . . . 

'This is our true state; this is what makes us incapable of certain 
knowledge and of absolute ignorance. We sail within a vast sphere, 
ever drifting in uncertainty, driven from end to end. When we think 
to attach ourselves to any point and to fasten to it, it wavers and 
leaves us; and if we follow it, it eludes our grasp, slips past us, and 
vanishes for ever. Nothing stays for us. This is our natural condi­
tion, and yet most contrary to our inclination; we bum with desire 
to find solid ground and an ultimate sure foundation whereon to 
build a tower reaching to the Infinite. But our whole groundwork 
cracks, and the earth opens to abysses . . . 

'If man made himself the first object of study, he would see how 
incapable he is of going further. How can a part know the whole? 
. . . Man is related to all he knows . . . To know man, then, it is 
necessary to know [the whole which binds everything together, for 
it is] impossible to know the parts without knowing the whole, and 
to know the whole without knowing the parts in detail . . . What 
completes our incapability of knowing things is the fact that they 
are simple, and that we are composed of two opposite natures, dif­
ferent in kind, soul and body . . . If any one maintain that we 
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are simply corporeal, this would far more exclude us from the 
knowledge of things, there being nothing so inconceivable as to say 
that matter knows itself . . . Instead of receiving the ideas of . · . 
things in their purity, we colour them with our own qualitie~, and 
stamp with our composite being all the simple things which we con­
template . . . Man is to himself the most wonderful object in 
nature; for he cannot conceive what the body is, still less what the 
mind is, and least of all how a body should be united to a mind.' 16 

When we tum away from external nature and contemplate man 
inwardly, what then do we find? A creature riddled with contradic­
tion, uncertainty, folly, and misery. If this creature sets himself to 
get at the truth by 'pure reason,' he discovers that reason is sur­
rounded by countless self-deceptions and limitations. There are, of 
course, truths which can be grasped by mathematical minds 'pro­
vided all things are explained to them by means of definitions and 
axioms; otherwise they are inaccurate and insufferable, for they are 
only right when the principles are quite clear.' But there are other 
truths which can be grasped only by the penetrative mind. 'They 
are scarcely seen; they are felt rather than seen; there is the greatest 
difficulty in making them felt by those who do not of themselves per­
ceive them ... We must see the matter at once, at one glance, and 
not by a process of reasoning ... '17 And since the two aptitudes, 
mathematical and intuitive, are rarely combined in the same person, 
most men are able to see one kind of truth only at the cost of being 
blind to the other. 

Reason is also frequently at the mercy of imagination, custom, 
and will. Imagination 'is that deceitful part in man, that mistress of 
error and falsity, the more deceptive that she is not always so · · · 
I do not speak of fools, I speak of the wisest men; and it is among 
them that the imagination has the great gift of persuasion. Reason 
protests in vain; it cannot set a true value on things. This arrogant 
power, the enemy of reason, who likes to rule and dominate it, has 
established in man a second nature to show how all-powerful she is. 
She makes men happy and sad, healthy and sick, rich and poor; 
she compels reason to believe, doubt and deny; she blunts the senses, 
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or quickens them; she has her fools and sages; and nothing vexes 
us more than to see that she fills her devotees with a satisfaction far 
more full and entire than does reason . . . What but this faculty of 
imagination dispenses reputation, awards respect and veneration to 
persons, works, laws, and the great? How insufficient are all the 
riches of the earth without her consent! . . . If the greatest philoso­
pher in the world find himself upon a plank wider than actually 
necessary, but hanging over a precipice, his imagination will pre­
vail, though his reason convince him of his safety.' 18 Custom can so 
ingrain prejudices and assumptions that error is passed on from 
generation to generation, each believing it merely because it is 
familiar, when a direct appeal to evidence could easily remove the 
error. 'The will is one of the chief factors in belief . . . because 
things are true or false according to the aspect in which we look at 
them. The will, which prefers one aspect to another, turns away the 
mind from considering the qualities of all that it does not like to 
see; and thus the mind, moving in accord with the will, stops to con­
sider the aspect which it likes, and so judges by what it sees.' 111 

The most serious obstacle to reaching the truth about ourselves 
is self-love. Man 'wants to be great, and sees himself small. He wants 
to be happy, and he sees himself miserable. He wants to be perfect, 
and he sees himself full of imperfections . . . This embarrassment 
in which he finds himself produces in him the most unrighteous and 
criminal passion that can be imagined; for he conceives a mortal 
enmity against that truth which reproves him, and which convinces 
him of his faults . . . He devotes all his attention to hiding his 
faults both from others and from himself, and he cannot endure 
either that others should point them out to him, or that they should 
see them. Truly it is an evil to be full of faults; but it is a still greater 
evil . . . to be unwilling to recognise them . . . [Yet] is it not true 
that we hate truth and those who tell it us, and that we like them 
to be deceived in our favour, and prefer to be esteemed by them 
as being other than what we are? . . . Hence it happens that if 
any have some interest in being loved by us, they are averse to 
render us a service which they know to be disagreeable. They treat 
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us as we wish to be treated. We hate the truth, and they hide it 
from us. We desire flattery, and they flatter us. We like to be de­
ceived, and they deceive us. So each degree of good fortune which 
raises us in the world removes us farther from truth, because we 
are most afraid of wounding those whose affection is most useful 
and whose dislike is most dangerous ... Human life is thus only 
a perpetual illusion ... No one speaks of us in our presence as 
he does of us in our absence. Human society is founded on mutual 
deceit; few friendships would endure if each knew what his friend 
said of him in his absence, although he then spoke in sincerity and 
without passion. Man is then only disguise, falsehood, and hypocrisy, 
both in himself and in regard to others. He does not wish any one 
to tell him the truth; he avoids telling it to others ... • 20 

Thus as soon as we venture out along the pathway of self-knowl­
edge, what we discover is that man is desperately trying to avoid 
self-knowledge. The need to escape oneself explains why many 
people are miserable when they are not preoccupied with work or 
amusements or vices. They are afraid to be alone, lest they get a 
glimpse of their own emptiness. When a man is left with nothing 
but himself to face, he falls usually into boredom, melancholy, or 
despair, He is ceaselessly unhappy because he cannot exist in him­
self in the present. He may hate his enslavement to gambling, sex­
u.al adventure, war, and compulsive work, but he hates the alterna­
tive even more-facing himself in solitude. Everyone declares that 
he is looking for security; yet no one can reach security except 
through self-knowledge, and this is the very thing we are striving 
to avoid. By burying ourselves in work, by turning restlessly from 
o~e diversion to the next, by refusing to think of the passage of 
time and the inescapability of death we constantly run away from 
the one thing which might at last lead to peace and joy. For if we 
could face ourselves, with all our faults, we would then be so shaken 
~ut of complacency, triviality, indifference, and pretense that a 
Neep longing for strength and truth would be aroused within us. 
~ until man is aware of his deepest need is he ready to discern 

an grasp what can meet his deepest need. 
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Nevertheless, all these miseries are symptoms of man's greatness, 
for do they not all spring from his capacities for thought, freedom, 
and imagination? 'Man is but a reed, the most feeble thing in nature; 
but he is a thinking reed. The entire universe need not arm itself to 
crush him. A vapour, a drop of water suffices to kill him. But, if the 
universe were to crush him, man would still be more noble than 
that which the universe has over him; the universe knows nothing 
of this.' ~ 1 Man's greatness consists in the fact that he is created in 
the image of God and for fellowship with God. If this be true, we 
can see why his restlessness cannot be remedied until he finds his 
way back to the Infinite and Eternal, which is his only true good. 
All distractions are unsatisfying because they evade that self-1.-nowl­
edge which is attained only when we see ourselves-our creation, 
our present existence, and our destiny-in relationship to God. 

Hence there are only two reasonable attitudes: to serve God be­
cause one knows Him, or to seek Him with all one's heart because 
one does not know Him. To be indifferent, to seek no answer to 
one's doubts, to take pride in skepticism and indifference-all this is 
radically dehumanizing; anyone who cares so little about the mean­
ing of his own life cannot have much respect for the significance of 
others. Yet instead of abandoning such hardened men to their fate, 
Pascal clings to the conviction that they can be aroused. Perhaps the 
form of the Wager Argument, which we shall examine presently, 
reflects his supposition that only a direct appeal to self-concern can 
arouse them. He knows that a desire to find truth is never sufficient 
in itself; it is only an initial step, and does not necessarily lead to 
Christian faith. But it is indispensable as a first step, and unless a 
man has taken it, he can hardly appreciate the difference between 
proof and faith. 

This can be set down as Pascal's first thesis: in his misery and 
greatness, man is a contradiction, a mystery, a torment to himself. 
'What a chimera then is man! What a novelty! What a monster, 
what a chaos, what a contradiction, what a prodigy! Judge of all 
things, imbecile worm of the earth; depositary of truth, a sink of 
uncertainty and error; the pride and refuse of the universe!' And 
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as this passage continues it suggests his second and third convic­
tions-that man's attempts to overcome the contradiction through 
philosophy and religion fail but that Christian faith, which is a gift 
of grace, can overcome it, not by furnishing intellectual answers, 
but by so converting the heart that man can again be at one with 
himself and with God. ·who will unravel this tangle? Nature con­
futes the sceptics, and reason confutes the dogmatists. \Vhat then 
will you become, 0 men! who try to find out by your natural reason 
what is your true condition? You cannot avoid one of these sects, 
nor adhere to one of them. Know then, proud man, what a paradox 
you are to yourself. Humble yourself, weak reason; be silent, foolish 
nature; learn that man infinitely transcends man, and learn from 
your Master your true condition, of which you are ignorant. Hear 
God.' 22 

On the basis of the record of a conversation with M. de Saci in 
1655 we know that Pascal, just after his mystical experience, formu­
lated his views as to why philosophy cannot fathom the contradic­
toriness of human nature whereas Christian faith can do so. He 
finds two contrasting truths about man stated by Epictetus and 
Montaigne. The former rightly sees that God is man's sovereign 
good .and the source of justice, but because Epictetus, •ignorant of 
[mans] corruption; has treated human nature ·as sound, needing 
no redeemer . . . this leads him to the highest pitch of pride.' He 
assu~es, in short, that man can bring his life voluntarily into con­
formity With the goodness of God. On the other hand, Montaigne, 
regarding the reality of God as uncertain, holds that the true good 
for man is also uncertain and that we are incapable of reaching it. 
He is so thoroughgoing in his skepticism that he will not even assert 
it dogmatically; he makes a mockery of all assurances and beliefs 
by ~nding a perfect Pyrrhonian balance between affirmation and 
demal. Pascal admits that he ·cannot see without pleasure, in this 
author: haughty reason so invincibly reduced by its own weapons.' 
Montatgne accurately describes the wretchedness of man apart from 
God, but because he regards the wretchedness as irremediable and 
despairs of •attaining a real good; his philosophy issues in moral 
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relativism and slackness. A true view of man cannot be reached by 
synthetically combining these two outlooks. The one overlooks man's 
impotence, his bondage to sin. The other overlooks man's original 
righteousness, which is the mark of his greatness and his redeema­
bility. When Epictetus and Montaigne are thus set in juxtaposition 
they simply cancel each other out. It is impossible on the level of 
their reflections to affirm the essential goodness and the essential 
wretchedness of human nature simultaneously. What is needed is a 
view of man which overcomes the errors of both by means of a 
truth that is higher than either. 

For Pascal, this is the Gospel. Christianity holds together two 
truths which otherwise fall apart. First, man is created capable of 
knowing God; second, man is so corrupted that he is shut off from 
knowing God. The former, taken by itself, overlooks man's misery. 
It produces the arrogance of the philosopher who thinks he can 
know God without first being cleansed of sin; and Cluistianity is the 
corrective to this because it knows that the grandeur of man can be 
fulfilled only through dependence upon grace. The latter truth, 
taken by itself, overlooks salvation and thus produces despair. Here 
again, Christianity is the correctiye because it believes in God's 
power to triumph over sin. Only in the light of Christ, the God-man, 
can these two opposite truths be held together. In Him they are 
united; for it is impossible to know Jesus Christ without knowing 
both man's misery as a sinner and his grandeur as a redeemed child 
of God. Cluistian faith acknowledges human weakness without fall­
ing into despair, and human greatness without falling into pride. 

Let us examine some of the passages in which this theme, so 
central to Pascal's whole intention, is developed. ''Vretchedness be­
ing deduced from greatness, and greatness from wretchedness, some 
have inferred man's wretchedness all the more because they have 
taken his greatness as a proof of it, and others have inferred his 
greatness with all the more force, because they have inferred it 
from his very wretchedness. All that the one party has been able to 
say in proof of his greatness has only served as an argument of his 
wretchedness to the others, because the greater our fall, the more 
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wretched we are, and vice versa. The one party is brought back to 
the other in an endless circle, it being certain that in proportion as 
men possess light they discover both the greatness and the wretched­
ness of man. In a word, man knows that he is wretched. He is there 
fore wretched, because he is so; but he is really great because he 
knows it.' 23 

'The greatness and the wretchedness of man are so evident that 
the true religion must necessarily teach us both that there is in man 
some great source of greatness, and a great source of wretchedness. 
It must then give us a reason for these astonishing contradictions. 
In order to make man happy, it must prove to him that there is a 
God; that we ought to love Him; that our true happiness is to be in 
Him, and our sole evil to be separated from Him; it must recognise 
that we are full of darkness which hinders us from knowing and 
loving Him; and that thus, as our duties compel us to love God, 
and our lusts turn us away from Him, we are full of unrighteousness. 
It must give us an explanation of our opposition to God and to our 
own good. It must teach us the remedies for these infirmities, and 
the means of obtaining these remedies. Let us therefore examine all 
the religions of the world, and see if there be any other than the 
Chrisitian which is sufficient for this purpose. Shall it be that of the 
~hilosophers, who put forward as the chief good, the good which is 
m ourselves? Is this the true good? Have they found the remedy for 
our ills? · .. Is man's pride cured by placing him on an equality 
with God? [On the other hand] have those who have made us equal 
to the brutes . . . produced the remedy for our lusts? What religion. 
then, will teach us to cure pride and lust? . . . All other religions 
have not been able to do so. Let us see what the wisdom of God 
will do. 

'"Expect neither truth," she says, "nor consolation from men. I 
am she who formed you, and who alone can teach you what you 
are. But you are now no longer in the state in which I formed you. 
~ cre~ted man holy, innocent, perfect. I filled him with light and 
mtelhgence. I communicated to him my glory and my wonders. 
The eye of man saw then the majesty of God. He was not then in 
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the darkness which blinds him, nor subject to mortality and the 
woes which afllict him. But he has not been able to sustain so great 
glory without falling into pride. He wanted to make himself his own 
centre, and independent of my help. He withdrew himself from 
my rule; and, on his making himself equal to me by the desire of 
finding his happiness in himself, I abandoned him to himself. And 
setting in revolt the creatures that were subject to him, I made them 
his enemies; so that man is now become like the brutes, and so 
estranged from me that there scarce remains to him a dim vision 
of his Author. So far has all his knowledge been extinguished or 
disturbed! The senses, independent of reason, and often the masters 
of reason, have led him into pursuit of pleasure ... Such is the 
state in which men now are. There remains to them some feeble 
instinct of the happiness of their former state; and they are plunged 
in the evils of their blindness and their lust which have become their 

' 
second nature. From this principle which I disclose to you, you can 
recognise the cause of those contradictions which have astonished 
all men, and have divided them into parties holding so different 
views ... 

' "It is vain, 0 men, that you seek \vithin yourselves the remedy 
for your ills. All your light can only reach the knowledge that not 
in yourselves will you find truth or good. The philosophers have 
promised you that, and you have been unable to do it. They neither 
know what is your true good, nor what is your true state. How could 
they have given remedies for your ills, when they did not even 
know them? Your chief maladies are pride, which takes you away 
from God, and lust, which binds you to earth; and they have done 
nothing else but cherish one or other of these diseases. If they gave 
you God as an end, it was only to administer to your pride; they 
made you think that you are by nature like Him, and conformed to 
Him. And those who saw the absurdity of this claim put you on 
another precipice, by making you understand that your nature was 
like that of the brutes, and led you to seek your good in the lusts 
which are shared by the animals . . ." 

'God has willed to redeem men, and to open salvation to those 
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who seek it. But men render themselves so unworthy of it, that it 
is right that God should refuse to some, because of their obduracy, 
what He grants to others from a compassion which is not due them. 
If he had willed to overcome the obstinacy of the most hardened, 
He could have done so by revealing Himself so manifestly to them 
that they could not have doubted . . . [But] it is not in this manner 
that He has willed to appear in His advent of mercy, because, as so 
many make themselves unworthy of His mercy, He has willed to 
leave them in the loss of the good which they do not want. It was 
not then right that He should appear in a manner manifestly divine, 
and completely capable of convincing all men; but it was also not 
right that He should come in so hidden a manner that He could 
not be known by those who should sincerely seek Him. He has willed 
to make Himself quite recognisable by those; and thus, willing to 
appear openly to those who seek Him with all their heart, and to be 
hidden from those who flee from Him with all their heart, He so 
regulates the knowledge of Himself that He has given signs of Him­
self, visible to those who seek Him, and not to those who seek Him 
not.' 2• 

·christianity is strange. It bids man recognise that he is vile, even 
abominable, and bids him desire to be like God. Without such a 
counterpoise, this dignity would make him horribly vain, or this 
humiliation would make him terribly abject.' 2G 

If we look upon these passages as demonstrative arguments, they 
are of course very defective. Epictetus and Montaigne do not, after 
all, exhaust the possibilities of a philosophical interpretation of 
human nature. Furthermore, throughout the Pensees Pascal assumes 
that the non-Christian religions are inadequate even though be 
knows very little about them. Above all, the passages take for 
granted what is supposedly being demonstrated. His criticism of 
S~oic ~ews of human goodness presupposes the doctrine of Original 
Sm. Hts criticism of Montaigne's skepticism presupposes the doc­
trine of salvation by grace. Only if one has already accepted Pascal's 
remedy is his diagnosis convincing. How can such arguments ever 
have been intended to appeal to ·men of the world' when their 
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truth can be evident only to one who already in some sense accepts 
Christian faith? 

The first answer, of course, is that Pascal was not attempting to 
set forth proofs in the ordinary sense at all. He sought to find com­
mon ground \vith 'men of the world' by eliciting recognition of the 
contradiction between misery and greatness which is man's actual 
condition. Thereby he hoped to arouse yearning for a wholeness 
which would not merely reconcile conflicting ideas but would heal 
the split within man himself. His concern with sin and salvation 
centered not on doctrine as much as on the personal relationship 
between man and God which doctrine seeks to express. Pascal's 
approach was right, at least to the extent that estrangement and 
reconciliation must be dealt with not by argument but by insight. 
A change in feeling and motivation must occur; a shift from eva­
sion and despair to openness and trust must be brought about. 
Otherwise changes in one's ideas are ineffectual. This is true in rela­
tions between human beings, in so far as healing and reconciliation 
take place. Pascal saw that it is also true of man's relationship with 
God; and his view of Christ is determined not by the schematic 
neatness with which belief in the Saviour fits into the total pattern, 
but by Pascal's own encounter with divine power as mediated 
through Christ's suffering. 

6. Faith ancl Reason 

What sort of 'apologetics,' though, is this? Most of the apolo­
getic works Pascal read, and most of those which have been written 
since his time, take natural theology as their point of departure. 
'\Ve have already seen why Pascal cannot attach primary importance, 
so far as belief in God is concerned, to the objective truths of 
science and cosmology. From them we cannot arrive at an adequate 
understanding of human nature-i.e. of man as subject; the informa­
tion they provide cannot answer questions about the origin, mean­
ing, and destiny of human existence. Experience had also con­
vinced him that the only way to reach a skeptic, once a point of 
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contact has been established by awakening him to his baflling con­
dition of misery and grandeur, is to present the full implications 
of the Gospel instead of trying to remain exclusively at the level of 
reason. 'For those in whom ... light is extinguished, and in whom 
we purpose to rekindle it, persons destitute of faith and grace, who, 
seeking with all their light whatever they see in nature that can 
bring them to this knowledge, find only obscurity and darkness; 
to tell them that they have only to look at the smallest things which 
surround them, and they will see God openly, to give them, as a com­
plete proof of this great and important matter, the course of the 
moon and planets, and to claim to have concluded the proof with 
such an argument, is to give them ground for believing that the 
proofs of our religion are very weak. And I see by reason and experi­
ence that nothing is more calculated to arouse their contempt: :!o 

Arguments for the existence of God do not make a dent on 
atheists, and Pascal sees why. We cannot really achieve demonstra­
ble certainty, analogous to that of mathematics, concerning the 
reality of God. Descartes tried to follow the geometrical method in 
tllis area and his whole case can be summarized by saying that unless 
God exists, the universe is not an intelligible harmony. But such 
lleasoning falls on deaf ears if one has become deeply aware of the 
inner contradictions which Pascal stresses; for thinking, by itself, 
is impotent to overcome this inner warfare. Descartes' method ig­
nores the central problem because it cannot possibly cope with it. 
Rational proofs fail to convince the unbeliever because they do not 
arouse that awareness of need which in turn gives rise to a pas­
sio~ate search for fellowship with God. So long as deity is merely 
an Idea to be entertained we are dealing with a philosophical idol, 
not With the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 

Furthermore, to try to reach some kind of general knowledge of 
God apart from Jesus Christ is useless and sterile even for the theist. 
It suggests that there is some way of knowing God other than 
through yielding our hearts to His grace. And it often issues in 
well-meaning but misleading attempts to bring about a synthesis 
between philosophy and faith by pointing out that both have ethi-
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cal monotheism in common. Such a synthesis is misleading because 
if philosophy assumes that knowledge of God is possible without 
a mediator, while faith assumes the opposite, then the God they both 
talk about is not really the same. Finally, the theistic proofs can 
never be coercive because in this visible world the goodness of crea­
tion is intermingled with corruption; hence, although God is omni­
present, He is not directly evident. Through nature, in short, we 
can dimly discern enough of the presence of the hidden God to know 
that we have lost true knowledge of Him, but natural theology 
cannot provide any sort of resting place. Its main function, for Pas­
cal, is the negative one of making man so aware of the inadequacy 
of philosophical knowledge of God that he sees the need for a 
mediator.27 

His position, therefore, must be understood in the light of this con­
trast between reason and the heart. Clearly Pascal did not regard 
the two as utterly opposed, for he insists that both kinds of truth 
are reached only by conquering willful desire. It is obvious that 
rational demonstration must be free from emotional bias. But he 
also holds that the truths of the heart are at the opposite pole from 
believing whatever I happen to want to believe; a man's whole 
nature must be transformed by God before such tmths can be 
grasped. Hence when he declares that rational proofs in support of 
Christianity avail little, and that the individual must be aroused by 
his sense of need to a passionate yearning, Pascal is not saying that 
religious tmth must fulfill my personal desire. On the contrary, he 
is declaring that my personal desires must be so altered that they 
come into conformity with religious truth.28 Faith and reason belong 
to different orders, but they need not come into conflict. ':Varfare 
breaks out only when one tries to make totalitarian claims which 
exclude the other. Actually, both are indispensable. Rational dem­
onstration is capable of employing principles which are basically 
similar in all men. But only faith can reach what is unique in each 
man; its appeal is concrete instead of general, ar;td it is addressed 
to the whole person instead of just to the intellect. Paradoxically, 
there is also a sense in which reason is special while faith is uni-
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versal. For ability to follow a rational demonstration may require 
some degree of training in abstract thinking, but the questions faith 
deals with are familiar to everyone, including the most ignorant. 
What is called for in the latter case is not erudition and brilliance, 
but simplicity and humility. 

To speak thus of the contrast between faith and reason is an 
oversimplification, however. Actually Pascal used three orders of 
knowing. In the Provincial Letters, while attempting to drive home 
the contrast between questions of fact and questions of doctrine, he 
writes: 'In what way ... are we to learn the truth of facts? It must 
be by the eyes ... which are the legitimate judges of such matters, 
as reason is the proper judge of things natural and intelligible, and 
faith of things supernatural and revealed . . . The senses, reason, 
and faith, have each their separate objects, and their own degrees 
of certainty . . . So far from faith destroying the certainty of the 
senses, to call in question the faithful report of the senses would 
lead to the destruction of faith ... Whatever the proposition may 
be that is submitted to our examination, we must first determine its 
nature, to ascertain to which of those three principles it ought to be 
re~erred. If it relate to a supernatural truth, we must judge of it 
n.Cither by the senses nor by reason, but by Scripture and the deci­
smns of the Church. Should it concern an unrevealed truth, and 
something Within the reach of natural reason, reason must be its 
proper judge, And if it embrace a point of fact, we must yield to the 
t~stimony of the senses, to which it naturally belongs to take cog­
niZa.nce of such matters.' :!0 And in the Pensees he writes: 'From all 
b.odles together, we cannot obtain one little thought; this is impos­
Sible, and of another order. From all bodies and minds, we cannot 
;~~duce a feeling of true charity; this is impossible, and of another 

s.upernatural order.' 30 

This doctrine of the three orders is the clue to many things in 
Pascal B 'I h' · t'fi k I · . Y :means of it he seeks to reconc1 e IS sc1en 1 c now _ 
edge With his Christian convictions concerning miracle. It fonns part 
of the basis on Which he attempts to work out a consistent view of 
the literal and the symbolic meanings to be found in the Bible. It 
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determines the kinds of evidence which can be brought forward in 
defense of Christianity. Whether or not he adhered to his own teach­
ing consistently, the principle of the three orders is a decidedly fruit­
ful one. Scientific and logical questions cannot be settled by ap­
pealing to faith, and facts and logic are no substitute for the insight 
of the loving heart. 

Before turning to a further consideration of Pascal's case for 
Christianity, however, we must examine the famous ·wager Argu­
ment whereby he sought to prod men of the world into taking the 
leap of faith. It must be confessed that the fm:m of the argument 
is repellent. Set in the context of a complicated discussion concern­
ing gamblers' odds on gaining an infinitely happy life against a 
finite number of chances of loss, it seems to appeal to a calculating 
form of selfishness and to sanction hypocrisy. The valuable point 
in the Argument is that it stresses, as Kierkegaard and 'William James 
(in his essay 'The Will to Believe') also emphasize, that religious 
faith involves inescapable decision in the face of inescapable uncer­
tainty. Pascal even tends to obscure this point by writing as though 
the advantage lies so heavily on the side of faith that nothing is 
really being risked. The passage, Pensee, no. 233, is too long to 
quote in full, but a few crucial sentences call for special scrutiny. 
'If there is a God, He is infinitely incomprehensible ... We are 
. . . incapable of knowing either what He is or if He is . . . Who 
then will blame Christians for not being able to give a reason for 
their belief? . . . They declare . . . that it is a foolishness . . . If 
they proved it, they would not keep their word; it is in lacking 
proofs that they are not lacking in sense . . . "God is, or He is not." 
But to which side shall we incline? Reason can decide nothing here 
. . . According to reason, you can defend neither of the proposi­
tions. (But then, why make a choice at all?) You must wager. It is 
not optional . . . Since you must choose, let us see which interests 
you least. You have two things to lose, the true and the good; and 
two things to stake, your reason ... and your happiness ... Your 
reason is no more shocked in choosing one rather than the other, 
since you must of necessity choose ... But your happiness? Let us 
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weigh the gain and the loss in wagering that Cod is. Let us estimate 
these two chances. If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose 
nothing. Wager, then, without hesitation that He is ... You would 
like to attain faith, and do not know the way; you would like to cure 
yourself of unbelief, and ask the remedy for it. Learn of those who 
have been bound like you, and who now stake all their possessions. 
These are people who know the way which you would follow, and 
who are cured of an ill of which you would be cured. Follow the 
way by which they began; by acting as if they believed, taking the 
holy water, having masses said, et cetera. Even this will naturally 
make you believe, and deaden your acuteness.' 

One hopes that in the final version of the Apology this passage 
would have been modified considerably so that it would clearly 
appeal to the heart rather than (seemingly) to the calculating in­
tellect. A man at a gambling table who must wager is probably an 
awkward symbol for the fact that detachment is impossible where 
the meaning of human existence is at stake. And the advice to 'act 
as if one believed, taking the holy water, having masses said, et 
cetera' is an unfortunate way of suggesting the truth which Pascal 
may have had in mind-namely that in the midst of uncertainty 0 1" 

unbelief it is more relevant to expose oneself to attitudes which 
might yield religious devotion and insight than to be preoccupied 
with the rational sufficiency or insufficiency of theistic proofs. 

This latter point is consistent with Pascal's general conviction that: 
the main obstacle to faith is not honest doubt but arrogant self-will. 
Putting the Wager Argument in the most favorable light possible 
then, we can say it appeals to self-interest in order to force th~ 
complacent or skeptical man out of indifference. It brushes aside 
proofs and brings the discussion into the area of personal commit .... 
ment because the real reason for irreligion is a refusal to take one• s 
own defects seriously. Behind a pose of intellectual integrity, the 
doubter is actually incapable of surrendering his heart; he is an .... 
noyed at the fact that the basic questions of life call for decisiol'\ 
and cannot be answered by the methods in which he is expert. Th~ 
Argument seeks to break through the defenses of this pose. 
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7. The Evidence for Christianity 

Pascal realized that until a man has taken the leap of faith, the 
kind of evidence that is put forth in defense of Christianity will not 
be convincing. For its truth is of the third order, and if it is to be 
apprehended at all it must be through the heart, i.e. the whole man 
in a person-to-Person relationship. This does not mean that faith is 
simply created by feeling. Christianity does rest upon 'objective' 
evidence, but this consists in historical events not metaphysical prin­
ciples. Therefore we must present it as a story, a message, instead 
of trying to demonstrate it as a theory. Biblical revelation is certain, 
not in the sense that it cannot be doubted but in the sense that it 
becomes convincing when tested in life. It is entirely reasonable 
for philosophy to acknowledge its limits at this point; and if it does 
not set itself up as a substitute for redemption, or as making re­
demption unnecessary, then the knowledge it has to offer can find 
fruition rather than rejection within the mind of the Christian be­
liever. 

Pascal's treatment of Biblical evidence strikes us in many respects 
as archaic. He distinguishes between carnal and spiritual Jews, 
holding that the former looked forward to the Messiah as a worldly 
conqueror whereas the latter anticipated through prophecy the Ad­
vent of Jesus Christ. The true witness to Christ in the Old Testa­
ment is therefore typological and figurative, and its significance can 
be rightly grasped only by the spiritually minded. This approach 
to the Old Testament reflects Pascal's general conviction that Scrip­
ture hides and reveals God simultaneously. It is like a mirror where 
each man finds what he has in the depths of his heart. The hidden­
ness of God makes us aware of our corruption, our estrangement 
from Him. The presence of God makes Him accessible to those 
who desire to see, and makes all men inexcusable, since it is only 
the resistance of their own wills that prevents them from accepting 
the gift of grace. The connection between prophecy and Christ re­
mains utterly obscure so long as one rejects mystery entirely; for this 
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connection does not constitute a philosophical demonstration (a) 
that God reveals Himself uniquely in the Bible and (b) that the 
Bible must be understood in Christo-centric terms. Pascal of course 
realizes that his position is circular. Unless one acknowledges the 
Biblical mysteries of Original Sin and the hiddenness of God, he 
cannot fathom his own nature and his own relationship to God. 
Only one who already accepts Biblical faith can recognize in Scrip­
ture a true account of his present condition and of how he came to 
be as he is. From such a perspective the Christian can see why all 
attempts to reach a conception of God on the analogy of man's pres­
ent sinful nature are doomed to failure; he can understand why 
rational knowledge must end in frustration since it cannot remove 
the obstacle which separates man from God. But if a man does not 
realize that he is a contradictory and incomprehensible chimera, 
neither the problem nor the remedy can make any impression on 
him. 

Hence the prophecies enlighten some and baffle others in accord­
ance with the condition of their hearts. Those who expect a con­
queror are baffied when the Messiah comes as a servant. But fo:r 
those who can read it with the eyes of charity, the entire Bible has 
a comprehensive and consistent meaning; it is held together from 
beginning to end by the figure of Christ. 'To understand Scripture, 
we must have a meaning in which all the contrary passages are 
reconciled ... In Jesus Christ all the contradictions are recon, 
ciled.' 81 His deity is hidden to those whose eyes are blinded, not 
only before the Advent, but during His earthly career and in the 
centuries which have succeeded it. Instead of making the signi6., 
cance of His person obvious and self-evident to all, He comes as one 
born in obscurity, living in poverty and dying in ignominy. Thus 
God's mode of working is and remains strange to men. His love 
makes us aware of how remote we are from pure love, and yet, at 
the same time, it awakens in us a realization that we can responcl 
to Him in kind, through love. Thus His offer of forgiveness is ad, 
dressed to us in such a way that the whole man is engaged-in either 
acceptance or rejection. 

54 



PASCAL 

Pascal believed that the miracles of Jesus and of the early Church 
are further evidence that God's power is incomprehensible. In 
general he takes the attitude that since these events show the living 
reconciliation of man's vileness with his capacity to be like God, 
and portray the only truth which can hold together the fact of 
estrangement and the hope of triumph, therefore it is also possible 
to believe in the miracles recounted in the record of God's saving 
work. If God can perform the miracle of breaking through my self­
will, then it is not impossible to believe that through One who 
lives in the truth He can also foretell the future, govern the seas, 
heal the sick, and raise the dead. Pascal realizes that miracles by 
themselves do not prove the truth of a doctrine, but he holds that 
if a man shows by his teachings and his life that he is faithful to 
God's unfathomable workings in other respects, we can believe his 
attestation to miracles, when conjoined with such truth, as a further 
manifestation of the same incomprehensible power. Moreover, he 
regards it as a miracle that the Church itself has survived, from 
precarious beginnings, through persecution, and despite the rise 
and fall of empires. Finally, Pascal saw that when dealing with 
historical events, our approach must differ from that of the pure 
scientist. Perhaps odds could be computed on the chances of as­
sembling one of Cicero's orations by scrambling type together in 
a haphazard fashion, but these odds have no bearing on the actual 
composition of such a speech when thought and purpose intervene. 
When we look at the Biblical record, therefore, our task cannot be 
merely one of asking whether certain events occurred; the authen­
ticity of the account must be approached not in light of what we 
regard in general as probable but in light of the fact that here God 
was at work and the witnesses who wrote the record were trust­
worthy men. 

So far as the determination of historical facts are concerned, Pas­
cal's argument now seems to us filled with special pleading. With­
out doubting the sincerity of Biblical writers-on the contrary, tak­
ing for granted that they shared the mentality of their times and 
reported faithfully from within it-we can still insist on interpret-
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ing their statements concerning facts in the light of subsequently 
acquired knowledge of the physical world. But at least one of Pas­
cal's points is still sound. He saw that where the spiritual significance 
of events is concerned, the fact that Biblical writers were men of 
faith addressing fellow-believers strengthens their claim to credi­
bility instead of undermining it. 

At the end of the Apology, after having examined in detail all that 
could be said about prophecy, miracle, and the continuity of the 
Church as providing confirmatory evidence for one who has made 
the leap of faith, Pascal would still have clung to his central con­
viction that only the Cross, which remains unfathomable, can so 
overcome self-will that a man is really convinced. It is grace, not 
reason, which establishes Christianity within the heart; and it is sel­
fishness, not reason, which prompts a man to reject it. 

B. The End of P~cal's Life: Conclusions 

While preparing his notes for the Apology, Pascal was succumb­
ing to the illness which killed him at the age of thirty-nine. At one 
point during this period he arranged for a competition with other 
mathematicians, with a prize attached, in connection with problems 
of the cycloid. As a result of an unfortunate misunderstanding, Pas­
cal was accused of unfairness in administering the contest. But this 
was merely an episode for his attention was now given over almost 
wholly to religion. The pressure on Port-Royal had increased and 
t~~ nuns were forced to sign a statement renouncing the five propo­
Slhons; although the Jansenists made an attempt to append an intro­
ductory explanation which clung to the distinction between fact and 
doctrine, the introductory statement itself was condemned. His sister 
Jacqueline died of grief at having signed the statement, and Pascal 
was so ashamed of having taken part in the effort to formulate a 
co~promise that he was driven to an extreme position of defiance 
a~amst the Pope. This led to a rupture between himself and his 
fnends at Port-Royal. In the midst of an argument with them he 
fainted, partly from illness and partly from grief over the fact that 

56 



PASCAL 

his closest allies would not defend God's truth. He resolved to re­
nounce everything intellectual and to devote himself exclusively to 
a life of ascetic discipline and simplicity. Even in this last period, 
however, he could not destroy the practical workings of his mind. 
He conceived the plan of an omnibus to provide transportation for 
the poor people of Paris, and these conveyances were actually put 
into operation before his death. He gave all his money to charitable 
causes. He upbraided his sister Gilberte for showing normal affec­
tion toward her children. He became virtually obsessed \vith the 
idea that no human being should be attached to him, and he to no 
one, in order that love for God in Christ might be sole and supreme. 
He even wore an iron girdle with sharp points which he drove into 
his side with his elbows whenever he felt himself unduly moved 
by pleasure or temptation. He took a poor family into ~s house, and 
when the son came down with smallpox, Pascal moved out rather 
than disturb the boy, despite the fact that he himself was des­
perately ill. 

In his closing days he was attended by a parish priest named 
Beurrier, and the latter's Memoirs gave rise to a dispute which 
has never been settled. What probably happened is this. Father 
Beurrier, who was a simple man, reported faithfully that Pascal 
regarded himself as a sincere and orthodox Roman Catholic, but 
these statements were seized on as proving that on his deathbed 
Pa_scal renounced J ansenism. Beurrier later admitted that he might 
have misunderstood Pascal's references to his disagreement with 
Arnauld and the other J ansenists. The priest construed the dispute 
as meaning that Pascal had renounced their position on grace and 
come over to agreement with the Pope. What Pascal probably 
meant was that he quarreled with them because they did not go far 
enough in resistance to the Pope. In any event we know that his 
Jansenist friends visited him during his final illness, and if he really 
changed his religious convictions completely at this time, it is hard 
to account for his reconciliation with them. The simplest explana­
tion is that Pascal died as he had lived, believing that Jansenism was 
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orthodox and that one could be loyal to the Pope while resisting 

him on a question of fact. 
Instead of attempting to make any final appraisal of his life and 

work, it is enough for our present purpose to recapitulate the char­
acteristics which make him a forerunner of existentialism. Be was 
deeply conscious of the incongruity between man and nature, of the 
sharp contrast between subjective (i.e. knowledge of what it is to 
be a subject) and objective knowledge. Suspended between ines­
capable doubt and the need for certainty, he realized that no final 
solution could be reached by means of science or reason. The solu­
tion came to him not by getting rid of paradox but by embracing it. 
The form of the solution was not a system but an unrepeatable per­
sonal experience. Thus, for him, faith consists of intuition and deci­
sion; it is supra-rational and it presupposes freedom. Yet faith is not 
c.ontra-rational, and freedom depends upon the divine determina­
tion of grace. All of these concerns come together in the reality of 
~esus Christ. Not that He makes life fully comprehensible to the 
mtellect· th H , 
in thr ' ra er, e makes possible ones participation in its mean-
m~e oufgh trust and love. All the oppositions-the greatness and 
origi~al 0ri ~an, knowledge of God and estrangement from Him, 
and de ~ teousness and Original Sin, doubt and certainty, pride 
solved i:P~r, self-love and self-hatred-are held together and re­
circuJ bt e Cod-man. Unquestionably Pascal's position is logically 

ar, ut faith · · 1 Ill's . IS SJmi arly circular, moving about its own center. 
vww of his . man and his view of Cod presuppose each other, and 

t .' VJew of Jesus Christ is the union of both. He writes about doc-
nne not Fr th . . . . . om e OrJt.<iJdc but from the mstde. Orthodoxy ts tmpor-

taTJt to him only in the sense that the Bible and the testimony of the 
Clmrc:h cmsfJrinc historically the same truths which came to hirn. in 

his direct encounter with the God of Fire. . . 
• t • falist He embod1es m 

Slltll, then, is Pascal the Christian existen 1 • • 1 k 
. d seculansm; 1e attac s 

himself the struggle between Christiamty an . . a· t· h 
ff ·ng and mnei con xc , e 

rationalism; he undergoes intense su en . 11. ·on with the 
h mes mto co tsx 

experiences a radical conversion; e co k to reach the 
f hi time· he see s dominant theological orthodoxy o 1s ' 
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skeptical, the sophisticated, and the world-weary; his greatest work 
consists of highly personal fragments instead of a philosophical 
system; he renounces the world in order to imitate the sufferings of 
Christ; he dies as he lived-sick, isolated, a strange mixture of pride 
and humility, of scientific acuteness and saintly devotion. Probably 
no sane man in this eminently sane twentieth cenhtry would take 
him as a model. Yet we cannot fail to see something of ourselves in 
his diagnosis; and Pascal never pretended that his words, very 
human words, could induce the remedy-'Certirude, certirude, feel­
ing, joy, peace: 

NOTES 

1. There is quite good evidence for supposing that 'The Discourse on 
Love' was actually written by Pascal, although the matter has been de­
bated interminably. See e.g. Jean Mesnard, Pascal: His Life and Work 
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1952), pp. 53-6. 
2. Emile Cailliet, in Pascal: Genius in the Light of Scripture (Philadel­
phia: Westminster, 1945), pp. 136f., finds no less than nine e":plicitly 
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'The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob'; Matthew 22:32-a similar ref­
erence; John 20:17-'l\·ly God, and your God'; Ruth 1:16-'Thy God will 
be my God'; John 17:25-'0 righteous Father .. :; Jeremiah 2:13-
'They have forsaken me, the fountain of living waters'; Matthew 27:46-
'My God, my God why hast Thou forsaken me?'; John 17:3-'And this is 
life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus 
Christ, whom thou hast sent'; Psalm 119:16-'1 will not forget thy word: 
3. Pensees, no. 552. Quotations used in this chapter are taken from the 
Modem Library edition of the Pensees and Provincial Letters (New 
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CHAPTER II 

KIERKEGAARD 



1. The Beginning of His Authorship 

In any discussion of Christian existentialism, Soren Kierkegaard 
is by all odds the most important figure. His influence extends not 
only to theology but also to those writers whom we shall later dis­
cuss as representatives of non-Christian and atheistic forms of exis­
tentialism. Within one generation his works have leapt from obscu­
rity to prominence. Outside Scandinavia, not much was known about 
him in Europe until the beginning of this century, although he was 
born in 1813 and died in 1855. Like Dostoievsky and Nietzsche he 
diagnosed the sickness of modern man at a time when most people 
could not believe him. And even though the events of the last fifty 
years should enable us now to appreciate the acuteness of his analy­
sis, he still arouses vigorous opposition in many quarters because he 
seems to lead into irrationalism. 

Kierkegaard's career was not at all obscure to the residents of 
Copenhagen in the middle of the nineteenth century. He was recog­
nized as a very great writer and was involved in controversies which 
brought him painful notoriety. One of the foremost facts about him 
is that he was subject to overpowering melancholy. By keeping a 
voluminous journal and by writing his heart out in book after book, 
he managed (more or less) to preserve his sanity. This melancholy 
was deeply rooted in his family situation. His father had once gone 
out on the Jutland heath, in a moment of loneliness and privation 
during boyhood, had lifted his fists to heaven and cursed God. He 
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was convinced that in so doing he had committed an unforgivable 
sin. The father had also seduced a servant-girl shortly before the 
death of his first wife; then he married this girl, who bore him seven 
children of whom Soren was the last. He brooded over his offenses, 
and when, in later years, his second wife and three of his children 
died within the space of a few months, he became convinced that 
he had brought doom upon the whole family. As a reaction to his 
own sense of guilt, he subjected his children to a morbid religious 
training. Soren, who was sickly and sensitive, was terribly affected, 
and from the outset he felt different from other children. Later on 
he manifested an understanding of the doctrine of Original Sin 
which can hardly be paralleled in the nineteenth century, and the 
reason is not hard to find. He had a direct acquaintance with the 
way in which a father's guilt had influenced the lives of his children 
like an infectious disease. 

Kierkegaard early learned how to conceal his melancholy and 
when he was a student at the University, spending a good deal of 
time at supper-parties and the theater, he was noted for his con­
versation, which was by turns gay or savage. One entry in his I ournal 
shows how different his outward appearance was from what was 
going on inside: 'I have just come from a party of which I was the 
soul; witticism Hawed from my mouth, all laughed and admired me, 
but I went away-and here there should be a dash as long as the 
radius of the earth's orbit---------- and wanted to shoot 
myself.' 1 This inner division manifested itself not only in a sense 
of isolation but also in what came near to being a martyr complex. 
He looked back on his somber childhood as a sort of sacrifice. In 
manhood he felt compelled to break his engagement with Regina 
O.lsen so that he could give his life to a higher cause. At the end of 
his career, when he launched an attack upon the Established 
Church, he expected to be arrested and persecuted. And from early 
childhood, the figure of Christ on the Cross haunted him as a re­
minder of the fact that the world slaughters love. 

The immediate occasion for Kierkegaard's first book was his 
broken engagement. 2 He had become estranged from his father and 
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drifted for a time away from his religious upbringing toward de­
bauchery. When he fell in love, he felt it would be dishonest to 
marry Regina without telling her the tmth about his father and him­
self, yet he was afraid that his twisted personality would destroy 
the girl. In a misguided effort to spare her feelings, he broke the 
engagement by pretending that he had been toying with her affec­
tions; then he found himself confronting a clear-cut alternative: 
either to hun backward into sensuality or to press forward, alone, 
toward spiritual integrity. 

Hence the title of his book is Either ;or, and he calls the first 
alternative the aesthetic stage. His remarks about this stage must 
be read in light of the fact that he was deeply influenced by the 
literature and attitudes of nineteenth-century romanticism. Indeed, 
it is not even accurate to say that he 'passed through' the aesthetic 
stage, for he never completely eradicated its effects. He insisted that 
in Christianity the aesthetic is not so much destroyed as dethroned, 
and late in his career he wrote an essay to show that he had not lost 
touch with the theater and the arts. Nevertheless, personal experi­
ence convinced him that despair inevitably accompanies this stage. 
The young man in Either /Or can engage in social life, make shrewd 
psychological observations as a spectator, and touch brilliantly on 
one subject after another; but he is incapable of openness in human 
relations and has no sense of direction. What looks like perfect free­
dom turns out to be perfect bondage. A man does not so much 
choose evil as he simply drifts. His refusal to make decisions means 
that they are made for him. A defiant insistence on 'being oneself,' 
without restrictions, leaves one at the mercy of involuntary impulses 
because there is no formed self to guide them. It is in this condition 
of spiritual impotence that man falls into sin. 

Kierkegaard discovered that aesthetic despair can be cured only 
by marching forward into what is temporarily a deeper level of 
despair. A man must abandon the spectator attitude. He must be­
come honest enough to acknowledge his guilt. He must stop pre­
tending that life is a trivial game. Then, and only then, can he begin 
to discover that true freedom involves spiritual dependence. Thus 
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at the very beginning of his authorship, the problem of the relations 
between grace and freedom takes a central position which it retains 
to the end. Kierkegaard consistently refused to separate the two 
terms. Freedom is perfect obedience to God, and providence (which 
he called ·Govemance') educates a man by teaching him how to 
employ his spiritual gifts. 

Even in Volume 1 of EitherjOr, which is supposedly written by 
the aesthete •A; we find an anticipation of Kierkegaard's basic point 
of view concerning freedom. In an essay entitled •The Ancient Tragi­
cal Motive as Reflected in the Modem,' a contrast is drawn between 
consciousness of racial solidarity and consciousness of individual 
responsibility. In Greek tragedy the element of guilt is ambiguous 
because the hero is partly subject to fate and partly the initiator. 
of his own action. But the modem view really destroys the dimen­
sion of tragedy by regarding the hero as wholly responsible for his 
own innocence or guilt. In other words, on a ·Pelagian' view of free 
will where man attempts to be the Absolute, human life can be 
pathetic or comic, but never tragic. The fact that the modem age 
has lost the tragic dimension is closely related to its loss of the 
religious dimension. For religion combines a sense of individual 
responsibility, which goes beyond Pelagian moralism, with a sense 
of solidarity in sin and salvation which goes beyond Fate. At the· 
end of the essay, •A' imaginatively reformulates the predicament ol 
Antigone in order to show how a theme can be at once modern and 
tragic. The story has to do with the psychological effects on the 
child of a guilty father. In •A's' version everyone remains outwardly 
happy; only Antigone knows the truth, and she suffers anxiety 
.<Angst~. This is the category of modem tragedy that differs from 
sorrow· in ancient tragedy because it involves reflection. Antigone 
resolves to keep her pain a secret, and the family guilt, instead of 
being an external fact, is turned inward. Antigone is in love, but 
she cannot marry without telling the secret, and she cannot tell 
without betraying her father. The importuning of her lover increases 
her pain, but by giving him up she breaks the curse which would 
have been transmitted to succeeding generations. Here Kierkegaard 
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is conveying a private message to Regina, for he even has 'A' put 
words into the mouth of Antigone's lover which Regina herself had 
used; and yet at the same time he is developing a 'general theory' 
of the freedom and bondage of the will. There could hardly be a 
better example of how the existential thinker seeks to arrive at an 
understanding of human life by relating everything to his own situ­
ation instead of abstracting from it. 

2. The Three Stages 

The three stages can be schematized in connection with this 
problem of freedom. The aesthetic, taken by itself, means an imme­
diate continuity with nature and feeling before any moral distinc­
tions are attempted. A man cannot succeed in remaining at this level, 
and he becomes demonic if he tries to, because a break with inno­
cence must occur if he is to grow up morally. But he cannot remain 
at the ethical stage either; for, taken by itself, this implies that he 
is able to be self-sufficient. Thus it cruelly holds the individual re­
sponsible for things he literally cannot help, and at the same time 
treats man as though he were the master of his own destiny. Hence 
the third stage, the religious, alone holds out the possibility of a solu­
tion. For here, as the essay on tragedy has just indicated, man 
reaches the peace of continuity (community) on the other side of 
moral conflict, and he also reaches the fruition of personal responsi­
bility within the context of collective guilt and salvation. 

Let us look at these three stages in more detail. The aesthetic 
level leaves the meaning of life at the mercy of external events-at 
the mercy of fate and fortune. Since man thus has to seek for the 
answer outside himself, he cannot bear existence in the present; he 
turns toward an unreal past or an impossible future, or, in trying 
to escape from emptiness and boredom, he may plunge into feverish 
work and feverish amusements-which fail to solve the problem. A 
genuine remedy requires a union of the temporal and the eternal 
which might be characterized as 'finding everlasting significance in 
the present moment.' This is equivalent to deepened self-knowledge, 
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because man himself is a union of the temporal and the eternal. 
Another way of putting the point is to say that the true conquest 
over time comes not by escaping from it but by being related to the 
Absolute in the midst of everyday existence. And the peril involved 
in holding aloof is that of literally destroying one's personality. I 
can suspend judgment to the point where I become incapable of 
making a decision. Detachment can lead to the kind of insanity 
which literally loses touch with existence. This situation calls for a 
decision, not between particular goods and evils but between ac­
cepting ethical status and excluding it.8 

The real cause of despair is not something external, such as fate 
or fortune, but something internal, namely, a paralysis of the will. 
But how can a man make a decision if his will is paralyzed? Here 
we come upon a matter which was as mysterious to Kierkcgaard as 
it was to Pascal. Neither responsibility nor determinism can be 
eliminated: the two are intertwined. My 'self' includes many factors 
which I did not create and do not will. Hence I cannot find freedom 
by trying to create myself ex nihilo. And yet I am not a machine; I 
already possess responsibility; I can enhance freedom only by a 
deepened awareness of influences which, in the first instance, I 
neither chose nor willed. I cannot change my past, but I can incor­
porate it transparently into my present self for which I take responsi­
bility. That is why Christianity teaches that self-acceptance goes 
hand in hand with continual repentance. 'Self-acceptance' does not 
mean that I am perfectly all right just as I am. But it does mean that 
despite my real bondage to sin I have found forgiveness; because 
Cod accepts me, I am able to accept myself. Notice, therefore, how 
freedom and dependence are united. Freedom means inner honesty 
and openness. And dependence means that forgiveness is given to 
me; .1 cannot simply invent it. 

Kierkegaard included intellectual skepticism and metaphysical 
speculation under the aesthetic stage because he saw them primarily 
as attempts to evade ethical decision. The alliance between skepti­
cism ~nd the spectator attitude is too obvious to call for special 
attention, but it explains why he sought the remedy for skepticism 
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in a kind of commitment instead of in a kind of thinking. So far as 
metaphysical speculation is concerned, Kierkegaard regarded it as 
an attempt to solve the problems of life automatically, i.e. by logical 
necessity. Here he has in mind, of course, the system of Hegel, and 
his criticism of it is savage. In the face of tormenting conflicts, surg­
ing passions, ethical decisions, and the need for forgiveness, it is in­
tolerable to be told by Hegel that the outer and inner worlds fit 
together into a total scheme which is wholly rational. vVe cannot 
cope with the agonies of life by adopting a system that blurs the 
difference between men and physical things by engulfing both in 
a single, all-embracing Necessity. This violates the very character of 
human history, for in so far as man acts ethically, his actions are 
not necessitated. And instead of triumphing over despair through 
a deepening of inward resources, the Hegelian system treats the 
individual as a mere item whose conflicts will vanish once he ac­
quires a rational understanding of his place in the total scheme. It 
tries to remedy the agonies of the finite self by swallowing up the 
finite self. 

So man confronts the Either ;Or. But he cannot stand still on either 
the aesthetic or the ethical pathway. The former leads eventually 
into absolute depravity; and the latter leads eventually into absolute 
religiousness. That is why the first volume of Kierkegaard's book 
ends with 'The Diary of a Seducer,' while the second volume ends 
with a sermon. 

But why can't the ethical provide a stopping point? Why isn't 
the highest goal of human life the attainment of that moral self­
sufficiency whereby the individual makes his own discriminations be­
tween right and wrong? Kierkegaard's answer sets him against much 
recent philosophy in general and much recent existentialism in par­
ticular. He sees the ethical stage as manifesting in an acute form the 
conflict between universal demands and individual inwardness. He 
does not deny that objective thinking has a legitimate place here as 
it does in science and metaphysics. But in all these instances where 
objectivity gains the ascendancy, the universal takes precedence 
over the individual. In ethics this means that duty is fulfilled by 
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subordinating personal inclinations to the welfare of society. At its 
highest, this means a kind of resignation. But even the most exalted 
ethical heroism falls short of a religious relationship because it 
leaves the personal subordinate to the social ~nd the legal. And 
whenever man believes that he can reach righteousness merely by 
fulfilling the letter of the law, then the ethical actually becomes an 
obstacle to faith. For faith involves a concrete individual in time 
standing face to face with the Eternal who reveals Himself as a 
Per~on in time. Another way of putting the point is to say that the 
ideal demands of ethics make us aware of our failures, but they do 
not give birth to a ·new life'; whereas faith begins with a reality­
the reality of the ·new life'-instead of being based merely on ideals. 
Ethics, by deepening man's awareness of moral conflict, can prepare 
the way for salvation, but it cannot furnish salvation. ·o wretched 
man that I ami who shall deliver me from the body of this death?' 

Here Kierkegaard stands in the tradition of St. Paul against Juda­
ism and that of Luther against Roman Catholicism. And like these 
men he is careful to safeguard his thesis from antinomianism. In the 
story of Abraham and Isaac, which Kierkegaard retells in his book 
Fear and Trembling, the requirements of ethics and the require­
ments of faith conflict. Is Abraham a potential murderer, or is he 
being obedient to God? The question cannot be settled by pragmatic 
tests because before the result Abraham was either one or the other, 
and so far as externals go it is impossible to tell which. But Abraham 
:oes not simply reject the ethical. He is deeply conscious of family 
u~ and he sincerely loves his son. Only a man who takes morality 

senously has the right to pass beyond it. 
h T~e most remarkable thing about the man of faith is that after 
a~ng renounced the finite and the temporal, he gets them back 

agam. Aft b · h · d h ld H er reakmg with the world, e IS returne to t e wor . 
th:nchie. ~u~ardly he may be indistinguishable from his opposite, 

P hstme H b · k f 1· · · •ty · hi · e ears no extenor mar o re Igious supenon m 
s garb or . . 

th" manner. He may look hke the neighborhood grocer. Yet 
~ n:n has drained the cup of life's sadness; he knows that the 

w e, e family, the daily tasks he holds dear are not •the answer.' 
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At the same time, they have for him the freshness of a new creation 
precisely because he has accepted their contingency. He knows that 
the meaning of life is not confined to worldly joys and sorrows. And 
it is only a man of faith who can thus combine absolutely the sub­
lime and the pedestrian, the unconditional and the relative. 

The Abraham parable, like the Antigone story mentioned above 
and like many of the stories in Kierkegaard's books, grows out of 
personal experience. He was thinking of his renunciation of Regina­
though she might justifiably have been surprised to find herself in 
the role of Isaac, or, in the earlier instance, to find S. K. in the role 
of Antigone. He was convinced that if he had possessed sufficient 
faith, he might have gotten her back again. But he also had in mind 
the Christian story. Professor Bainton tells in his book, Here I Stand, 
how Luther's wife once said that she didn't believe the Abraham 
story because God would never treat a son like that, to which Luther 
replied: 'But Katie, He did treat His Son like that.' 4 The whole 
matter illustrates why Kierkegaard felt that a study of the Bible or 
of Christian doctrine does not amount to much until they have be­
come vivid for the individual in terms of his own experience. And he 
writes his books, not in order to teach general definitions of Chris­
tianity, but so as to arouse the reader to ask 'How can I become a 
Christian?' Thus the transition from the ethical to the religious is 
made not by thinking but by what he called a 'leap.' Not until a 
man's attempts to solve life's problems by means of philosophical 
theory or ethical effort have come to a dead end is he really ready 
for this leap. 

The themes which have just been discussed also underlie the 
cryptic and humorous little book, Repetition, which was published 
at almost the same time as Fear and Trembling. What Repetition 
really deals with, under the guise of trying to repeat externally an 
earlier experience, is the possibility of finding inwardly some eter­
nally valid and constant meaning in life despite the continual change 
in which the self is involved. This, says Kierkegaard, is the 'interest" 
of metaphysics because metaphysics seeks the eternal; but it is at 
the same time the point at which metaphysics founders because as 
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soon as the actual changefulness and freedom of the existing subject 
are introduced, then the possibility of objective certainty disappears. 
Yet if some stable frame of reference cannot be found, the only 
thing to do is to let life go on like a stream. In other words, the 
trouble with metaphysics is that it cannot find a point of union be­
tween the Eternal and existence because it abstracts from existence; 
while the trouble with the aesthetic approach is that it also cannot 
find a point of union because it immerses itself in pure temporalism. 

In Repetition it is suffering which drives the young man to seek 
a religious answer-an 'Archimedean point' above himself. Existence 
has become utterly meaningless to him. He asks: 'Who am I? How 
did I come into the world? Why was I not consulted? If I am com­
pelled to take part in it, where is the director? If there is no director, 
where shall I make my complaint? Am I guilty or not?' 5 The last 
question illustrates the ambiguity of standing at the intersecting 
point of freedom and necessity. For the reason just mentioned, meta­
physics cannot help him, and, as the pseudonymous author says, if 
he had turned to sensuality (the terminus ad quem of the aesthetic 
stage), he would have been lost. Instead, the young man identifies 
himself with Job, who rejects all attempts to understand his suffering 
by means of theory, rejects the conception of God as a tyrannical 
authority, and rejects the conception of providence which would 
explain away his personal tragedies in terms of a general plan. And 
in the end Job finds an answer, not in an idea but in the sufferer 
himself and in what he does with his suffering existence. As the 
young man says, 'Job does not cut a figure in a university chair and 
with reassuring gestures vouch for the truth of his thesis . . . He 
sits among the ashes and scrapes himself with a potsherd, and with­
out interrupting this manual labor lets fall casual hints and remarks.' 
Job finds an answer in faith only when he gives up trying to under­
stand, and lets his protest come out fully instead of suppressing it. 
Only so does he appropriate an answer which is genuinely his. What 
he gets then is a transformation of himself. After letting go of the 
world and of all the things his happiness, prosperity, and self-respect 
have rested upon, and so rising in freedom above dependence upon 
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finite objects and results, Job gets everything back double. In order 
to understand Kicrkegaard's point, of course, it is necessary to in­
terpret the conclusion of the book of Job figuratively, not literally. 
What Job gets back is the significance of the relative, which has ac­
tually been heightened by coming into relationship with the Eternal 
through his personal encounter with God. 

The young man in Repetition, like Abraham in Fear and Trem­
bling, is an 'exception'; that is, he cannot find a solution to his prob­
lem so long as he remains within the universal patterns of the ethi­
cal, which in the case of the young man are typified by marriage. 
Yet in both instances passage beyond the ethical into religious faith 
is justified only because the ethical is first taken seriously. So far as 
faith itself is concerned, Kierkegaard confines himself in Repetition 
to the remark that to find the answer in suffering which links the 
individual to God is to anticipate the Christian concepts of atone­
ment and rebirth. 

3. Anxiety and Freedom 

The closest Kierkegaard comes to a systematic statement of his 
view of man is in The Concept of Dread (Angst). Here he rejects 
the idea that individual sin could be necessitated by Adam's Fall. 
He takes the story in Genesis as symbolic of what happens in the 
experience of every man. Each person finds himself to be a mixture 
of bondage and responsibility. If we put the whole stress upon 
racial determinism, we fail to do justice to freedom, and if we put 
the whole stress upon individual free will, we fail to do justice to the 
fateful influence of social conditioning. Kierkegaard does not try to 
give a chronological explanation of how a person makes the transi­
tion from innocence to guilt. But he does try to show how anxiety 
accompanies freedom even prior to moral distinctions. What does 
he mean by freedom prior to moral distinctions? He means a condi­
tion of sheer possibility-the possibility of making something out 
of Nothing. Here man is like God because he is created in the image 
of God. Freedom means that we have a hand in making ourselves 
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what we are to become, but it also means that we can negate as well 
as affirm, we can destroy as well as construct. Freedom means that 
man can have kinship with Nothingness as well as with God. 

This condition of indeterminate potentiality (which Berdyaev 
calls 'meonic' freedom because it derives from non-Being) is a con­
dition of anxiety. Thus man's position is not only above the brutes; 
it is intrinsically more precarious, and we may sometimes try to 
run away from it so as to return to the irresponsible bliss of an ani­
mal condition. But we cannot really escape, and because of his free­
dom each man becomes aware of evil desire, sin, and guilt as spring­
ing from himsel£.0 Thus from the beginning to the end of history, 
human nature is an ambiguous mixture of two factors: ( 1) the good­
ness of creation, which comes from God; and ( 2) the distortion 
caused by sin, which comes from man. Finitude, temporality, self­
hood, and sexuality are not intrinsically evil; they are aspects of 
the goodness of creation. But we never encounter them in their 
unspoiled condition. 

Several consequences follow from this outlook. For example, the 
~umulative sensuality of one's forbears can operate almost as though 
~t were a necessitating power, but actually every individual is partly 
mnocent and partly guilty. It is not his fault that sex comes into his 
expe · 
. ~ence as already spoiled by the wickedness of the race, but he 
18 guilty in the sense that he personally originates attitudes which 
also ~poil sex. Similarly although selfhood is not evil, we never 
expenenc •t ' 

. e 1 except as already distorted by selfishness. Instead of saymg 'sin · d , 
f lS ue to selfishness; we should say selfishness springs 
rom a person h . 

F . ll . w 0 lS already sinful.' 
ma Y s1n s ·1 f h · 

d h ' P0 1 s temporality. It is part o t e meanmg of free-
om t at man 1 fl d · . can transcend the tempera ux. In eed, If we try 

to Ignore the w h · · 
. h ay man directs his life throug memory and antici-

pation, ':" at is left? Only the 'present; which lies like an absurd 
geometriCal point b . 
. . etween movement and repose Without occupy­
mg any time. It is an d · h d · b d empty spot san WIC e m etween past an 
future. Hence the only way we can do justice to human history is 
to define the Instant as the point where Eternity touches time. His-
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tory is the setting in which man exercises freedom in seeking a right 
relationship with Eternity, and there is no way of describing man's 
'present' without taking account of the fact that man transcends 
the present. The Instant, viewed as an atom of Eternity, may be 
called a finite attempt to fulfill time. Therefore Christianity has 
rightly diagnosed the problem of history when it seeks salvation, 
not by escape from temporality, in an Eternal meaning which, by 
entering history, transforms it. What all this signifies is that we 
could exist as purely temporal creatures, the way plants and animals 
do, only if we could succeed in killing the spirit. Temporality is not 
intrinsically evil, but once it has been distorted by sin, past evils 
become enslaving and the passage of time alone cannot alter them. 
The future can signify fulfillment only if there is hope of bringing 
into history something which is not naturally immanent in it. For 
sinful man, transitoriness becomes a curse, bearing all our earthly 
hopes toward annihilation; death becomes terrible instead of nat­
ural; and our human condition becomes something which we can 
neither tolerate nor escape. 

4. Philosophy and Faith 

This brings us to the center of Kierkegaard's work as found in the 
two books called the Philosophical Fragments and the Concluding 
Unscientific Postscript. Their main purpose is to show the difference 
between philosophical knowledge and Christian faith. The title of 
the former was chosen in conscious opposition to Hegel's idea of a 
system. Using Socrates as an example, Kierkegaard brings out the 
way in which philosophy must take for granted an unbroken affinity 
between the human mind and the ultimate truth. If, in accordance 
with the Socratic theory of reminiscence, the eternal Forms are 
always immanent in the soul, then no moment in time can have 
essential but only accidental significance. Because Socrates ironically 
confesses his own ignorance, he is vastly superior to those preten­
tious rationalists who think they can get a choke-hold on the Abso­
lute by means of their systems. Yet even Socrates assumes that, 
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despite the limitations of the body, finitude, temporality, and 'opin­
ion,' the soul is already connected with the divine. The truth may 
have to be evoked from a pupil by a teacher, but no teacher can 
establish the intrinsic relationship between soul and truth for an­
other person. He can be, at most, the occasion for eliciting it or 
bringing it to light; and so Socrates refused to have disciples because 
he saw that no one could be absolutely dependent upon another man 
in the quest for wisdom. 

On the other hand, Christianity takes for granted that the tie 
between man and eternal truth has been broken. Man finds himself 
unable to live in the truth. His chief difficulty is not intellectual, 
but lies in the area of the will, the heart. He cannot force himself 
to be sincere enough to see the full truth about himself. He is unable 
to reach that inner simplicity where his ideals and his actions form 
a perfect unity. Therefore Christianity affirms the decisi\'e signifi­
cance of time in a manner which Socrates (and Platonism) could 
never admit. For it, the way of salvation consists not in bringing to 
fruition something which man already possesses, but in being re­
created so as to be able to be united with the truth instead of 
estranged from it. 

If we ask how man fell into this condition of inner warfare the , 
answer is 'through his freedom.' And he remains in sin and error 
by continually forfeiting what would save him. But since all his 
efforts spring from an enslaved self, he cannot solve the problem by 
sheer effort. Nor will a presentation of the truth by a skillful teacher 
suffice, for seeing an ideal does not mean that we can live up to it. 
What is needed is a complete transformation of character, a regen­
eration of the individual from the ground up. But no human teacher 
can literally re-create a soul; only God can do this. Someone may 
protest that since man fell into difficulties through his own freedom, 
he can solve them by his own freedom. But this overlooks the de­
cisive character of action and the binding power of the past. I can 
freely throw a stone across a pond, but I cannot freely make it come 
back to me. Similarly, I cannot undo the self I have formed. I can­
not reach liberation by 'willing' because it is precisely the will that 
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needs to be liberated. 'What I need is a new self by removal of the 
guilt of the old self, and only an atoning God can give me this new 
self. 'What God thus makes available is not merely an occasion so 
that once man receives regeneration he can then retain his grasp on 
the truth by his own power. The i\Ioment is a point in time which 
has an essential, not just an accidental, relationship to union with 
God. Therefore Kicrkegaard calls it the Fullness of Time.7 More­
over, the conversion which takes place within man involves a transi­
tion as momentous as that from non-being to being. Therefore 
Kierkegaard calls it the New Birth. Since it involves the gift of a 
new self, it can happen only to the individual; conversion en masse 
is impossible. And what it means can be appreciated only by some­
one who has actually undergone it. 

Man can be rescued only by a Saviour who reaches the human 
race where it is, in history. Yet since God does not need anything, 
what could prompt Him to take upon Himself the burden of human 
error and guilt in atonement? The only possible answer is: 'The 
love by which He moves Himself: This is the eternal nature of God 
actualized in time. The purpose of revelation is to overcome the 
obstacles which prevent man from accepting what God offers-yet 
without obliterating the difference between God and man. And as 
such, revelation is aimed at the highest good of the individual, 
although it may not coincide with what man thinks will bring him 
happiness. Man would prefer a direct vision of God, but this, by 
ostensibly obliterating the difference between deity and humanity, 
would arouse illusions concerning the 'intrinsic divinity' in man. 
Actually man is always dependent upon God, but the problem is 
how to bring him to recognize and accept this dependence without 
overriding his freedom. The problem can be solved only if God, by 
coming to man in the midst of historical existence, offers a restora­
tion of the loving relationship in such a way that the response of 
trust and gratitude can overpower the egocentricity of the will. God 
bridges the chasm by taking on the form of a servant, by becoming 
equal with the lowliest man. 

One of the implications of this position is that a true notion of 
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divine omnipotence is to be sought at the point where God deals 
with human freedom instead of trying to think of it by generalizing 
from the nature of physical force. It takes more divine power to offer 
reconciliation than to sustain the heavens and the earth in cosmic 
orderliness, for reconciliation is offered continually, at the cost o£ 
suffering love, despite the fact that man, in his freedom, may reject 
the offer. If God remained aloof and unincarnate He might rule 
man by coercion, but that could never bring about a change of heart. 
Again, it might be assumed that revelation should simply take the 
form of a theophany, thus sparing God the necessity of incarnate 
suffering, but this is to go over to the Socratic view that man is 
already in a position to respond directly to the vision of God because 
the intrinsic connection between the human soul and the divine has 
never been broken. This is to fall into the error of Docetism. 

Thus Christian faith and philosophical knowledge stand in sharp 
contrast with each other. The latter stakes its hopes on an intellec­
tual mode of salvation which simply brings to light the goodness 
in man which is already there; hence it cannot fully acknowledge 
either the seriousness of our human predicament or the miraculous 
love whereby God takes the initiative in rescuing us. Furthermore, 
the central affirmation of Christian faith cannot be demonstrated. 
We believe that God became man in Christ, reconciling the world 
to Himself; we believe that the eternal entered time. But this kind 
of truth is very different from mathematics, science, or philosophy. 
For what we are talking about here is a personal relationship be­
tween God and man, where passionate trust in God's forgiveness and 
willingness to yield our hearts to Him are indispensable. 

It follows that Christianity should not attach primary importance 
to proofs or doctrines. The most that ideas can do is point beyond 
themselves to this '!-Thou' relationship. Proofs for the existence of 
God are futile except as they articulate what faith already grasps, 
and then of course they are not proofs. The evidences of order, intek 
ligence, and purpose on which the cosmological and teleological 
proofs are based are ambiguous. The world has so much evil in it 
that there is no straight line of demonstration leading from it to 
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God. Moreover, if one is surveying ·the world,' then nothing may be 
excluded and there can never be a point where all the evidence is in. 
Hence the a posteriori proofs are inadequate because they cannot, 
of themselves, account for evil, and they could always be over­
thrown by new facts. On the other hand, the a priori (i.e. ontologi­
cal) argument is also inadequate. It moves from the idea of God·s 
perfection to the idea of His existence; but thinking. by itself, can 
never make the transition from ideas to actuality. In short, the onto­
logical argument only moves from one concept to another; therefore 
it cannot be undermined by empirical evidence, but neither can it 
say anything about existence. 

What philosophy should do, in such circumstances, is to admit its 
own limits, acknowledging that God cannot be reached by reason 
because of the absolute unlikeness between God and man, and that 
the attempt to equate Him with certain human values and experi­
ences really abrogates belief in Him instead of making it intelligible. 
';vhat usually happens, however, is that philosophy, forgetting its 
limits, produces an Absolute which transcends all finite relationships 
and contains all men in such a way that no man can be God in a 
special sense. Here God's otherness is circumvented by swallowing 
up the distinction between likeness and unlikeness in an identity of 
opposites. This might not be so bad were it not for the fact that the 
philosopher often claims to be able to work the Incarnation and the 
Trinity into his scheme, and thus to put Christian truth into proper 
perspective. Actually what he is propounding is utterly irrecon­
cilable with Christianity. The living God whom we encounter in the 
·I-Thou· relationship cannot be the philosophical Absolute, for in 
the latter all relationship disappears into unity.8 Admittedly there is 
kinship between God and man in so far as man is created in the 
Image of God, but the difference, the estrangement, which arises 
through the abuse of freedom means that the main obstacle to 
knowledge of God is rooted in sin and cannot be removed by reason. 
Hence revelation takes the form not of supra-rational truths but of 
a personal act which restores broken fellowship and removes spirit­
ual alienation. This personal act is the God-man in history. 
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Attempts to prove the deity of Christ, like attempts to prove the 
existence of God, are also futile. The God-man in history is beyoml 
rational demonstration; He is the Paradox. Indeed, I Ie is the Paradox 
in a twofold sense, for He discioses the absolute unlikeness in abso­
lute likeness (God-manhood). He reveals to us both our sinful na­
ture and our restored nature in such a way that we grasp what it 
means to be human, not through learning propositions but through 
our response, positive or negative, to His sacrificial love. The basic 
reason for rejecting Christianity is that one wants to be able to save 
himself by his own rational methods. A man does not want to have 
to accept salvation from God instead of on his own terms, especially 
when this involves seeing his sin clearly. Christianity denies that 
man has the security of an immanent and potentially adequate union 
with God in himself; yet philosophy can never admit this insecurity 
because to do so is to relinquish its totalitarian claims. Hence phi­
losophy must always deal with Christianity in the form of trying to 
explain it; reason seeks to remove unpleasantness by pretending that 
the ultimate question concerning the meaning of life is within our 
control, when actually it is beyond our control. If we insist on trying 
to make the God-man directly intelligible, the utmost we can do is 
to define divinity in terms of our own ideas of what would best 
fulfill human nature. But to set up a definition does nothing to show 
that God-manhood has actually occurred in history. 

Nevertheless, the deity of Christ is not completely concealed; it 
is agape expressed in human terms at the historical level. This genu­
inely human life is so different from the life of the natural man, 
however, that it stands above what is objectively valid for society. 
Christ cares nothing for wealth and power; He is free from anxiety 
because He has broken with the finite. Thus discipleship goes be­
yond rational understanding and the universal norms of ethics in 
precisely the manner in which, in the earlier works already sur­
veyed, the religious stage is represented as going beyond the aes­
thetic and the ethical. Since security is reached only via the risk of 
faith, the disciples are likely to be humble men. The wise and eru­
dite will prefer to take from Christ only what can be learned accord-
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ing to their methods of getting at the truth. But, as we have already 
seen, the disciple looks to Him for receiving a new self not for ac­
quiring knowledge. 

A word should be interjected at this point concerning Kierke­
gaard's method. Despite all that he says against rationalism and 
system-building, his approach to the problem we have been discuss­
ing is highly schematic. As we shall see more fully, his view of 
human nature as a synthesis of eternity and temporality, infinitude 
and finitude, freedom and necessity, coincides perfectly with his 
view of the God-man as a paradoxical union of these same antino­
mies. Hence his analysis of what man needs cannot be divorced 
from his conviction concerning what the atoning God offers in 
Christ. No doubt this is as it should be. It is a fact that Christian 
faith in God's forgiveness does not make sense unless one has already 
accepted in some measure (though this may be largely unconscious) 
a Christian understanding of sin and a Christian vision of what man 
is meant to be. This total view of life is of-a-piece, and Kierkegaard 
is right in thinking that it cannot be demonstrated either as a whole 
or by taking one segment at a time. But his attack on system-building 
should not blind us to the internal coherence which characterizes 
his point of view. There is a coincidence-for him momentous-be­
tween (a) Christ as the point in time where the Eternal offers sal­
vation, and (b) faith as the point in time where man's relationship 
to God is decisively determined. If one protests that 'faith' can be 
directed toward God, conceived in non-Christian terms, or toward 
objects other than God, Kierkegaard's reply is that in such instances 
faith simply fails to fulfill its own nature. And if one asks what con­
stitutes his criterion of fulfillment, the answer is bound to be disciple­
ship to Christ. Hence the argument is indeed circular. But it is 
worth asking whether one does not always encounter such circular­
ity where ultimate presuppositions are involved. For example, the 
dependability of reason cannot be demonstrated without in some 
sense taking it for granted before the demonstration begins. 

There are two contrasting ways of attempting to prove the deity 
of Christ, and since both of them are still employed by theologians, 
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Kierkegaard's criticism of them anticipates contemporary Christo­
logical disputes in a startlingly clairvoyant fashion. The first line of 
argument concentrates upon the historical facts. It is represented, 
roughly, by those who hold that by getting back to the historical 
Jesus we can rediscover the Gospel in its pristine purity-e.g. before 
the morbid distortions introduced by St. Paul, and the dogmatizing 
which led to the doctrine of the Trinity. Concerning this approach 
Kierkegaard declares that, at most, historical facts can show that 
Jesus claimed to be divine, but cannot possibly show that He actu­
ally was so. Moreover, although His human life was genuinely his­
torical, it was not merely historical, and therefore anyone who tries 

to confine his approach to the historical events cannot be a disciple. 

Incleecl, in one sense knowledge of the historical details is not deci­
sive inasmuch as a man could possess such knowledge Without 

' reaching faith. For example, two contemporaries of Jesus who wit-
nessed the same incident in His ministry might agree on the em­
pirical details, yet they could disagree completely concerning the 
significance of the happening because one believed in Him as 
Saviour while the other did not. For the same reason, the teaching 
of Christ is not, in one sense, decisive; for it is always possible to 
accept His ideas theoretically without being regenerated by Him. 

The second line of argument concentrates upon what it calls the 
'eternal truth' of Christianity, insisting that this is what is really 
important, rather than historical events about which we can never 
reach absolute certainty. An advocate of this position may affirm 
the historicity of Jesus and the grandeur of His deeds and teachings. 
But he will regard the essence of Christianity as a set of eternally 
true propositions to which Christ's relationship as teacher and re­
vealer is (in the technical, not the derogatory, sense) accidental. 
Such an approach assumes that the way to make Christianity uni­
versally valid is to tum it into eternal essences which can be 
grasped rationally. 

Against both positions Kierkegaard maintains that what Christ 
means cannot be apprehended through knowledge of either histori­
cal facts or philosophical truths. Faith is essentially related not to 
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the teaching but to the Teacher, and He is neither (a) merely a 
historical human being nor (b) a universal truth. When the two are 
combined, as they are in Him, the result is the transformation of 
both. Reason is equipped to deal with universals and particulars, 
but not with this fusion which is the Eternal Truth in a histori­
cal person.0 Therefore faith is directed toward a Paradox which 
remains baffiing to reason, and issues in such contradictions as the 
belief that God was born and died, and the belief that a mortal man 
was raised again from the dead. 

Before going further, however, we must ask one question concern­
ing Kierkegaard's own position. It is easy to understand the sense in 
which he can be indifferent about the historical details; and modern 
critical scholarship would contend that it is impossible to get back 
behind the Gospel records, the oral tradition, the interpretations in­
troduced by the early Church, to the bare happenings themselves. 
Indeed, the effort to arrive at an ·objective' picture of a man in 
abstraction from the reactions and interpretations of those who 
knew him is not only futile, the result would be bad as a piece of 
historical research even if it could be reached. For in historical writ­
ing, as contrasted with natural science, there is no virtue in describ­
ing bare facts; rather, the effort should be directed toward seeing 
facts in the context of the human reactions, beliefs, and interpreta­
tions which accompany them. 

Nevertheless, affirmation of the historicity of the God-man is abso­
lutely central to Kierkegaard's thesis. Therefore the question arises 
as to whether or not this affirmation is solely a matter of faith ex­
clusive of historical knowledge. In a moment we shall examine what 
he has to say concerning the status of historical knowledge in gen­
eral, and his claim that it can never reach more than high proba­
bility (approximation). His basic position is that since historical 
methods neither prove nor disprove the existence of the man Jesus, 
faith affirms in the face of what remains with an inescapable meas­
ure of uncertainty. But here the man of faith is no worse off than 
the atheist making his negative judgment concerning the religious 
meaning of the Gospel reports. 
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At the same time, it is important to remember that Kierkegaard 
does not suggest that faith can dictate what the answers (in terms 
of high probability) of historical research should be. Nevertheless, 
his position is not wholly satisfying, though it is hard to find a dis­
cussion of the problem in contemporary theology that is any more 
convincing. Does he mean to imply that since the ethical qualities 
of the human Jesus and the ideas contained in His teaching cannot 
in themselves produce faith in His deity, they are of no importance? 
Some phrases he uses sound as though this were the case; yet they 
must be put alongside the fact that the human figure-the form of a 
servant, the renunciation of power and prestige, freedom from guilt 
and anxiety-is, from Kierkegaard's standpoint, singularly appropri­

ate for expressing the nature of God. Admittedly one cannot di­
rectly prove the deity of Christ by calling attention to the exalted 
character of His life and teachings. But neither can one hold (once 
again from Kierkegaard's standpoint) that the relationship between 
the nature of God and the particular qualities ascribed to the human 
life of Jesus is accidental. And if the historical manhood was an 
appropriate medium of revelation as, say, the life of a scoundrel or 
a despot never could be, then the historical details cannot really be 
a matter of indifference. 

Because Kierkegaard insisted that faith is not a form of knowl­
edge, many of his critics have leaped to the conclusion that it can 
only be a wholly subjective (in the bad sense) expression of what 
a man wishes or imagines to be true. On these terms, faith remains 
entirely within the confines of the individual's mind and will, and 
never has to meet the test of coming to terms with 'reality.' It should 
be clear from the foregoing, however, that Kierkegaard never be­
lieved that faith could be produced merely as an act of will, for he 
held that all willing reflects the bondage which shuts us off from 
God. Unless faith is related to God's giving of the condition that 
overcomes sin, then it is an illusion. Unquestionably, Kierkegaard 
believed that God is real and that He has revealed Himself in his­
tory in Jesus Christ, apart from what any individual may think, will, 
or believe. But he refused to rf'fer to the reality of God and histori-
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cal revelation as 'objective' because the latter word connoted for him 
demonstrable, conceptual knowledge, an abstraction from passion­
ate commitment, personal decision, and the '!-Thou' encounter. 
Indeed, although he believed that God was real apart from Soren 
Kierkegaard, he recognized that there was no way of his entering 
into relationship with God apart from Soren Kierkegaard's faith. 
And with such a recognition it is difficult to quarrel. 

Thus far we have seen, concerning the Paradox, that both his­
torical factors (ordinarily handled by perception) and eternal fac­
tors (ordinarily handled by conception as timeless truths) are in­
volved, but neither can reach God. The former are confined to the 
empirico-historical; the latter are confined to essences. Given the 
God-man, what perception apprehends is not mere appearance; to 
regard it as such is Docetism. But without faith, what perception 
sees is just a man. Hence contemporaneity with Jesus offers no cru­
cial advantages. Only by means of faith can anyone be directly re­
lated in time with the Eternal, and all men, whether they are con­
temporary with Jesus or live in a later century, must receive salva­
tion directly from God Himself, not at second hand through some 
other human being. 

5. History 

Since virtually everything Kierkegaard says about the nature of 
faith presupposes the reality of human freedom, it is important for 
him to refute determinism.10 He begins by asserting that the cate­
gory of necessity is not applicable to becoming; it is applicable, 
rather, to propositions whose truth does not depend upon occur­
rences in the actual world (i.e. analytic propositions). The events 
of nahtre may seem to be formulable in necessary laws, but if these 
laws are built up by empirical generalization, then they are not 
really necessary but only highly probable. \Ve can make successful 
predictions on the basis of them, and that gives rise to the illusion 
that the events in question happen necessarily. Nevertheless, if any 
proposition is necessarily true, what makes it so is a relationship 
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between meanings, not a relationship between empirical existents. 
It follows that the category of necessity is not applicable to 'his­

tory' as a whole. In his use of this word, Kierkegaard wishes to take 
account of the fact that man not only undergoes change, like all 
events in nature, but can dispose himself toward process in such a 
way that his experience is made up not merely of happenings but 
of significant happenings. In a broad sense there can be a history 
of stars and rocks, but in the narrow, strict sense 'history' occurs 
only where human decision enters into the making and the meaning 
of events. Hegel made the colossal blunder of believing that the 
totality of the historical process could be grasped as a logically 
necessary system, when actually the two are irreconcilable. Neces­
sary truths cannot apply to history; and history cannot be poured 
into the mould of a logically necessary system. Historical determin­
ism may seem plausible because of the immutability of the past, 
but the undeniable fact that the past cannot be changed does not 
mean that the events in question took place necessarily as they came 
into the present. In a word, either all history is subject to complete 
necessitation or it is not; if one regards the past as logically neces­
sitated, he must regard the future as also thus necessitated, and in 
that case there is no room for genuine freedom. 

What are the implications of Kierkegaard's rejection of deter­
minism for his view of historical knowledge? Since historical events 
cannot be grasped with logical necessity, all knowledge of the past 
and of the future contains an element of uncertainty. Most men 
easily understand this in connection with the future, but it is impor­
tant to realize that establishment of rapport with past events as 
they really occurred also involves taking account of the fact that 
they :vere then unpredictable, surprising, and creative. Hence a 
ca~acity f~r wonder and imagination is indispensable in the his­
tonan. This condition is not fulfilled if the historian, in reaction 
against rationalism, swings to the opposite extreme of empiricism. 
Sense data alone cannot constitute a grasping of history because they 
merely present the flux of experience, missing that identity of the 
subject which is required if anything-especially man-is to remain 
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'the same' while undergoing change. In short, the means by which 
we apprehend the historical must have a structure analogous to the 
historical itself. Now faith possesses this character. The kind of 
certainty it reaches does not abolish the two forms of uncertainty 
which arise from the fact that (a) historical knowledge is not logi­
cally necessary, and (b) the events it grasps are contingent, i.e. not 
self-explanatory. At the opposite pole from faith stands doubt, and 
both are manifestations of freedom. So long as one remains within 
the sphere of the logically certain or of uninterpreted sense data, 
one can avoid doubt, but one will also fail to come to grips with 
history. One is able to grasp the meaning of historical events only 
by a free act, a decision which will be either positive or negative. 
In this sphere either faith or doubt is unavoidable. To ask for cer­
tainty in advance in these matters is like asking for certainty that 
one can swim before going into the water. Faith is directed toward 
something which has happened but did not have to happen, and in 
circumstances where it is impossible to demonstrate that it did 
happen. 

If we apply these considerations not merely to the facts about, but 
to the meaning of the life of Jesus Christ, has Kierkegaard satisfac­
torily answered our earlier question? He seems to be suggesting that 
an adequate 'knowledge' of what took place in that life is to be 
reached, not by gathering factual information about it (which can 
be highly probable, but never certain), but only by a decision which 
brings my will into conformity with the significance of what He was 
and did. Undeniably there is a large measure of truth in this sug­
gestion. Not only in religion, but in art, literature, politics, and many 
other fields, it is only the man who can enter into communion with 
the beliefs and values of a figure or an epoch in the past who can 
really recover the past. Yet this is not the whole story. If it is true 
that there are riches which are accessible only to the devotee, it is 
also true that limitations, defects, and perils are often visible only 
to one who can view the past with a measure of critical detachment. 
Moreover, even if we are willing to grant that the question of the 
deity of Christ must be dealt with by faith or doubt and cannot be 
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settled by an appeal to rational demonstration or sense data, surely 
Kierkegaard has failed to make clear the relationship between faith 
and historical fact (as contrasted with the meaning of historical 
fact). He might reply that it is impossible to dissociate fact from 
meaning when dealing with historical questions. Nevertheless, he 
fails to meet squarely the kind of problem that would arise if the 
high probabilities of historical research went contrary to faith. For 
example, if it became highly probable, on the basis of newly discov­
ered manuscripts, that Jesus never existed, or that He was a scoun­
drel, what would Kierkcgaard's answer be? He might reply that the 
interpretation on which these new historical findings rest is itself 
riddled with negative attitudes toward Christianity, instead of being 
dispassionate; and such a reply would often have been pertinent 
in the past, for example in connection with the work of Strauss. But 
~t does not wholly meet the situation now. Indeed, there probably 
~s no Christological position which does not run the risk of falling 
mto one extreme or the other; either it claims concerning the his­
torical manhood a kind of certainty which does not attach to his­
toric~! knowledge, or it turns the Incarnation into a principle, re­
g~rdmg the principle as what is essential, no matter what we may 
discover concerning the historical events whereby it has come 
down to us. 

Furthermore, there is good reason to hold that Kierkegaard him­
~elf,. at l_east tacitly, made a distinction between 'fact' and 'meaning' 
~n his discussion of faith as the organ of historical knowledge Fo 

e . says that even the contemporary of Christ can grasp th~ his~ 
ton cal only b d h. . 
Ki Y means of faith, an t IS IS nonsense unless what 

erkegaard has in mind is the revelatory meaning of the event 
not merely h • 
. w at one can apprehend by means of sensory percep-

tion}. The contemporary could be certain that Jesus existed, but he 
cou d not be ce t . b . . 1 Ki k r am, y logical or empmca means, of His deity 
me~~g 1 · . oes on to suggest that the Gospe record stands for us 

m a position wl · h d · ' ' llc corresponds to the sense ata available to a con-
temporary. We can be sure that the Gospel presents a given picture 
hut like the contemporary, we also must go beyond the immediat~ 
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evidence in order to reach faith, and in both cases faith is subject 
to the same sort of uncertainty. Once again, we need not deny a 
measure of truth in this suggestion. If followed through it might 
lead to a Christology which, like Paul Tillich's, puts the stress upon 
'the picture of Jesus as the Christ' that we indubitably possess in the 
New Testament, rather than upon fruitless attempts to rediscover 
the historical Jesus. Nevertheless there is an ineradicable difference 
between the position of a contemporary and the position of a man in 
a later century. The contemporary only has one uncertainty to deal 
with, namely, the meaning of events. But men in later centuries have 
an additional uncertainty to confront in connection with the rela­
tionship of the Gospel record to the actual events. Faith is not ir­
relevant to this latter uncertainty, but it cannot deal with it alone, 
and Kierkegaard's discussion does tend to conceal that fact. 

He sees clearly, however, that a man may assent to the general 
principle that the meaning of historical events is determined by 
faith and doubt, without assenting to the specific claim that God 
was incarnate in Christ. Indeed, he stresses the fact that Christian 
faith involves not only the uncertainty which attaches to any deci­
sion concerning an interpretation of historical events, but also the 
special risk of giving assent to something paradoxical. Therefore 
Christian faith is possible only if God 'repeats' the event in the sense 
of bridging the gulf between the believer's historical situation and 
eternity, just as in Christ the gulf between history and the Eternal 
was bridged. 

6. The Church 

One consequence of Kierkegaard's stress on faith as inward and 
individual is that he does less than justice to the Church, and at the 
end of his career he launched a vitriolic attack upon it. For him, 
to press forward beyond the universal demands of ethics, beyond 
the superficiality of the mob mind, beyond the conventional religi­
osity which offers a specious security and overlooks the necessity 
of risk and decision, meant ascending to a height of isolation where 
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the individual stands face to face with God as revealed in Christ. 
In his profound distrust of all mediatorial agencies except Christ 
Himself, he manifests the best in Protestantism. But in assuming 
that the establishment of an '!-Thou' relationship with God requires 
a deep break with communal ties, he manifests the worst in Protes­
tantism. In the Fragments his main reason for warning against the 
Church seems to be that its teachings can easily conceal the risky 
and paradoxical character of faith. He insists that no amount of 
'believing what the Church has taught' is equivalent to personal 
faith. Appeals to the traditions and the continuity of an institution 
which has existed through many centuries cannot make the Paradox 
more probable or plausible. For one thing, the fact that millions of 
other men have believed does not spare me the necessity of making 
my own decision, because these millions might have been wrong. 
Even more important is the fact that the Church constantly tends 
to lose sight of the true character of New Testament Christianity 
by softening its demands, by making it reasonable, by adapting it to 
current assumptions. Thus to follow tradition may mean to move 
away from the Gospel toward some version of Christianity which 
has been domesticated within a given nation, period, or culture. 
Then it is easy to accept 'Christianity' without the slightest embar­
rassment as a matter of course. Specifically, to regard the Church as 
~omething that makes it possible for a child to be born into faith 
Is to fall back to the Socratic level where there is no question of 
the need for a new birth because the only task required is to make 
explicit what is already latent. 

Some might wish to claim that the historical uncertainties which 
arise in connection with the Bible are overcome by the Church be­
cause after all it exists in the present. This position takes for granted, 
~1oweve.r, that the Church today is in some sense apostolic, standing 
m continuity with the Church of the preceding centuries. Thus it 
~ike th~ Bible, cannot really escape historical problems. In fact, it i~ 
Impossible to prove that the Church's present belief is the same as 
that of the first disciples, and that it has maintained its identity 
through the centuries. 
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The main point is that it is a mistake to avoid the risk involved in 
faith by seeking objective assurances of any kind, whether by 
Church membership, baptism, or doctrinal orthodoxy. Doubts and 
temptations cannot be overcome by turning to any consideration 
outside oneself; if they are conquered, they must be conquered in­
wardly. Hence the most one man can do for another is to confess 
his own faith. This may provide the occasion for faith on the part 
of the other while leaving him free to make his own decision in 
solitude before God. If anyone is so foolish as to believe on the 
authority of another man (or group of men) instead of on the 
authority of God alone, then it does not matter much whether the 
other man is a saint or a Miinchausen. Indeed, it would be incom­
patible with God's justice to put some men in a specially favored 
position, e.g. by contemporaneity with Christ or by being born 
into the Church. In the circumstances it is very difficult not to con­
demn infant baptism. What it ought to symbolize is that the child 
may become a Christian, just as when the child is born we know 
that he may become an adult. Christianity cannot be gained without 
personal appropriation and baptismal certificates will do no good 
on the day of Judgment. Faith is equally difficult and equally easy 
for all men; no man can supply the condition himself or receive it 
from another. 

This passage, and others in Kierkegaard, sounds so extreme that 
it may be asked what he saw in the Church at all. Until near the 
end of his life, he regarded its existence as natural and justifiable; 
he participated in public worship and even preached occasionally. 
But his attitude was colored by the fact that, from his point of view, 
the most essential aspects of religious struggle and belief could not 
be communicated directly, and he was always suspicious of anything 
in which men could participate as a ·crowd' instead of as individuals. 
Above all, he warned against regarding anything other than Cod-in­
Christ as capable of mediatipg salvation-whether it be the Pope, 
Biblicism, or orthodox doctrine; and he protested against any insti­
tutional security which might conceal the fact that churchmen 
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remain existing persons in history, subject to fallibility, uncertainty, 
and the possibility of temporal defeat. 

7. The Characteristics of Existential Thinking 

Having seen the way in which Kierkegaard deals with specific 
issues, always relating them closely to his personal situation, we are 
now in a position to draw up a more precise statement concerning 
what he takes to be the nature of existential (he usually calls it 'sub­
jective') thinking. As a matter of fact, he furnishes this statement 
for us in the Postscript where he discusses four theses attributable 
to Lessing. u 

First, whereas objective thinking is concerned with producing 
results which can become public property, the subjective point of 
view concentrates upon the process of thinking, as it goes on 
uniquely in the individual, and omits the results. Therefore direct 
communication is appropriate for objective thinking, but subjective 
thinking requires indirect communication. Direct communication 
deals with those meanings which two or more men can share when 
everything unique in each is ignored. But in religious matters to try 
to make one's own truth another's, without allowing or requiring 
the other to go through the inward process involved in appropriating 
this kind of truth, may deprive the other of finding his own rela­
tionship to God. This explains why Kierkegaard refuses to offer 
d~monstrations and answers, trying rather to arouse the reader to 
~Is own struggle by leaving the answer uncertain. Therefore it is 
Ironical that, in our own day, the revival of interest in his writings 
~as produced something like a Kierkegaard cult. He discerned the 
xrony in advance when he wrote that if someone becomes convinced 
th~t ~0 man ought to have disciples, and then stupidly asserts the 
prmcxple directly, he will undoubtedly experience 'the peculiar good 
fortune of obtaining disciples to ... disseminate this doctrine of 
not having any disciples.' 12 We should not conclude from Kierke­
gaard's remarks about indirect communication, however, that he fell 
into Sartre's mistake of holding that it is impossible to talk about 
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'human nah1re' because that involves a deterministic universal con­
cept of 'man' which is irreconcilable with the fact that the free indi­
vidual has to make himself what he becomes. Kierkegaard held 
that in the process of penetrating into his own inwardness, the 
individual is at the same time learning the truth about human nah1re 
as such. For example, he writes that whereas an objective approach 
enquires into 'the truth of Christianity,' a subjective approach asks, 
rather: 'How can I become a Christian?' He realizes that the latter 
question concerns only himself; yet he adds: 'If it is properly posed, 
it will concern everyone else in the same manner.' 13 

The second thesis has to do with the fact that the subject is in­
volved in continual striving. 'Ve reach certainty in science and spec­
ulation by abstracting from the changing subject, but such certainty 
can never be final or all-inclusive because actually there is, of 
course, no such thing as knowledge apart from the knowing subject. 
The only fact that can be absolutely certain is one's own existence, 
and this fact cannot be absolutely certain for anyone else. This 
'self is both an infinite spirit and a temporal creature, and the pos­
sibility of death hangs over it at every moment. Hence no positive 
certainties can remove the basic uncertainty of life. But rather than 
face this fact, most people try to fix attention on what is controllable, 
dependable, and knowable. Thereby they achieve a certain pseudo­
security by fitting in with the surrounding world and society as one 
object in a system of objects. This really means allowing human life 
to become spiritless; for our sense of the tragic and the comic rests 
on a recognition of the incongmity involved in being both an in­
finite spirit and a temporal creature. When one thinks of man's long­
ing for the eternal, this incongruity is tragic; and when one thinks 
of how inadequate all external means are for expressing inwardness, 
the same incongruity can be comic. ?\-Ian also tends to become spirit­
less, and to regard himself as a thing (object) instead of a person 
(subject), when he forgets his distinctive relationship to temporal­
ity. In order to strive, he must exist in time, and yet the aim of his 
striving is not a finite goal. One has to abstract from the way man 
actually deals with time in order to regard temporality as an external 
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continuum which flows along at an even pace. This physicist's con­
ception of clock-time is only the schematic framework within which 
the living content of human experience falls. From the standpoint of 
that experience itself, man can transcend time and see how a Mo­
ment possesses infinite value and also how ten thousand years may 
be as a trifle. For man the stress falls on the meaning of events, not 
on their quantitative duration.u 

The third thesis is that accidental historical truths can never serve 
as proofs for eternal truths of reason, and that the transition by 
which one bases an eternal truth upon historical testimony involves 
a leap. This has already been discussed. Kierkegaard mainly has in 
mind, of course, the fact that the central claims of Christianity are 
not 'direct' philosophical statements. But he is also defining existen­
tial thinking, as such, as opposed to any metaphysic which purports 
to arrive at a rational synthesis of the temporal and the eternal. For 
such a synthesis to be possible the conflict, the incongruity between 
the two orders would have to be resolvable by thought, and Kierke­
gaard has just tried to show why that is out of the question. The leap 
to which he refers, therefore, is not in the first instance a leap of 
thought, but a personal commitment. One takes the risk of believing 
that life is ultimately meaningful despite the fact that, because of 
the inescapable uncertainties which are epitomized in death, it may 
be, for all we can ever know, 'a tale told by an idiot.' 

The fourth thesis is that the passionate search for truth is better 
than objective certainty, for we can reach such certainty only by ab­
stracting from existence so as to deal with essences. This means that 
objective thinking cannot deal with the 'self as it is; for the self is 
not pure ego-hood in general or pure reason; it is inseparable from 
~assion, decision, and freedom. This also means that objective think­
~ng cannot deal with history as it is, for history is not made up of the 
mterplay of essences which can be grasped, sub specie aeternitatis, 
in .a .closed system. There is an absurd element in the givenness of 
existmg things and processes such that their reality cannot be de­
duced from or wholly incorporated into rational principles. In short, 
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history is not a logical system. And it is not a closed system, for the 
reason that it is still going on. 

These four theses express a fundamental attitude which distin­
guishes existentialism from scientific philosophy-using 'scientific' 
in its broadest connotation ( W issenschaft). Every existentialist 
writer attempts, in his own fashion, to formulate the difference 
between the kind of truth which can be appropriated without per­
sonal commitment and the kind of truth which cannot. The first is 
best exemplified in those propositions of natural science, mathe­
matics, and logic which are true regardless of who thinks them. 
Certain personal considerations, such as intelligence and devotion to 
scientific enterprise, may have a bearing upon the process of ap­
prehension. But the true proposition itself is detachable from these 
considerations; once it is made publicly available it can be known 
by fools and knaves who could not possibly have discovered it. In 
some cases, at least, it is possible to illustrate the difference between 
a scientific and an existential approach to the same truth. Kierke­
gaard himself furnishes an example. It is possible for two men to 
agree on an objective definition of the essence of Christianity even 
though one is an atheist and the other a disciple. The crucial dis­
tinction arises from the fact that in scientific work it is desirable 
to reduce the personal equation to a minimum, whereas unless a 
man approaches religious questions with personal concern he cannot 
really know what they are about. The purpose of science is to un­
cover truths which are valid apart from the fact that each individual 
is different from every other. But Christian truth can exist only in 
men, and even if everyone gave intellectual assent to a set of doc­
trinal propositions, Christianity would not exist unless someone em­
bodied in his life what these propositions refer to. Although Kierke­
gaard's statement is confined to the contrast between objective 
thinking and Christian faith, a more general contrast between sci­
entific and existential attitudes could easily be developed from it. 

In the first instance, science attempts to discover what is true (as 
a sort of fait accompli) in nature; on the basis of such discoveries 
applied science makes true in the external world events which would 
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not have occurred without the intervention of human intelligence. 
On the other hand, the existentialist is primarily interested in mak­
ing true something inward. He already exists, and his main task is to 
become the true self which he in some sense potentially is. At this 
point the Postscript introduces a discussion of ethical decision which 
seems to contradict what was said earlier. In Fear and Trembling 
a sharp distinction is drawn between the universal demands of 
ethics and the decision of religious faith. Now Kierkegaard is con­
cerned to show that decision plays a momentous role within the 
ethical stage itself. To be sure, in Fear and Trembling Kierkegaard 
agrees with Kant that duty is superior to the promptings of romantic 
impulse. Here the universal is higher than the individual. At the 
level of faith the individual is higher than the universal, so that 
what he called a 'teleological suspension of the ethical' is involved, 
but that is only because God, not personal feeling, takes precedence 
over the demands of society. (This is the meaning of Jesus' sayings 
about having to renounce family attachments for the sake of the 
Kingdom.) Hence Kierkegaard is sharply critical of Schleiermacher 
for confusing faith with feeling. Nevertheless, in this book the ethical 
W~s identified with the universal, whereas now, in the Postscript, 
Kierkegaard is about to contend that ethical decision is genuine 
only when it transcends the universal and becomes individual. 

Once more, his attack is directed against the Hegelian system 
which proposes that personal judgments should be reached by 
studying world history. Actually, however, these two are incom­
mensurable. Personal judgments have to do with good and evil; on 
the other hand world history has to do with what is great and influ-
ential wh ·d · d II t• f ' ere acc1 ental cucumstances an co ec 1ve orces play a 
determinati 1 · · · · t th · ·d· . ve ro e. Hegel's position g1ves nse o e ms1 rous temp-
tation of judging the outside world. Actually, however, an individual 
ceases to be ethical when he starts judging his actions in terms of 
~ny sort of success or effectiveness other than intrinsic rightness 
Itself. 

The chief point Kierkegaard is trying to make is that it is perilous 
96 



KIERKEGAARD 

to equate fidelity to duty with what historical effectiveness demands, 
since then it is easy to claim that morality and expediency coincide. 
(As, for example, when one holds that what yields maximum eco­
nomic profit is at the same time of maximum service to others, so 
that there is no conflict between selfishness and altruism.) Yet his 
statement is so one-sided that it sounds as though ethical self-devel­
opment must be carried out in complete solitude without paying 
any attention to the social consequences of one's actions. ·what 
underlies this statement is Kierkegaard's conviction that although 
one can apprehend external things by means of thought, one can 
never grasp the ethical reality of another person in this manner. 
Ethical truth can only be reached via oneself, by one who has 
learned how to exist in himself. Since deceit is always possible on 
the part of other persons, no one can settle his own ethical ques­
tions by trying futilely to get at the inwardness whereby others 
deal with the same questions. Ethical sensitivity must be developed 
within the person first; then it can be applied to world history so 
as to differentiate between genuinely good men and merely famous 
or powerful men. This development of ethical sensitivity cannot take 
place if individual conduct is dictated by the operation of logical, 
cultural, or political laws. Here his remarks can be turned against 
Marx as well as Hegel. At most a study of historical laws (whether 
Hegelian or Marxian) can only show the effects of human action, 
and these give no infallible information about the moral quality of 
the motivation because a well-meant and an ill-meant deed can 
have similar effects. Kierkegaard also holds that Hegel's scheme 
turns into nonsense when one attempts to apply it in detail. For ex­
ample, how can one deduce by logical necessity an explanation as to 
why Socrates was born exactly when he was, why his mother was 
a midwife, why he married Xantippe instead of someone else, and 
why he was condemned to death by just so many votes? Finally, the 
supposed objectivity of the system becomes a bit suspect when it 
'has room for only one Chinese thinker, but not a single German 
Privatdocent is excluded, especially no Prussian: 15 The best safe-
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guard against imposing one's racial or national prejudices into the 
study of history is to recognize that historical knowledge can never 
be more than te!).tative. On the other hand the ethical, since it con­
sists of individual decisions, has a content which is certain, not 
hypothetical. 

Kierkegaard's argument is an expansion of the refutation of de­
terminism which we have already examined. Its theological conse­
quences also throw additional light on his critique of proofs for the 
existence of God. At one point he declares that reality can be a sys­
tem only for God.16 Man cannot apprehend reality as a whole be­
cause for him it involves a process that is still going on. God alone 
'is in his eternity forever complete, and yet includes all existence 
within himself.' 1 7 It can legitimately be asked, as Richard Kroner 
has done, whether Kierkegaard forgets the restrictions placed upon 
thinking as a result of man's finitude and temporality when he makes 
such statements. But in any case it is clear that he wishes to differ­
entiate his conception of divine sovereignty from the determinism 
which in his experience went hand in hand with rationalism. The 
exercise of God's sovereignty is to be looked for, not by trying to 
show that history as a whole is rationally ordered, but at that point 
where interplay takes place between human freedom and divine 
freedom. Since God alone understands the drama of history, man's 
proper role is that of an actor, not a spectator. Every man can strive 
to know himself in transparency before God, but he cannot know 
th~ plot of history; that is out of his hands, and the drama is not yet 
flmshed. In other words the way to 'know' God is not to construct 
th.eistic arguments but t~ enter into the living struggle between His 
Will and man' s. 

From this point of view, the problem of evil must be dealt with 
nfot by means of any speculative theodicy, but by taking on the task 
0 becom · U I l · k · 111g a person in the fuli sense. n ess t us tas IS the highest 
purpose of human life then the wastefulness of evolution poses an 
unanswe bl ' 
. -. . ra e problem. The race becomes a monster which uses 
mdiVIduals d h f · as means to its ends, an t e purposes o history become 
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like the movements of a shoal of herring. But if the task of becom­
ing his true self is given to each man, then no individual is wasted. 
It may be added that although these reflections, and what Kierke­
gaard has said earlier about the abuse of human freedom, are rele­
vant to the problem of evil so far as it concerns moral values, they 
say nothing about natural evil-including the suffering of animals. 
Kierkegaard seemed to assume throughout his life that if the funda­
mental evil of estrangement from God could be overcome, then the 
sufferings and tragedies which attend natural evil, though they can 
be intense and poignant, will never make life ultimately meaningless. 
Because of his general renunciation of cosmological and metaphysi­
cal interests, he makes no sustained attempt to examine the possible 
interrelationships between moral and nahtral evil. He is content to 
take suffering and transform it from being an obstacle to belief in 
God into being an indispensable pathway toward communion with 
God. 

Thus Kierkegaard represents the task of entering into self-l'Tiowl­
edge as consisting of problems which cannot be solved once and 
for all, so that the individual can then pass on to something else. 
In a manner which anticipates Marcel's distinction between a •prob­
lem' and a ·mystery,' he holds that the appropriation of the simplest 
verities, which can be common to all men, learned and ignorant, 
demands a whole lifetime, and even that is never sufficient. For 
example, one never reaches the point, in self-knowledge, of so fath­
oming his own tendencies toward evil that the problem can be re­
garded as solved. With each new day a man faces further surprises 
and bafBements, and he is never safe from unexpected outbreaks of 
temptation and failure. Similarly, in the religious sphere, prayer 
seems to be something simple, but since it involves transparency 
and honesty in the relationship of man to God, the task of learning 
to pray is really endless, inasmuch as the task of entering into self­
knowledge is an endless one. Finally, coming to terms with death 
seems to be simple. Anyone can see that he, like all other men, is 
mortal, and then tum his attention to the things he wants to accom-
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plish. Yet really to come to terms with death requires taking account 
of the fact that its possibility attends every moment, and that there­
fore death must be overcome in every moment. One cannot meet 
this situation by learning arguments for immortality. The most they 
have ever proved is that some aspect of human nature (the soul or 
the intellect), if it is eternal, is immortal. But what we are really 
concerned about is not some aspect of human nature, but tlzis indi­
vidual man.18 Concerning what lies on the other side of tleath, objec­
tive thinking can say nothing decisive: neither eternal life nor anni­
hilation can be demonstrated. Hence when someone tries to prove 
immortality it is fair to suspect that he does not really believe in it. 
The only thing one can do, and this is part of the task of becoming 
subjective, is to enter into that relationship between ethical decision 
a.nd the will of God which can be actualized now. The crucial ques­
tion is whether I am expressing in this temporal existence anything 
which is at the same time my relationship to the Eternal. 

Since our entire discussion of Kierkegaard has to violate what it 
is attempting to expound, turning what is highly personal into gen­
eral propositions, and distilling the import of his indirect communi­
cation into direct statements, it is well to call attention to the pas­
s~ge which concludes his chapter on the task of becoming subjec­
tive. It is the passage in which Johannes Climacus, the pseudonymous 
author of the Postscript, describes how he became a writer.to One 
day he was sitting in a cafe smoking a cigar. For about a decade 
he had been a lackadaisical student, reading much, but spending 
most of h' · h' k' h' h t h IS time in idling and t m mg w Ic came o nothing. As 

e Was smoking it occurred to him that he was going to become an 
old man · h · h' I 'I h' . Wit out really undertakmg anyt mg, w 11 e IS contempo-
ranes We b . .6 . k. d . 

re ecommg prominent by bene tmg m,ln 111 With various 
mechani 1· 1 

ca mventions and metaphysical systems t lat make existence 
~asy. !he thought flashed into his mind that his contribution might 

e, With the · · tl h th. same humanitarian mtenbons as 1e ot ers, to make 
mgs harder. For at a banquet where everyone has overeaten the 

man who f t h ' 
e c es a vomitive may be the only one who sees what is 

really required. 
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NOTES 

1. See Walter Lowrie, Kierkegaard (Oxford, 1938), p. 147. 

CJ Actually, a little book entitled 'From the l'vlanuscripts of One Still 
Living,' and his master's thesis on irony, preceded this work, but these 
he never counted as part of his 'literature.' 

3. The famous 'l'vlidnight Hour' passage in Either/Or, n, pp. 135f., shows 
that Kierkegaard knew at firsthand the peril of becoming like the de­
moniac, Legion, in the gospels, because amidst all the possibilities which 
he could follow out imaginatively and poetically, he could not find a uni­
fied, honest self. His use of pseudonyms reflects this fact; all of the pseu­
donyms are possibilities within himself which enable him to bring varie­
gated and even conflicting tendencies into the open while still keeping 
them at a certain distance. If one objects that it is hardly 'existential' to 
adopt this method whereby the author is spared having to identify him­
self fully with anything he produces, the later Kierkegaard would agree. 
At the end of his career he came to view the pseudonyms as a demonic 
device, and abandoned them. 

4. See Roland H. Bainton, Here I Stand (Abingdon-Cokesbury, 1950), 
p. 370. 

5. Repetition (Princeton, 1946), p. 114. 

6. As we shall observe, the relationship of freedom, anxiety, and Noth­
ingness has become a major theme in contemporary existentialism. 

7. He does so with entire awareness of the fact, of course, that under the 
guise of carrying through an experiment in thought he is 'inventing' what 
turns out to be New Testament Christianity. 

8. A point, incidentally, which F. H. Bradley, the post-Hegelian idealist, 
also sees very clearly. 

9. J. V. Langmead Casserly has based the main thesis of his book, The 
Christian in Philosophy, upon the claim that Christian revelation does 
justice to the nature of the personal and historical by uniting the universal 
and the particular in something which is neither, which Casserly calls 
'the singular.' The chief contribution of Christianity to philosophy, he 
claims, is that it offers to discursive reason something which the latter 
cannot of itself produce. 

10. The issue is rather complicated by the fact that Kierkegaard admits 
that detenninism is, so to speak, half the truth concerning man, but he 
insists that, in a fashion not rationally explicable, man is both free and 
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determined. Hegel, on the contrary, whose historical determinism is op­
posed by Kierkegaard's polemic, claimed that he was making freedom 
intelligible, not undermining it metaphysically. 
11. Concluding Unscientific Postscript (Princeton, 1941), pp. 61£f. 
12. Ibid. p. 70. 
13. Ibid. p. 20. 

14. Much that Heidegger has to say about authentic and inauthentic 
existence, and about man's relationship to time, bears a strong resem­
blance to this passage. 
15. Ibid. p. 134 n. 
16. Ibid. p. 107. 

17. Ibid. p. 108. 
18. Kierkegaard not only refuses to try to demonstrate the existence of 
God or the deity of Christ, he also refuses to try to demonstrate the reality 
of. the self. In this connection we may compare his criticism of Descartes 
With that of Pascal. Kierkegaard points out that the first word in the 
;amo~ cogito, ergo sum, 'I am thinking,' already conta~ns the assertion, 

am ; hence it actually says more than the last word. What then does 
the ergo mean? There is no conclusion here, for the proposition is a 
tautology' (Postscript, p. 281). And if the 'I' in cog ito is not a particular 
self but a purely conceptual ego, then the 'I' in sum is also purely concep­
~al; and one has merely asserted that thought exists, but has not proved 

at an individual person exists. 
19. Ibid. pp. 164-5. 

102 



CHAPTER III 

KIERKEGAARD 
(CONTINUED) 

8. Kierkegaard's Irrationalism 

9. Protestantism and Monasticism 

10. Guilt 

11. Despair 

12. The End of Kierkegaard's Career 

13. Conclusion 



CHAPTEH. III 

KIERKEGAARD 
(CONTINUED) 



8. Kierkegaard's Irrationalism 

In the light of the evidence now before us, we must examine the 
question as to the sense in which Kierkegaard may be called an 
irrationalist. The first point to nail down is that he never denies the 
appropriateness of objective thinking in mathematics, natural sci­
ence, the study of historical facts, and metaphysical speculation. In 
all such instances, it undeniably establishes correlations between 
rationality in the structure of human thinking and rationality in the 
structure of the world. His protest arises only against those who 
claim that this is the whole story about either the self or the world, 
and that therefore objective thinking can be all-inclusive. He is quite 
willing to admit that anyone who has completely lost touch with the 
objective world is insane, but, he declares, it does not follow that the 
opposite extreme leads to pure sanity. On the contrary, 'the absence 
of inwardness is also madness,' 1 and one can say things that are 
objectively true and still be crazy. Once an inmate who escaped 
from an asylum, wanting to deceive people into thinking he was 
sane, decided that he would be careful to say something objectively 
true. He saw a ball lying on the ground and put it in his hip pocket; 
every time it stmck him on his hinder parts as he walked, he said: 
'Bang, the earth is round.' To be sure, the physician decided that 
the patient was not yet cured, but he did not assume that mental 
health could be judged solely by whether the patient uttered scien­
tific truths. There are, in fact, two kinds of madness. One takes the 
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familiar form of retreat into a private world of hallucinations where 
there is no contact through thinking and feeling with other persons 
and the external world. The second is not so easily recognized as 
insanity in our day because it is intimately connected with attitudes 
we thought were leading toward enlightenment and the triumph of 
critical intelligence. It is found in the sort of man who knows a great 
deal about natural science or psychology, and who can therefore 
manipulate physical processes or human beings with extraordinary 
expertness, but who himself has somehow become dehumanized. 
His habit of viewing the world as raw material for experiment, ob­
servation, and the dispassionate discovery of laws has made him 
insensitive to those dimensions of nature and man that can only be 
apprehended as the unique and mysterious thisness of each individ­
ual which awakens in us an answering response of feeling. This man 
has, like a chameleon, taken on the color of his view of the world. 
It is as though he had a card file, a calculating machine, a labora­
tory inside of him instead of a heart. And he is crazy. 

Kierkegaard is considering not only the dehumanizing effects of 
scientific objectivity, but also the anonymity and conformity which 
produce the crowd. He writes as though he could foresee the fateful 
results in the twentieth century of a conjunction between technology 
and collectivism. The anonymous man, who needs to escape from 
the dreadful freedom of being an individual, seeks security by 
adaptation to the surrounding visible world, and thus fails to de­
ve~op. the inward strength which come~ only through striving for 
fatth 10 the face of irremediable uncertamty. In a worldly sense he 
can become quite successful. He follows the ideas of his class his 
nati~n, his culture. Like a person unsure of the rules of etiqu~tte, 
he stmply waits to see what fork others will take. Nothing seems to 
b~ wrong with him, and yet he lives without ever having established 
his own relationship to the truth. Therefore such a man is a satire 
upon what it means to be human, for he is really a marionette. Free­
C:Om ~ies at that point where man tries to bring his life into conform­
tty Wtth the visible instead of the invisible. 

Yet in his eagerness to stress the supreme importance of ethico-
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religious decision, Kierkegaard unfortunately asserts that by such 
decision 'the individual is in the truth even if he should happen to 
be thus related to what is not true.'~ He even says, in effect, that 
our concept of God does not matter if the inward attitude we take 
toward whatever we worship is one of whole-hearted honesty and 
trust. Undeniably, honesty and faith have a certain value in them­
selves wherever they are present, but is it not both artificial and 
perilous to isolate this value from the total situation? Is it not inde­
fensible for Kierkegaard to write as if the inward attitude can be 
sound even though worship is directed toward an illusion or an idol? 
The passionate commitments which we have witnessed in Nazism 
and Communism are enough to supply the answer. Nevertheless, 
we need to understand why he fell into this major mistake. He 
would not deny that the ideal solution is personal faith directed 
toward the real, living God. His point is, however, that an existing 
individual cannot be on both sides of this relationship at once; hence 
no man can see with finality how the two facts fit together. So far 
as the latter, the 'objective' side, goes, one cannot get beyond a 
postulate. Yet one is not really related with God except through pas­
sionate affirmation or denial in the face of uncertainty. Hence it is 
impossible to stop short at the postulate, as agnosticism does, weigh­
ing its relative probability. For to do this is actually to make a deci­
sion; it is to treat the question of God as though it were a theory, 
and this is to deny, by implication, that He is a living person. This 
part of Kierkegaard's argument is sound, but he draws an erroneous 
conclusion from it. It is one thing to show why an objective ap­
proach cannot be the sole method for dealing with religious ques­
tions, and why, in so far as it excludes passion and faith, it is intrinsi­
cally defective. Yet it is quite another thing to conclude, as he 
seems to do, that the objective approach is inapplicable to religious 
questions, and that it cannot be combined with passion and faith. 
Hence, while his negative warning against rationalism can certainly 
be accepted, Kierkegaard cannot be swallowed whole by anyone 
who sees the search for objective truth in any sphere (including the 
application of scientific findings and methods to the study of reli-

107 



EXISTENTIALISM AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

gion) as an integral part of his passionately affirmed ideal of Chris­
tian integrity. 

Kierkegaard also ignores a further possibility-that of having 
demonstrable knowledge of God in some respects and having faith 
in Him in other respects, as this position is found, for example, in 
Thomism. As we have seen, he does not regard the arguments on 
which natural theology rests as philosophically conclusive, and he 
holds that its method-starting with the world and moving by infer­
ence and analogy away from faith-is intrinsically unsuited for 
entering into communion with God. The issue is a great dividing 
point in Christian theology. One group holds that there is no virtue 
in attempting to demonstrate the existence and unity of God, for 
such knowledge, even if we could attain it, is of little avail unless 
God is loving and forgiving; and all Christians agree that for the 
latter belief we are dependent upon His self-revelation in Christ 
instead of upon rational proof. Even such representatives of liberal 
Protestantism as Schleiermacher and Ritschl would fall within this 
group, along with Barth and Brunner, ~ho ~ave reacted violently 
against these nineteenth-century theologxans m other respects, and 
also against each other. The second group would hold that it is 
fruitless to talk about God's love and forgiveness except on the basis 
of His existence, and that though a simple man can accept belief in 
His existence on faith, a philosophically trained mind has a right, 
and finds it possible, to demonstrate this existence. Thus Cod satis­
fies the intellect when man thinks aright as the heart is satisfied 
when man wills aright. The first position sets up a conflict between 
faith and reason representing an inner division within man himself 
which it should be the business of Christianity to heal rather tha~ 
to intensify or perpetuate. Kierkegaard's rejoinder to the second 
position has already been given. According to him, it attempts to 
attribute to existing man and his knowledge a condition of final 
victory over sin, striving, and finitude which will be possible (if 
at all) only in eternity. There alone could reality be for man, as for 
God, a system in which faith and reason coincide. But again Rich­
ard Kroner's question arises. How does Kierkegaard know this? If 
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he really means what he repeatedly says about belief in God being 
objectively absurd, about faith in the Paradox standing in direct 
opposition to all human reason, and about revelation never being 
understandable even after the venture of faith, then it is difficult to 
see why he habitually refutes Hegel by pointing out contradictions. 
Although he can, by such means, show that Hegel was wrong in 
regarding his \Veltansclwurmg as an internally coherent system, he 
cannot show that the \V cltanschauung itself is false. Once absurdity, 
contradiction, and irrationality begin to be prized, how are we to 
differentiate between profound and ridiculous renderings of it? 

Yet one point should be lifted out of Kierkegaard's indefensible 
irrationalism and preserved. Christianity exists not in doctrinal 
propositions, but in men. Christ was not a professor and the Apostles 
did not form a little study group for discussing problems in compara­
tive religion. Moreover, the person who at least has passion in his 
atheism is much closer to God than anyone who toys with theism 
as a hypothesis. In other words, although Kierkegaard was wrong 
in holding that the person-to-Person relationship which stands at the 
center of Christian faith goes counter to thought, he was right in 
holding that it cannot be produced by thought. This comes out most 
clearly, perhaps, in connection with the forgiveness of sin. As he 
says, no one can really feel himself a sinner so long as he merely 
thinks about the matter, and no one can be relieved of guilt merely 
by accepting intellectually a doctrine to the effect that his sins are 
forgiven. So long as one confines himself to a philosophical approach, 
he never reaches the despair and joy without which sin and forgive­
ness have not even been encountered, let alone explained. 

Furthermore, we should never forget that toward the end of the 
Postscript Kierkegaard re-emphasizes the fact that the Christian 
uses his understanding, like all other men, in connection with things 
that are in principle comprehensible. He can see the point of every 
objection against religious belief, and he should be able to state 
these objections as clearly as the atheist or the skeptic. He does not 
run away from the toilsome task of developing the intellect in con­
nection with problems which the intellect is equipped to solve. 
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Where a matter calls for disciplined knowledge, he does not pretend 
to be able to deal with it by faith or by any other special sort of 
insight or intuition. Christianity is not 'wholesome fodder for sim­
pletons because it cannot be thought.' 3 The core which cannot be 
thought is in a divine act which is incomprehensible to both the wise 
and the simple; therefore qualitatively all men are on the same 
footing, although quantitatively it may be especially difficult for 
clever pates to see why in this instance their cleverness proviues no 
special advantage. The intellect can get rid of nonsense, and the 
Christian should be as eager to use it for this purpose as anyone else. 
But the Christian also uses his intellect to discern the limits of under­
standing; at that point he becomes aware of the incomprehensible, 
which is not nonsense. This he hangs onto by faith, resisting the 
attempt to claim that he can go beyond it and live by 'sight' as an 
incomparably clever metaphysician or seer. Hence, although as we 
have just seen, Kierkegaard makes some excessive remarks which 
obscure the true import of his position, his main thesis is not that 
faith conflicts with reason as such, but rather with reason which 
has forgotten its own proper limits. Doubtless he was wrong in as­
suming that to philosophize is, almost necessarily, to forget those 
limits, and yet the history of metaphysics provides copious support 
for his assumption. 

9. Protestantism and Monasticism 

Since the main stress in the foregoing discussion of existential 
thinking has fallen upon the ethical, it is necessary to examine once 
more the leap from the ethical to the religious. The former is in­
~erested solely in one's own reality, whereas the latter is infinitely 
mterested 'in a reality which is not one's own.' 4 Many people are 
able to plan and sacrifice for the sake of achieving finite goals but 
it is rare to find an individual in whose life all finite satisfaction~ are 
subordinate to the absolute end, for eternal happiness cannot be 
included in a list as one good among others. It is a misunderstanding 
when some earnest gentleman asks to have eternal life explained to 
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him briefly and clearly while he shaves. No explanation has the 
slightest relevance. His own life is the answer to the question at 
issue, and the earnest gentleman alone can know whether his life 
has an absolute telos for which he is willing to sacrifice any and all 
finite goods. To be interested in being Christian 'in so far as profes­
sional ambition and family responsibilities will permit' is to try to 
serve two masters. 

Does faith lead, then, necessarily to some form of monasticism? 
Kierkegaard had to confront this question squarely because a com­
plete renunciation of the world indicates an affirmative answer. He 
admits that, as compared with a self-satisfied Protestantism which 
has compromised with the world, monasticism is incomparably su­
perior. He is incensed by sermons that begin by talking about the 
contrast between virtue and pleasure but gradually make virtue so 
common sense and profitable that the two become indistinguishable 
except that one remains a bit more prudent than the other. The real 
contrast turns out to be between a wise, long-range way of getting 
advantages for oneself, and an impulsive, short-sighted way. Monas­
ticism is mistaken, not because it protests against this complacent 
attempt to combine worldly success with Christianity, but because 
it thinks that inwardness can be achieved by getting rid of the 
external world. No arrangement can completely remove finite ends, 
and whether a man lives in the world or in the cloister, he cannot 
avoid the task involved in sustaining an absolute relationship to the 
absolute telos while remaining in the midst of finitude, temporality, 
and the temptations of egocentricity and of the body. A man can 
achieve inwardness while continuing to participate in the ordinary 
events of life. Thus Kierkegaard must be regarded as attempting to 
recall Protestantism to its basic principle. It presupposes that all 
men can live in accordance with that ethical and spiritual responsi­
bility which places no intermediate authorities between the indi­
vidual and God; it presupposes that all tasks, not merely the ministry 
or the priesthood, would be seen in the light of divine vocation. But 
he was also issuing a sharp warning-which was to become devas­
tating-against the perils of abuse which attend the very strength 
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of this Protestant principle. Monasticism at least acknowledges that 
the attempt to live in both kingdoms at once involves a real prob­
lem; it has to be rejected, not for this reason, but because it claims 
'merit' for seeming to express what every man owes God (namely, 
complete fidelity) and because its concept of holiness blurs the 
absolute distinction between God and man. 

But Protestantism must realize that it can become superior to 
monasticism only by taking seriously the Gospel of voluntary suf­
fering. People want to be thought courageous for facing up to life 
when the only risks they take are connected with the pursuit of 
selfish ambitions. Wholly calloused people like to be regarded as 
bearing their sorrows nobly when their only sorrows are connected 
with not getting what they want. Then such courage and sorrow are 
labeled 'Christian: Consequently one often trembles for himself in 
church, not because the parson is too severe but because he is far 
too polite. He ascribes virtues to his hearers in a way which makes 
any honest man embarrassed. 

Nevertheless, a man of common sense will always want to know 
how he can be sure in advance that the sacrifice which Christianity 
demands is worth the price. The answer is that anything which can 
be guaranteed in advance cannot be striven for in an absolute ven­
ture. The only 'advantage' Christianity has to offer, a trustful rela­
tionship to God, cannot be defined apart from the mode of acqui­
sition. On the surface Christianity seems to make everything easy. 
By means of the Gospel and God's grace the individual gets salva­
tion without having to do anything himself. But actually self-knowl­
edge, which leads to an awareness of sin, that is, of one's inability 
to save himself and of one's need for grace, is the precondition 
without which belief in Christ makes no sense. And this precondi­
tion is the hardest thing in the world to meet, for it involves a shat­
tering of man's attempt to be self-sufficient. Even the acceptance of 
orthodox doctrine, if it omits this precondition with its personal 
agony and struggle, becomes mere assent to a set of static certain­
ties which closes the door to any saving awakening. 

Hence Christianity is paradox. Revelation is signalized by mystery, 
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faith by uncertainty, the ease of accepting God's grace by its diffi­
culty, and religious happiness by suffering. But Christian suffering 
must be sharply distinguished from external misfortune; for no mat­
ter how 'well off' the man of faith may be, he shares in the suffering 
which all men confront, not because he seeks it but simply because 
he realizes that he is implicated in it. Therefore when a sermon 
tries to meet the problem of evil by telling an individual that there 
are others who are worse off, or that by surviving he will win through 
to some kind of external success, it is really a piece of sentin1ental 
poetry which is helping the hearer to avoid becoming religious. 
And such discourses are never convincing because the favors of 
fortune are not, in fact, uniformly bestowed on deserving persons. 
Instead, the sermon should presuppose that all men are sufferers. 
Therefore all men need religious faith, for it alone can give relief 
from frustration and anguish by helping a person to realize that 
there is something worse than earthly tragedy: estrangement from 
God. Either the clergyman has something to offer that is quite 
beyond the joys and despairs of finitude, or he is 'a spiritual-secular 
slobberer in full canonicals.' 5 It is also a complete distortion when 
someone says that after many failures he finally tried religion, and 
ever since his business has flourished, his married life has become 
congenial, and so forth. 

The inescapability of religious suffering is connected with the fact 
that temporal life is a riddle which man cannot answer. He cannot 
find joy either by immersing himself in temporality or by running 
away from it. He cannot find serenity by concealing the ultimate 
uncertainty behind such certainties as the world can offer. Those 
who try to run away only delude themselves into thinking they have 
reached bliss without suffering. Perhaps the most serious temptation 
of all is confronted at that point where a sincere man, having found 
God in some high moment, thereafter claims possession of Him and 
ceases to venture lest he risk losing the treasure. 

Nevertheless, dependence on God does not involve utter depreca­
tion of what man can do. vVe have a right to confidence in our 
capacity to accomplish finite things. It is only when finite accom-
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plishments are deified, when what man can do is regarded as pro­
viding the only values ·really worth while,' that religion should enter 
with a little jest-so long as one remembers that it is the reality of 
God, not the believer's own perspicuity, which makes this humanism 
ludicrous. Protestantism rests on the principle that it is possible to 
relate all human accomplishments, continually and invisibly, to Cod. 
Admittedly this is so strenuous that it is like asking a singer to hit 
high C at any moment and hold it indefinitely without the slightest 
outward sign of effort. If it is impossible, then monasticism may be 
the only honest alternative. 

10. Guilt 

Kierkegaard admits that instead of going forward to conclusive 
results, his method leads backward. The existential thinker starts 
with the task of relating himself absolutely to the absolute telos; 
this requires an inward break with the world; and when one realizes 
the extent to which he has failed he is aware of being essentially 
in a condition of guilt. Thus he is farther away from reaching the 
?oal than he was when he started. Yet if each step leads him deeper 
mto a recognition of what it means to exist, then that is, in a sense, 
progress as compared with the sort of philosophizing which con­
templates beautiful goals and then assumes that a man can be off 
instantaneously, like Icarus, soaring up toward them. 

If man's condition is essentially one of guilt, it might seem that 
~e is forever excluded from being related to eternal happiness. Yet 
If God comes into touch with human life, He reaches man as he 
actually is, i.e. guilty. As a matter of fact, a man who is remote 
from his own guilt is also remote from God, because he is remote 
fr~m himself. Guilt presupposes responsibility, of course, because if 
existence is intrinsically and necessarily evil (i.e. if creation is •the 
Fall') then the blame can be thrown on God and man is guiltless. 
But if man were thus innocent, it could never occur to him to re­
nounce the notion of guilt, as applied to himself, for he would have 
no consciousness of it to renounce. We can claim quite rightly, in 
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connection with particular instances, that we are innocent, but no 
one is wholly innocent in the sense of having no guilt-consciousness 
whatever. 

It is only in contrast to eternal happiness that one can apprehend 
what it means to be in this condition of guilt. The moral judgments 
of society, which are always relative, fail to reach the core of the 
problem because what is involved is the individual's relationship 
to God, not how he is to be rated in comparison with his fellow 
citizens when judged by legal or social standards. And since the 
condition is an abiding characteristic of human existence, it is child­
ish to think that on a certain day one falls into guilt, then a week 
goes by when one is innocent, and then something goes wrong 
again. It is also childish to think in terms of making a fresh start 
or of deriving comfort from the fact that others are just as bad. If 
responsibility and guilt characterize all human existence, then con­
sciousness of them must be maintained steadilv, not turned on and 
off in accordance with shifting circumstances. Yet most people have 
feelings of guilt only in special moments, just as they can only rec­
ognize danger when it is right on top of them. In such moments they 
make holy vows which are promptly forgotten as soon as the peril 
has passed. 

Religion has to do, primarily, with man's basic condition. Its 
standpoint is relevant to those standards of law, custom, and moral­
ity whereby the world judges men to be relatively good and evil, 
but it should never be equated with them. If what inwardness grasps 
concerning essential guilt is lacking, one might as \veil go over to the 
illusion that bad men and good men alike cannot help being the 
way they are. Then forgiveness becomes meaningless because re­
sponsibility has become meaningless. Perhaps the greatest contrast 
between religious and civil notions of guilt comes out in the fact 
that while specific infractions can be dealt with by specific punish­
ments or amendments, the man of faith knows that nothing he can 
do, in as much as he is temporal, can remove the blockage which 
stands between him and eternal happiness. He who applies the 
absolute standard to himself will not be able to live in the blissful 
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confidence that if he keeps the Commandments and is never put in 
jail, he is a splendid fellow almost too good for this world. Since 
most people today have lost touch with religious self-understanding, 
however, 'one often ... encounters men who are full grown 
... who ... would undeniably be regarded as promising chil­
dren if it were the custom for every man to become two hundred 
and fifty years old.' 11 For they think they can pay for their guilt 
simply by taking a licking. Even worse, there are many today who 
think they can deal with the problem by pointing out the continuity 
between men and animals, or by calling.attention to social statistics 
which show the prevalence of a given practice. But if the individual 
is higher than the species and if ethical judgments concerninrr what , 0 

groups do come back, finally, to personal conscience, then the at-
tempt to remove guilt by running hither and yon among relative 
concepts is like trying to prevent a boat from sinking by running 
from one deck to another. 

11. Despair 

Early in his career as an author, Kierkegaard drew his reflections 
about man int h · t" t · Th o somet ing approxtma mg a sys emahc account in 

e Concept of Dread. Toward the end of his career he does the 
same thing ag · · h Th 1 am m Sickness unto Deat · e atter book anticipates 
~adn~ of the principles of depth-psychology, but it works them out 
m rrect conn t" t• f h · ifi ec ton with an interpreta ton o t eu theological sig-
n cance. In it Kierkegaard asserts once again that the main trouble 
comes from "th· 1 f 
th . k WI m man not from externa ate or fortune. Hence 

e stc ness t h" d 
ill uno death despair has not mg to o with r)hysical 

ness and ' ' 
1 . mortality, over which Christianity stands triumphant· its 
OCUS IS the Spirit th lf , 

W h , e se . 
esallco d' h ... the self for ncentrate on Kierkegaar s sc ematic discussion of 

Th lf the sake of the light it throws on the preceding material. 
e sel ' he declares, is a synthesis of the infinite and the finite the 

eterna and th . ' 
lf e temporal freedom and necessity. Because man is 

not se -suffici t ' hi en , and because be can ac eve true selfhood only 
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by being related aright to God, he falls into despair in connection 
with his estrangement from God. This takes two basic forms: (a) de­
spair at not willing to be oneself, and (b) despair at willing to be 
oneself. A third form, despair at not being conscious of having a 
self, falls below the reflective level and, for our purposes, can be 
ignored. 

Man in despair usually regards himself as a victim of external 
circumstances, but when he recognizes that the trouble is internal, 
he only intensifies his predicament if he tries to cure himself. For 
it is only one whose proper destiny is fellowship with God who could 
fall into a disease which is intrinsically spiritual. This, then, is 
Kierkegaard's formulation of the grandeur and the misery of man 
which we have already met with in Pascal. The same possibilities 
which mark his superiority over the beasts go hand in hand with the 
possibility of falling into a condition which, when actualized, may 
lead to utter meaninglessness and perdition. Unlike a physical ill­
ness, despair does not simply run its course once it is contracted; 
on the contrary, it is being contracted in every instant, for it is re­
lated to the eternal in man. Instead of literally killing a person it 
involves the torment of not being able to die. It manifests man's 
linkage to eternity in a negative way in that he can consume himself 
indefinitely without getting rid of the self. 

Since the point will call for further discussion in another chapter, 
we need to be clear that Kierkegaard is here developing a doctrine 
of human nature. He is not putting forward a statement which is 
limited to autobiography, for he insists that despair is universal and 
that we should not be deceived by those persons who declare that 
they are untouched by it. The most complacent people are those 
who are least aware of their own difficulties, and their health and 
security are merely fictitious. When disaster comes along and 
plunges them into despondency, we are not to assume that every­
thing has really been serene up to that moment; what happens is 
that a despair which has been present all along, despite the indi­
vidual's unconsciousness of it, has come to the surface. Such a catas­
trophe may be salutary if it leads to a cure, but it is perilous if one 
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does not even want to be cured. One who without affectation 
acknowledges that he is in despair is a step nearer being cured than 
one who is unconscious of it. 

After this preliminary statement of the problem, Kierkcgaard car­
ries forward his analysis in accordance with the following scheme: 
1. Despair viewed in terms of the factors in the synthesis of self­
hood, (a) finitude/infinitude, (b) possibility /necessity. 2. Despair 
viewed under the aspect of consciousness, (a) unconscious, (b) con­
scious. Under the last category, conscious despair, appear the two 
fundamental forms of 'not willing to be oneself,' and 'willing to be 
oneself which we shall call, for the sake of brevity, 'weakness' and 
'defiance.' 

1. (a) Since the self is a synthesis of finitude and infinitude, de­
spair arises when either factor gets out of equilibrium. The despair 
of 'infinitude' manifests itself in fantasy. Here the role of imagina­
tion is fundamental, and it can affect every aspect of experience. 
Fantastic feeling takes the form of abstract sentimentality about 
mankind in general and heedlessness toward individuals. Fantastic 
knowledge involves endless expansion of erudition as an escape. 
Fantastic willing attaches itself to lofty purposes and resolution 
which have become detached from the fulfillment of specific condi­
tions in daily tasks. Hence the fantastic individual is isolated from 
both the real world and the real self. Moreover a genuine relation­
ship with God is impossible for him because God destroys our illu­
sions of being infinite and denies us the fantasies after which we 
yearn. It goes without saying that a man can be fantastic in these 
ways and still conduct his life so that he appears to himself and 
others to be quite normal and happy. The despair of 'finih1de' mani­
fests itself in narrow-mindedness and spiritual meanness. A man 
becomes a dead-level conformist; he loses his individuality in fear 
of conventions; he represses the impulsive side of his nature instead 
of using and channeling it. Yet the resulting despair often goes un­
noticed because the person is successfully adjusted to the conven­
tions of his group and is wise in the ways of the world. Worldliness 
is made up of successful men who are not themselves. 
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(b) The despair of ·possibility' arises when one has become de­
tached from the inescapable limitations of life. Here the individual 
constantly toys with imagined possibilities, but he never matures 
because he fails to discover which are attainable for him and which 
are not. Sometimes he yearns for something grandiose he could never 
accomplish; sometimes he is paralyzed by fear of dreadful possibili­
ties. The despair of ·necessity' issues in fatalism or in philistinism. 
Fatalism means mute submission and spiritual suffocation. On the 
other hand, the philistine lives in a trivial province bounded by 
ordinary possibilities and is therefore spiritless. He cannot cope with 
reality because it transcends his parrot-wisdom and platitudes. 
Thinking that he has mastered life, he is impotent before possibili­
ties higher than those he has envisioned. The only real remedy for 
despair of necessity comes at the point where, so far as human re­
sources are concerned, the individual is completely enslaved. Then 
the question is whether he can have faith in God, for Whom all 
things are possible. This faith involves acceptance of one's own de­
struction-i.e. death to the enslaved self; but instead of being de­
stroyed, the person receives divine help-perhaps by withdrawal 
of the terror which has enslaved him, perhaps by having to face the 
ten-or fully for the first time. 

2. (a) ·unconscious' despair can occur because most men do not 
regard facing the truth as the highest good. Instead, they want to 
keep their illusions. When a man is really unhappy but imagines he 
is happy, he regards anyone who shatters his illusions as a spiteful 
enemy. Some men deceive themselves by judging everything in 
terms of sensuous categories-the agreeable and the disagreeable. 
(Incidentally, this might well be applied to those Freudians who 
attach an exaggerated explanatory importance to the pleasure-pain 
principle.) There are others, i.e. philosophers, who deceive them­
selves by erecting a vast metaphysical system which embraces the 
whole of reality but has nothing to do with life; then the thinker 
has to cling to his illusions for the sake of retaining the system. In 
a sense, ignorance may be bliss; but in another sense, one who is 
unconscious of his despair is in the worst predicament of all because 
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he is farthest from achieving ·spirit.' Admittedly a distinction be­
tween unconscious and conscious despair is an oversimplification, 
however, for there are many levels of partial clarity and obscurity. 
For example, a man may know that he is in despair and yet be 
mystified concerning its cause. If there is such a thing as complete 
clarity, i.e. full conscious awareness of one's total motivation, then 
despair disappears as it is reached. 

(b) We now come to Kierkegaard's discussion of ·weakness' and 
·defiance' which is, in many ways, the heart of the book. The despair 
of weakness (not willing to be oneself) can take the form of en­
slavement to outward circumstances. If a man sees himself as just 
one temporal thing among others, all his wishes, enjoyments, and 
aspirations have to be •this-worldly.' But this leaves him at the mercy 
of external happenings, and prevents him from learning anything 
through suffering because he is only interested in getting it over 
with as soon as possible instead of becoming a self through it. It is 
easy for such a man to wish to be someone else because he thinks 
that things can be remedied by altering circumstances; therefore 
if he had so-and-so's wisdom, wealth, or wife, everything would be 
all right. If reflection intervenes and the individual begins to realize 
that his troubles originate within himself, he then feels that he is the 
passive victim of his own defects. Since this seems to be an even 
more irremediable bondage than slavery to outward circumstances, 
persons of the ·weak' type tend to run away from reflection as much 
as possible. As they become older they dismiss despair as a youthful 
phase which they have now fortunately outgrown, when really 
youth was the period in which they might have started forward on 
the long struggle toward self-discovery; in veering away from it and 
settling down they have regressed to something far more childish. 
They have become the sort of grown men and women who have as 
many illusions as children, except that theirs are more encrusted and 
rigid. To assume that despair is peculiar to youth is to assume that 
faith, wisdom, and spiritual depth come as a matter of course, like 
second teeth and a beard. But actually one never enters more deeply 
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into self-understanding merely by becoming older, though it is very 
easy to run away from it, losing one's capacity for passion and imagi~ 
nation amidst the mediocrity and somberness of middle age. 

The despair of weakness can also be found, however, in men who 
truly thirst after eternity but who have given up hope of ever finding 
it. Just because this despair is more agonizing and intense, salvation 
may be nearer, for the wound of reflection has gone too deep to be 
covered up by evasion. Yet the peril of this form of weakness is that 
it produces an introverted personality. Such a man has contempt 
for those who cannot exercise self-control, and he takes pride in his 
own suppression. Because he wants to be alone and strong, he finds 
it laughable that the only use our society can make of solitude is 
as a punishment for criminals. Yet this introversion must be under­
stood as an armor of pride which covers an underlying weakness and 
hopelessness, and to remain in this condition indefinitely is intoler~ 
able. A man must be driven out from behind such armor in order 
to reach faith. The trouble is, he may tum to vice, suicide, or in­
sanity instead. 

In the other form of conscious despair, 'defiance,' man tries to 
overcome finiteness and necessity on his own power. By sheer asser­
tion of will he wants to make himself free or perfect. No matter 
what form this self-assertion takes-and it may lead to exertions 
which look like religious heroism of the highest order-it is atheistic 
in practice because here a man proposes to create himself accord­
ing to his own specifications. The active form of defiance lacks seri­
ousness; inasmuch as the individual has no judge over him, he is 
irresponsible, and there is no firmness in his character; at any instant 
he can destroy everything he has posited and revolt absolutely. 
Hence all his magnificent feats of will power are built on sand. 
The passive form is one in which the individual is unwilling to hope 
that his distress is remediable. He accepts temporal suffering, as it 
were, eternally. Therefore he hates life but he determines to be 
himself in spite of it. He wills defiantly to be himself with his tor­
ment, without any hope of salvation. And it is false to assume that 

121 



EXISTENTIALIS~[ AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

such a person will gladly accept help from God or from another 
man. He wants help, but on his own terms. He does not like the 
humiliation of having to accept it unconditionally. l-Ie clutches his 
torment because it gives him the right to be resentful, and he is 
enraged at the thought of a salvation which might remove this. 

On the basis of his psychological analysis of despair, Kierkegaard 
moves forward into theological interpretation. He holds that the 
greatness of human spirituality must be seen in light of the fact 
that God is both the criterion of selfhood and its goal whether men 
are aware of this or not. The pagan and the natural man have only 
human standards; hence they are in a sense unconscious of their 
sin. One wonders in passing how Kierkegaard formed his ideas 
about pagan and non-Christian cultures, in view of the fact that 
they prevailingly judge human good and evil in the iight of their 
own conceptions of God. Christianity deepens one's awareness of sin, 
and therefore it may deepen one's actual sinning because it is so 
severe that one rebels against it. Yet in offering a deeper apprehen­
sion of the problem it at the same time opens the way to a cure. 

Kierkegaard always writes about anxiety, guilt, despair, and sin 
as basic conditions-in contrast to particular, outwardly expressed 
instances of these same categories. What can be psychologically 
analyzed as despair is, from the theological standpoint, sin; for sin 
can be defined as despair at not willing to be oneself or at willing 
to be oneself before God. This definition may seem to ignore specific 
sins, such as theft, murder, adultery, and so on. But Kierkegaard's 
point is that these spring from despair, and that even if one succeeds 
in avoiding them, one's whole life may still be mired in sin, for 
God knows secret wishes and thoughts, not merely overt acts. There­
fore the opposite of sin is not ·virtue' but faith. The latter word must 
not be understood as assent to doctrine; rather, it is the condition 
which man enters into when, in willing to be himself, he is at the 
same time transparent before and grounded in God. 

People are offended at Christianity because its goal would make 
man something so extraordinary that we are not able to get it into 
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our heads. Hence it is silly to try to promulgate Christianity by 
removing the offense. We do not like to admit that the most deep­
seated evil is due not to ignorance but to the defiant will. ·we do 
not like to admit that if there is salvation for man it comes from 
beyond himself, and in a form which must be humbly believed by 
yielding the whole self. Of course we all know what the Christian 
view of sin is, but that is very different from appropriating it-just 
as a man can say words which show that he has a good conceptual 
understanding of sacrifice, mercy, and generosity, but when he acts 
it is obvious that he has not appropriated what he knows. Christi­
anity takes seriously the fact that the evil will perverts the intelli­
gence, whereas the philosopher always needs to overlook this fact. 
Therefore it stubbornly holds out for a change of the whole man. 
So long as we are in sin, i.e. estranged from God, all our talk about 
it is at bottom an excuse, a nervous attempt to justify ourselves with­
out having to be changed. When we confront God's self-revelation 
which discloses the depths of our condition, and when we realize 
that so far as our own resources go, sin is insurmountable, the sole 
alternative is between believing and being offended. But if only a 
genuine Christian, who is rare, is fully aware of sin, then is not sin in 
the strict sense also rare? Yes, Kierkegaard is willing to admit that 
the lives of most men are too spiritless, and their despair too super­
ficial, to be called sinful. Men are subject to fate, pathos, tragedy, 
without ever realizing what underlies their true condition. 

Surely it is an indictment of what passes for Christianity in our 
age that authentic consciousness of sin is so rare. For most people 
the daily condition of being in sin is so seldom noticed that it has 
come to be regarded as normal. Only strikingly bad deeds are 
counted as new sins, and the rest of the time they assume that every­
thing is going moderately well. Yet it is remaining in the state of 
sin which is decisive; any particular offense is merely a manifestation 
of the state. We must think here in terms of a consistent condition 
of the whole character, and man will always tend to integrate him­
self around one of the alternatives just mentioned, believing or being 
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offended, having faith in God or faith in human self-sufficiency. In 
so far as a man enters into Christian faith, he brings to every specific 
temptation a total, formed character structure which would be im­
paired if he succumbed. But the other sort of integration is also 
possible. The slogan 'Man for Himself' 7 can stand for a total orien­
tation which would be threatened if the individual weakened for so 
much as a moment and gave jn to the 'temptation' of depending on 
a divine source of creation and redemption. In such circumstances 
obdurate refusal to have anything to do \vith the theological dimen­
sion and with such categories as 'sin' and 'grace' must be under­
stood as a man's last attempt to hold himself together. 

On the other hand, however, merely to assert that the Christian 
understanding of man is profound while the humanistic interpre­
tation is superficial provides no guarantee whatever that one's life 
fulfills what one is talking about. It is possible to take a Pelagian 
approach toward consciousness of sin as toward anything else. Then 
a man feels that if he can only force himself to admit his own sin­
fulness and to follow a path of vicarious suffering, he will be a Chris­
tian. Actually, however, this is the opposite of faith, for it depends 
upon man's accomplishments instead of God's grace. Moreover, 
much ostensible penitence is bogus; it is a covert way of asserting 
one's v;.....,_ • 

..... ,ue rather than an expressiOn of genuine contrition. Self-
cas~gation and calling oneself a miserable sinner may be a way of 
mamtaining the illusion that, after all, one has a deeply sensitive 
conscience. Hence to become so preoccupied with sinfulness that 
one can 'never forgive himself' is unchristian; for God forgives, and 
real p . . 

enitents will pray for that forgiveness. 
Face to face with Christ, the despairing person either from weak-

ness da d fi · 1' · · re not believe or from e ance will not be wve, m forgive-ness "l"L ' 
fo · ... nus the presence of Christ converts the two fundamental 
w;;;s of despair into their opposites; for before Him the defiant man 

s not to be the self he really is, i.e. a sinner, and wants to dis­
~ense With forgiveness, while the weak man despairingly wills to 

e the sinner he is in such a way that there is no forgiveness. The 
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encounter with God as man's goal and measure therefore brings to 
expression the deepest estrangement as well as the deepest nearness. 
Thus we cannot take for granted that peneb"ating existentially into 
what Christianity is all about will lead to glad acceptance of God's 
love; it can also lead to the most extreme fom1 of sin, that of being 
offended at this love." 

It is of course impossible to penetrate into what Christianity is all 
about so long as the meaning of Christ is explained as reflecting a 
general principle of God-manhood, such that all men are in some 
sense 'divine.' This principle can be grasped without making any 
leap of faith, and it offends nobody. But it cannot be the Gospel's 
message of forgiveness; for in that message God grants and man 
needs; there can be no coalescence between divinity and humanity 
at this point. The misunderstanding which turns the Incamation into 
a general principle can only occur where men have forgotten that 
the individual is higher than the race, and hence come to think of 
themselves in collective terms-Humanity, or the State-which can 
then be identified with God. Undeniably Christian belief in the 
God-man has played a part in the confusion ·which leads people 
to believe that man is God. It is as though the confusion were God's 
fault for coming into human history instead of maintaining His 
aloofness. But Christian faith can always fight against deifying hu­
manity or the state so long as it remembers that sin pertains to the 
individual. Concepts, of course, can only deal with 'man' and, as we 
have seen already, there can be no seriousness about sin so long 
as it is merely thought about. But before God in Christ only indi­
vidual men exist, and every individual exists as a sinner. Not even 
forgiveness destroys the infinite qualitative difference between what 
it is to be God and what it is to be a man. And not even Christ can 
remove the possibility that some men will be so offended at Him 
that His work of mercy turns out to mean the exact opposite, extrem­
est misery, for them. Though He offers what we can never by our 
freedom bring about, He offers it to our freedom. vVhat He forever 
is-the self-revelation of God in history-cannot become the tntth 
'for me' apart from my decision. 
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12. The End of Kierkegaard's Career 

During the closing years of his life, Kierkegaard developed the 
same ideas in an increasingly strident manner. As we now examine 
his last writings, leading up to and including his attack on Christen­
dom, it will become obvious that this attack was implicit in his point 
of view from the outset, and that it was clearly foreshadowed in 
quite early utterances. 

The book called Training in Christianity begins with a meditation 
upon the words: 'Come hither, all ye that labor and are heavy laden, 
and I will give you rest.' This is the invitation of a spiritual physi­
cian who takes the initiative in seeking out needy persons. He is 
willing to share the lot of the lonely man, the wage slave, the sick, 
the dying, and the desperate. Christ speaks to them in language free 
from condemnation, offering the peace and forgiveness which all 
men need. But then Kierkegaard inserts a H altl Instead of pressing 
forward to accept His invitation, humanity flees in the opposite 
direction. What is the trouble? The difficulty is that instead of re­
lieving one of poverty and persecution, fidelity to Christ will deepen 
a man's suffering. The kind of help He offers is not what we expect, 
and the cure seems to be worse than the disease. From a prudential 
point of view, the invitation is not at all attractive. No wonder that 
fashionable men, wearing silk gowns in handsomely carved pulpits, 
try to tone down the Gospel a bit so as to make it more appealing 
to their congregations. 

In order to drive home his thesis that there is absolute opposition 
between Christ's mission and all ordinary human standards, Kierke­
gaard draws an imaginary picture of how His contemporaries 
judged Jesus. The wise and prudent men are willing to grant that 
He is an extraordinary person, though of course His claim to be the 
Messiah seems to them to be somewhat exaggerated. The main 
trouble is that He is so unbelievably naive about human nature. 
Instead of consolidating His position among influential people, He 
goes about serving the uncultured herd. He makes no provision for 
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His own future; and although He momentarily enjoys popularity, 
He is just fool enough to stick by His principles instead of shifting 
ground when opposition begins to arise. From the standpoint of the 
wise and prudent it is too bad that some of His sayings can't be 
edited a bit so as to make them practical, for they obviously con­
tain a certain ethical insight; but it is equally obvious that the Good 
and the True cannot be effectively pursued by renouncing every­
thing except trouble and hardship. After all, an ethic must be ruled 
out of court if it imposes too high a standard upon mankind. 

A clergyman admires Christ's honesty, but fears His revolutionary 
intention of starting a new society with fishermen and artisans. 
After all, progress comes by gradual evolution under the guidance 
of well-educated leaders, not by destruction of the established order. 
In the clergyman's opinion, Jesus should present His credentials 
properly to an ecclesiastical assembly and win a majority vote be­
fore claiming to be the Messiah. And so it goes. A philosopher criti­
cizes Christ because He offers only aphoristic utterances instead of 
a metaphysical system. A statesman regards Him as dangerous, but 
rests content in the assurance that He will bring about His own 
downfall because of His failure to build up a strong party on the 
basis of a definite pol:tical program. A solid citizen forbids his son 
to join Christ's disciples because all of the really 'sound' men-in­
cluding Pastor Green, who is such a good mixer at the club-will 
have nothing to do with Him. A mocker finds Him priceless, since 
if one man can be divine, then any man can be; in fact, the mocker 
intends to assert tomorrow that he is divine, and Christ can't con­
tradict him without undermining His own claim. 

Of course, everything turns out as these sensible people foresaw. 
Christ comes to a bad end. He loses His popular following, falls 
into conflict with political and ecclesiastical authority, and gets 
crucified. This is the ubnost that secular history can say about Him. 
Now ask yourself whether you want to accept His help or to run 
rapidly in the opposite direction. Ask also whether any of us today 
are really different from those who crucified Him because He ex­
posed the hypocrisy of their claims to virtue. People run away from 
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Him in every age because, instead of removing inconveniences, He 
brings up the most inconvenient matter of all. Really believing, as 
He does, that sin is man's ruin, the only help He has to offer is that 
of divine forgiveness. In fact, Christianity is so demanding that no 
one will think of accepting it unless he is deeply conscious of his own 
spiritual misery and enslavement; only then is it possible for him to 
discern that the Gospel is really gentle and gracious in comparison 
with his present condition. 

The chief objections to accepting the deity of Christ are not intel­
lectual but spring from the fact that we cannot stand to confront 
the fusion of divine and human goodness He embodies. Accordingly, 
people who become offended at Him attack one side or the other 
of this fusion. The first group say that it is blasphemous for a man 
to take upon himself the role of Saviourhood. They resent the ex­
alted claims He makes in being able to forgive sins, cast out demons 
and offer His flesh and blood for the redemption of the race. A per~ 
son can join the Church today, however, without even noticing this 
possibility of offense. Instead he spends his time puzzling over the 
dogmas of theological professors without whose help Christianity 
came into the world, but who are helping to smuggle it out of the 
world. 

The second group of people follow an opposite line of attack. 
They resent the idea that God, if and when He enters human his­
tory, should come as a lowly man, a carpenter's son. Even the disci­
ples could not accept the fact that Christ must suffer, and they 
deserted Him at the crucial moment. Nevertheless the decisive mark 
of Christianity is voluntary suffering, and the Church drifts into 
paganism whenever it confuses Christian suffering with ordinary 
adversities which do not befall people voluntarily at all. This is like 
confusing 'selling all that one has, and giving to the poor' with losiwr 
one's shirt on the stock exchange. Men can come to terms witl~ 
natural misfortune in one way or another, but they cannot under­
stand the acceptance of suffering which could be avoided merely 
by softening the spiritual requirements a bit. When our comprehen­
sion is thus brought to a halt, going forward into Christianity in-
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volves not a new kind of thinking but a new kind of willing. Lest 
this statement be misunderstood, Kierkegaard does not conceive of 
the 'willing' as something which the individual does on his own 
power. The 'new kind of willing' is man's response to God's grace. 
It is the 'new creature' who does the 'new willing.' Of course sensible 
men will not accept suffering unless they see something to be gained 
by it; and since the only gain Christianity offers is fellowship with 
God, those who understand gain exclusively in terms of worldly 
advantage are repelled. Indeed, the criticism that Christianity 
makes harsh demands of men is far more defensible than the silly 
apologetics which invite a man to come to church so that he can 
increase his personal charm, his income, and his circle of influential 
acquaintances. 

Christ's whole life shows that there is no way to reach the triumph 
which Christianity promises except by sacrifices which grow in pro­
portion with the loftiness of the aim. And since we must either fol­
low Him or reject Him-we cannot gaze at His life as detached 
spectators-the Gospel puts a pressure upon us that seems cruel. 
Yet actually it is the world that is cruel. Christian self-sacrifice can 
always be avoided by playing the game according to the harsh rules 
of the world, i.e. through the simple expedient of quenching love. 
Therefore, woe to the church which triumphs in this world; for then 
it is the world that triumphs. We adjust Christ to suit our own con­
venience instead of letting our lives be judged by His own. We 
abolish God and direct our energies toward purely temporal goals. 
We start down a very broad-minded, humanistic road which is so 
much in line with modem culture that anyone can easily travel it 
without altering his life at all. The only trouble is, it leads to hell. 
Look at the kind of world we live in, and then ask whether it was 
mere stubbornness which prompted Christ to try to overcome it. 
Suppose that instead of resisting it, He had adjusted Himself to it­
by forgetting the love of God and what man was meant to be. 

Kierkegaard assumes that most people will refuse to follow Christ 
when they grasp what is really involved. But he insists that the 
question remains for each individual: 'Will you follow Him?' When 
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Christianity began, men took it so seriously that they were enabled 
to do great and wonderful things; therefore Satan had to change 
his tactics. He got the Church to imagine that it could domesticate 
itself within the culture of the age. 'Then millions fi.ocked. to \t, aud 
\.t "gew-\\.\e a man witb. dropsy. Now the Church can retain its 
popularity only by telling people what they want to hear, instead 
of telling them the truth. Preachers begin to ·defend' the Gospel, 
and in that moment Satan wins. Congregations are flattered and 
listen tolerantly when someone begs them please to have a good 
opinion of Christ; on this condition they pretend to accept Him. 
As a result it is so safe to be called a Christian today that one can 
a.flirm his willingness to die, if need be, for the Gospel, without the 
slightest danger of being put to the test. Indeed, since discipleship 
has been abolished and mere admirers of Jesus have been accorded 
the first rank, there has been a promotion all down the line; at the 
bottom this has created a c1ass of Christians so comical that they 
might well be exhibited for money in a sideshow; they are the free­
thinkers who have tried to undermine everything essential to Chris­
tianity, but who nevertheless resent being forbidden to call them­
selves 'Christian' so long as the name vaguely connotes kindliness 
and decency. Thus anti-Christians have now become merely broad­
minded Christians. Some of them even occupy pulpits. In that case 
they take the prestige of the ministry, the good reputation, the sal­
ary, and the manse-and leave Christ to do the suffering. 

In For Self-Examination and Judge for Yourselves! (the latter was 
not published until more than twenty years after Kierkegaard's 
death) Kierkegaard pursues the same themes, but he takes account 
of the fact that what he is saying can easily be misconstrued as a 
revival of the doctrine of salvation by works. His main aim of 
course, is to show that justification by faith must be understood in 

terms of a conversion of the whole man which inevitably expresses 
itself in the transformation of his pattern of life. Whether the Danish 
Lutheranism of his time was worse than other centers of Protes­
tantism is beside the point. Kierkegaard saw, or at least thought 
he saw, it betraying the true meaning of justification by faith in 
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two ways: first, by trying to combine it with, or even subordinate it 
to, a metaphysical interpretation; second, by counting the Church 
as having already reached a state of grace so that it need only quietly 
meditate on its good fortune instead of engaging strenuously, in fear 
and trembling, in the struggle to appropriate wb.at 'following C\ui.st 
really implies. Yet it can hardly be denied that Kierkegaard has 
shifted his ground. Up through the Postscript, and even beyond, his 
thesis is that the presence of faith cannot be judged by outward 
expression; its renunciation of the world is wholly inward. In his 
late writings, where he abandons the pseudonyms and indirect com­
munication, Kierkegaard writes as though faith cannot be genuine 
unless a man follows the Pattern, not only inwardly but also out­
wardly, i.e. in his works. 

In order to try to demonstrate the authentically Protestant char­
acter of this later position, Kierkegaard (in For Self-Examination) 
enters into an amusing imaginary conversation with Luther. When 
Kierkegaard protests that he has faith, Luther replies that no protest 
is needed if a man has it, while none avails if he does not have it. 
'\Vhat Luther wants to know about is the sacrifice made for the 
Gospel, and when Kierkegaard reiterates that he must have faith, 
since he has described it in more than a dozen books, Luther de­
clares: •I believe this fellow is mad.' To describe faith only proves 
that a man has literary gifts, and to shed tears in the process only 
proves that he is a good actor. 

In the conclusion to Works of Love Kierkegaard suggests that the 
best way to test one's faith is to look into the Gospel as a mirror. 
If a man approaches it with irresoluteness, what he gets back from 
it is-his own irresoluteness. If a man approaches God with a hard 
heart, what he gets back seems harsh and severe because it reflects 
his own hard-heartedness, while if anyone approaches God with 
loving humility, what he gets back is gracious and enriching. 
That is why forgiveness on our part is a condition of our being for­
given. How can a man believe that God's forgiveness is real if his 
own life is an argument against there being such a thing as forgive­
ness? Conversely, to accuse another man is to accuse oneself. Once 
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a thief stole a hundred-dollar bill and went to a fellow-criminal to 
get it changed. The latter took the bill into the next room, and when 
he came back greeted the thief as though he had never seen him 
before. The thief was so enraged that he took the matter to court, 
but the first question the impartial }udge asked was: 'H.o,...- did ·you 
obtain the hundred dollars?' No man who is aware o£ Cod's pres­
ence can regard himself as in a strong position for making accusa­
tions. He will realize that, once strictness gets started, God can 
always, so to speak, overbid him. Thus the Gospel is not only a 
mirror, it is also an Echo which intensifies our voices and takes away 
all pretensions to merit. If we shout 'I demand fustice!; the Echo 
from heaven will reply, 'I demand justice!' Who is bold enough to 
think that he can pass this test? But if we fall on our knees and cry 
out 'Grace!; the answer comes back, 'Grace.' 

Among other things, Kierkegaard was concerned lest a pedantic 
approach to the Bible be allowed to soften the impact of its truth. 
The Bible is a very dangerous book: give it a finger and it will take 
your whole hand. Yet since it is passed around freely, even to im­
pressionable young people, a way has evidently been found fo:r 
reducing its power. One efficient device is to weight the conflicting 
opinions of commentators. Presto! Judgment is suspended, and one 
can rest in the pleasant assumption that he would certainly follow 
the Bible's bidding if only he could arrive at a clear exegetical inter­
pretation. No wonder most people ignore the Bible as an antiquated 
document while the rest read it learnedly-as an antiquated docu­
llient. The remedy is to look at one's image in the mirror of pas­
Sf4ges which are quite clear. 'Give all thy goods to feed the poor' 
and 'Turn the other cheek' are about as hard to understand as 'It's 
a nice day.' Now it is natural to beg for compassion from God in the 
f&ce of such difficult requirements, but it is evasive to insert variant 
interpretations between oneself and the Word, like a boy putting 
napkins in his pants before a thrashing. Another method for soften­
ing the impact of the Bible, of course, is that which tries to turn it 
into a collection of objective truths. This method keeps its teachings 
at a safe distance and regards applying them to oneself as morbid 
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and introspective. In order to illustrate the difference (once more) 
between objective and existential thinking, Kierkegaard retells the 
story of David and Nathan. David has rationalized his marriage to 
Bathsheba. He tries to tell himself that it was Uriah's own foolhardi­
ness tl1at got him killed. He tries to te\l himself that it is a kin~\y 
act on his part to marry the widow of a fallen soldier. Mter hearing 
Nathan's story about the ewe lamb (u Samuel: 11, 12) David re­
members his own reputation as a poet and makes some cultivated 
remarks about the artistry of its presentation. But then Nathan says: 
'Thou art the man.' Immediately David's attitude toward the story 
leaps from being objective to being existential. He already knew 
at some deep level how guilty he was, but he could evade the knowl­
edge so long as he could maintain a detached, dispassionate attitude. 
The word 'Thou' applies to him individually; it makes him see him­
self in the mirror. 

In order to be clear about Kierkegaard's intention, we must add 
that he recognizes the value of Biblical criticism in its proper sphere, 
just as he has already recognized the value of objective thinking 
with a similar restriction. We must also remember that he intended 
his attack to be for the purification, not the destruction, of the 
Church, and his diatribes, as will become more apparent in a mo­
ment, could only have been produced by an intensely religious man. 
He hoped, quite naively, that by means of such arguments as we 
have just surveyed he would be able to force Bishop Mynster of the 
Established Church to admit that it was offering a cheap and easy 
substitute for Christianity, instead of the real article. That would 
have satisfied Kierkegaard (so he says). But when these books went 
largely unheeded, he decided that he would have to use dynamite 
to blast the Church into some sort of honesty. As a result he launched 
the pamphleteering attack which caused such a horrified sensation in 
Copenhagen and ended with his death. He fell paralyzed in the 
street, after writing the last pamphlet, and died a few weeks later. 

As our examination of his thought draws to a close with examples 
taken from this attack, we must remember that his tone is strident 
and his charges excessive because he regards himself as a lone indi-
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vidual fighting against the whole weight of ecclesiastical and public 
indifference. It is only fair to add, however, that Kierkegaard both 
hated and clung to Christianity throughout his life. He discerned 
the peril of regarding himself as a better Christian than others, and 
fell into the peril. He contemptuously spumed public recognition, 
and yearned for it. Ex post facto he interpreted all of his terrible 
experiences-his 'crazy upbringing,' the broken engagement, the 
ridicule directed at him by the Corsair-as a training in self-offering 
which had prepared him all along for entering into faith, and it was 
intolerable for him to think that anyone could reach Christian beati­
tude cheaply and complacently. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that 
those who come in for the largest measure of his scorn-bishops, 
professors, parsons, married men-are precisely those who have en­
joyed the 'normal' blessings of accomplishment, recognition, and 
family life which were within the reach of his gifts-in some ways 
he was the greatest teacher and preacher in Denmark-but were 
forbidden to him by his peculiar development. Hence two judg­
ments can and must be pronounced upon Kierkegaard which he 
would have disliked most. He remained so isolated that he was 
really incapable of love in either the Christian (Agape) or the secu­
lar (Eros) sense. And despite the magnificence of his endowments 
and his literature, his life was pathetic. But no one has a right to 
make these judgments without first subjecting himself to the sort 
of self-scrutiny which a sympathetic study of his writings makes 
unavoidable. And then one who judges him will realize that he is 
~ike a thief standing beside a fellow criminal. The important thing 
Is to take him at his word when he says that he does not want to 
have disciples. Then the defects of his life and thought need not 
obscure the faith to which he sought to point. 

Let us now take a glimpse at the Attack upon 'Christendom.' 
Those who want to contend that Christianity is essentially unhealthy 
can c.ite. this book as providing ample confirmation, while those 
who msist that Christianity need not be so unbalanced will find 
themselves in a camp which Kierkegaard regarded as timid and 
hypocritical. Let the reader find his own gloves for picking up this 

134 



KIERKEGAARD 

hot poker. Kierkegaard was goaded into lau.tching the attack when 
Professor Martensen, who succeeded rviynster as bishop, delivered 
a eulogy in which he declared the latter had been a witness to the 
truth. Kierkegaard withheld his protest for several months, but 
finally declared that l\'Iynster's preaching omitted the decisive ele­
ment in Cluistianity (voluntary renunciation of the world and of 
self), while the Bishop himself had enjoyed all the comforts and 
eminence of a brilliant career. It is as ridiculous to call him a 'wit­
ness' as to call a woman a 'virgin' when she is surrounded by her 
numerous troop of children. Nevertheless, lvlartensen was adamant 
and preached a Christmas sermon on the text, 'Ye shall be my wit­
nesses' (Acts 1: 18). So Kierkegaard picked up the phrase about 
·a diversity of gifts' and elaborated upon it. Where Mynster was so 
gifted at concealing the wealmesses of the Established Church, 
Martensen is equally gifted in laying them bare. Where Mynster 
was gifted at yielding shrewdly, Martensen is gifted at trying to 
bluff it out. Where Mynster was gifted at maintaining the Estab­
lished Church, maybe Providence has selected a successor who is 
gifted at killing it. Kierkegaard advised the clergy to ask the new 
bishop to go easy, since there is not one of them who is not comical 
when viewed as a witness. As it happened, Martensen's sermon was 
delivered on the day after Christmas, when the martyrdom of 
Stephen is commemorated, and he said that the word 'witness' 
'rings on this day with a peculiar sound.' Kierkegaard agreed that 
this is true since either the clergy makes Stephen ridiculous or vice 
versa. 

In the face of ensuing silence, Kierkegaard increased the pressure. 
He insisted that the complete crew of bishops, deans, priests, con­
gregations, and expensively equipped buildings give rise to a dan­
gerous optical illusion-the illusion that Christianity exists. When 
the individual thinks of himself, he admits that he is not a Christian; 
when he thinks of ten neighbors, he knows that they aren't; but when 
the statistics run into hundreds of thousands, the mind becomes 
confused. In order to cut through the confusion of his age, Luther 
had to set forth ninety-five theses, but Kierkegaard needs only one: 
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Christianity does not exist in Denmark. He declares, 'Quite simply, 
I want honesty: We claim that in our ordinary self-interested pur­
suits we are trying to be Christian; this is like claiming that in taking 
a comfortable trip to London a man is trying to reach the moon since 
in order to get there he must leave town, and obviously he has left 
town. Besides, no one ever reached the moon so anyone who leaves 
town can be counted as making the effort. If people will frankly 
rebel against Christianity Kierkegaard declares that, strangely 
enough, he is with them; for a frank rebellion can only be made by 
recognizing what Christianity requires. As it is, however, he cannot 
tolerate a situation where a well-groomed favorite of the fashion­
able world mounts the pulpit in a magnificent cathedral, sees before 
him a congregation of prosperous people, takes as his text: 'God 
hath elected the base things of the world, and the things that are 
despised'-and nobody laughs! 

Therefore he launches into a bill of particulars in his indictment. 
What has become of preaching? It has become a form of escapist 
poetry which transforms something solemn and fearful into a pleas­
ant and perhaps amusing discourse. What has become of the sacra­
ments? So far as baptism is concerned, you must picture a young 
man who is an agnostic, but who feels constrained to join the Churc11 

after he gets married and has a child. He comes forward with an­
other young man who is also an agnostic (the godfather); they 
stand together at the baptismal font and promise to look after the 
baby's Christian nurture. So far as the Lord's Supper is concerned, 
you must picture a business man who knows that everybody has to 
be hard-headed in order to make a decent profit, but who also knows 
that unless he is a member of the Church, people mat doubt his 
respectability. Therefore two or three times a year he puts on his 
best clothes and goes to communion in order to commemorate the 
suffering and death of Christ. 

What has become of theological training? The candidate starts 
out to seek first the Kingdom of God. But he soon discovers that the 
:first thing he needs to seek is a parish and a salary. Eventually he 
gets them, but then he discovers that the salary is inadequate be-
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cause he has now acquired something else-a wife. Everyone expects 
him to preach about seeking first the Kingdom of God, but nobody 
expects him to live that way. What has become of Christian educa­
tion? The parents cannot teach the child that he has been born into 
a world of sin; childhood is not equipped to comprehend anything 
so serious. Consequently, parents and teachers babble foolishly 
about what a beautiful world it is and how God is a great help even 
though, unforhmately, He cannot be expected to fulfill quite every 
wish. The child either grows up and repeats this babble, or he comes 
to a point where he painfully recognizes that his teachers were liars. 

What has become of the ministry? There is not one honest minis­
ter. They all try to combine being successful professional men with 
being disciples of Christ, though the combination is impossible. 
They ought to wear stripes, like convicts, to symbolize their double 
allegiance. Many parsons have entered the profession because where 
the general standard of performance is so mediocre, it is easy to 
reach a position of eminence with a minimum of effort. If a man is 
bothered by his hypocrisy, all he has to do is go to his wife; she 
will point out that as long as they have each other, nothing else 
matters, and besides, as she adds, all the other parsons have the same 
misgivings. Thus, by disregarding the impractical methods of Jesus, 
the minister can become the head of a thriving commercial organi­
zation which is peddling a phony product. But Christ has given the 
judgment on all this. If He walked into a church today He would 
call it not a place of robbers, exactly, but a place of business. No 
doubt it is shocking to envisage Him with a whip in His hand, using 
severe language, but this is only because we have made Him into 
such an insipid, sentimental figure. 

So runs K.ierkegaard's indictment. But the fact that he published 
his sermon on 'The Unchangeableness of God' immediately after 
tl1is outrageous invective shows that he was anxious to have his pro­
test understood as springing from within the Church, not as deliv­
ered from the outside. No matter what we think of its content, the 
motive of his deed stands for the fact that Protestantism can never 
regard its own ranks as immune to the need for reformation. Occa-
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sionally Kierkegaard warns skeptics and mockers against taking 
comfort in his remarks, even though they would give anything to be 
able to do what he is doing. Irreligion has no power against sham 
religion; only religious seriousness-'laughter administered in fear 
and trembling' 0-can wield the whip that is needed. 

13. Conclusion 

Our survey should have made some of Kierkegaard's strengths 
and weaknesses obvious. He was aware of spiritual disintegration 
going on beneath the surface of Western civilization at a time when 
nineteenth-century belief in progress and in the goodness of human 
nature was in full flower. He anticipated such phenomena as deper­
sonalization and collectivism, depth-psychology, and the Theology 
of Crisis. He was a poet and a prophet of unquestionable gifts 
whose great attraction for many men in our day is that he puts into 
words, with uncanny penetration, their deepest secrets and fears. 

But Kierkegaard's own inner ambiguity should make us alert to 
certain dangers. He was able to formulate several important factors 
connected with the wholeness of personality only by reaction against 
his own sickness. This is not to his discredit. But it should be remem­
bered that the man who could diagnose spiritual disease and pre­
scribe the remedy with such acuteness spent most of his life in a 
desperate struggle with psychosis. Psychosis throws a great deal of 
light on normal men, and there are schizophrenics whose momen­
tary insights are staggeringly clairvoyant. Having broken with our 
culture, they can sometimes see it as it really is. Nevertheless, the 
fact remains that Kierkegaard's illuminating remarks about open­
ness and self-acceptance were written by a man in whom shut-up­
ness and self-hatred continued to the end of his days. The final 
period, when he thought he had come through to clarity, seems to 
be the very point at which his desire for martyrdom, his feeling 
that he alone was right and everyone else wrong, got the upper hand. 
He was a more appealing figure when, as Johannes Climacus, he 
confessed with humor that he could describe faith without claiming 
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to have reached it, than he was when he was hurling savage epithets 
at a dead i\lynster and a distinguished Martensen. Furthermore, the 
intensity of his devotion to an exacting version of Christianity must 
be seen in connection with his underlying hatred of his upbringing, 
his sufferings, his destiny; and his rejection of philosophy must be 
understood in connection with the fact that no available intellectual 
means were powerful enough to conquer his own skeptical, nihilistic 
tendencies. In a Journal entry for 17 October 1835 he points out how 
Christianity makes unreasonable demands upon people instead of 
trying to accommodate itself to human nature; how it requires a 
radical break with the normal pursuits of worldly existence; how it 
insists upon a desperate leap of faith instead of constructing a sys­
tematic world view. He pictures the genuine Christian as condemn­
ing temporal life and as preoccupied with eternal punishment; and 
he contrasts this Christian with the talented scholars and scientists 
who have carried forward human progress. For these reasons Kierke­
gaard at the age of twenty-two was on the verge of rejecting Chris­
tianity. Notice that his view of Christianity remains substantially 
unchanged, even though he turns from rejection toward faith. May 
not apostasy have lurked in the background of his consciousness to 
the very end, held at bay by his struggle for faith, while expressing 
itself obliquely through pseudonyms and at last through an attack 
on Christendom? 

Although for the dominant side of Kierkegaard's personality it 
was self-evident that existential thinking and Christian faith go hand 
in hand, what about the submerged side, the side which was 'of­
fended' at faith? In his descriptions real atheism and skepticism­
as contrasted with rejection of theistic hypotheses and toying with 
doubt as a methodological device-are as existential as faith. But 
Kierkegaard was so preoccupied with demolishing objective think­
ing that he paid little attention to what would happen if an existen­
tialist were to break away from Christian moorings and pass through 
the three stages into some other form of faith. For Kierkegaard, 
belief in God set limits to the scope of philosophy, but it also set 
limits to his own irrationalism, anti-moralism, and revulsion against 
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conventional Christianity. Suppose these limits were removed, what 
then? Sartre is one answer. 

Kierkegaard's influence is most salutary when it is used almost 
exclusively as a corrective. It is treacherous to try to build a positive 
view of life or of the Christian faith on the basis of what he fur­
nished. For, in the first place, his attack on philosophy was so pre­
dominantly directed against Hegel that it failed to pay sufficient 
attention to other philosophical possibilities. To be sure, he antici­
pates several of the defects of naturalism, pragmatism, and even 
logical positivism, and most of his polemic against humanism, if it 
is valid at all, is perhaps more devastating in the twentieth century 
than it was in the nineteenth because the events of the last fifty 
years have made secular humanism so unstable and implausible. 
But by closing the door on any possible concordat between Christi­
anity and metaphysics, Kierkegaard overlooked what has become 
one of the most promising developments within the existentialism 
of our day-a metaphysics that can do justice to such categories as 
anxiety, guilt, decision, and mystery without falling into either 
idealistic or realistic forms of objectivism. A metaphysics which 
could deal with ·men of flesh and bone' (the phrase is Unamuno's) 
and with history as drama might revitalize the question about man's 
relationship to Being, thus rescuing the philosophy of our day from 
being merely an extension of the scientist's laboratory or a play­
ground for logicians obsessed by semantics. If that were to occur 
then a possibility for rapprochement between philosophy and Chris~ 
tianity would open up what Kierkegaard failed to discern, for then 
metaphysics and faith would once again be dealing with the same 
problems-one might even say the same realities-instead of forever 
passing each other like bishops on a chess board. 

In the second place, Kierkegaard failed to attach as much weight 
t~ the problem of community as to the problem of the single indi­
Vldual. Yet if Christianity is true at all, its solution to the peril of 
'the crowd' must at the same time be the solution to the peril of 
isolation. Admittedly Kierkegaard talked about both problems, and 
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he represented the '1-Thou' encounter with God as putting an end 
to man's estrangement from his neighbor as well as his estrange­
ment from himself. He held that at the level of faith men enter into 
the only authentic equality, that of being human in the solidarity 
of guilt and as recipients of God's offer of salvation. Such equality 
ineradicably underlies, and in the light of eternity abrogates, all the 
relative degrees of talent, virtue, power, wealth, and wisdom which 
place barriers between people. Still, no one can read Works of Love 
without suspecting that 'the neighbor,' for all its concreteness as a 
noun, was an abstraction for Kierkegaard's feeling. And no one can 
read the pathetic reminder in his last pamphlet that he counted 
himself as belonging to the plain people, even though they found 
him ridiculous, without realizing that Kierkegaard (as he there 
admits) was heterogeneous from first to last. There are as many 
explanations for why he turned away from marriage as there are 
pages in Stages on Life's Way, but one of them, certainly, was that 
he could not enter into inter-personal relationships fully and natu­
rally. He was cursed by shut-upness and even when he finally broke 
through into direct communication, it took the form of a relentless 
explosion which left him more alone than ever. He could not allow 
himself to have a wife, a professorship, a pastorate; so long as he 
was using pseudonyms seriously, he could not even let himself have 
his own thoughts. Hence, although much that he writes about the 
Church must be taken to heart by anyone who cares about its vital­
ity, we must remember that the conditions he specifies for spiritu­
ality are laid down by a man who never knew much at firsthand 
about the meaning of fellowship, either religious or secular. 

This leads directly to the third point. For all the brilliance of 
Kierkegaard's remarks about history, they are impossibly one-sided. 
No matter to what degree personal decision may be operative in his­
torical events, it always occurs in the context of movements which 
must be viewed in the light of biological, cultural, and other con­
siderations. Kierkegaard does not deny these considerations, but he 
deprecates them by associating them with Hegel's determinism. 
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h "k tut and delicate balance in his discussion Whereas e stn es an as e . . 
of the interplay between determinism and freedom m tl~e hfe ~f ~he 
individual ( cf. The concept of Dread), he fa~ls t~ stnke a. s_tm~lar 
balance in dealing with the question of the htstoncal condthomng 
of groups and masses. He stressed only one side of that commerce 
between the individual and the past without which an approach to 
history is impossible. I cannot make my evaluation of an age, a 
people, or an event perspicacious solely by coming to terms with 
what it means for me to exist-though admittedly these same evalu­
ations will be sterile if I have not done so. Any 'decision' on my part 
about the meaning of historical data must be related to qualities 
which were really there, and even if I, or my whole epoch, is oblivi­
ous to them, they remain there to be ignored or recaptured. l-Ienee 
the objective as well as the subjective side must be taken into ac­
count. For what any individual is, becomes, or decides to be takes 
place in a continuum which links the present to the past objective} 
as well as subjectively, and the objective aspect of the linkag . y 

. e 1s not 
merely physiCal or factual but includes meanings as well. 

Havi~g ~ade these negative comments, I must add the hope that 
they will giVe little comfort to the derisive detractors of Kierk d 
who h 1 h" . egaar 
c ave mere y been nauseated by 1m mstcad of discovering his 
fficacy as a self-styled vomitive. These detractors include a 1 . farious mu h-

assortment of people: rationalists, disciples of John De 
provers f c cl wey, 
F 0 o and immortality, pro-Freudians, anti-Freudians, 
un~amentalists, the Pope, Boston personalists, behaviorists, Buch­

manJtes, socialists, and capitalists. There are also those who have 

refuted him without reading him; those who have read him but are 

annoyed Jwcausc they cannot understand him; and those who, hav­

ing rtJ;u/ mul lllldmslood him, are cmaged by what Jaspers refers to 

ii.'i 'tlw tlHJl'll lw Hluvk In olll' coHscicnccs.' . . k d 
· l rightly find m Kter egaar a 

Hut there will also be others w 10. h, for whom his stringent and 
most redoubtable 'knight-errant of fait 'drastic self-revelation in the 

d come as a thi sometimes intemperate wor 5 lf d we may be sure that s 
f I-I" se an )i~ht of Cod's disclosure o nn 'b 

is just as Kierkegaanl intended it to e. 
1'12 
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NOTES 

1. Concluding Unscientific Postscript, p. 174. 
2. Ibid. p. 178. 
3. Ibid. p. 495. 
4. Ibid. p. 288. 
5. Ibid. p. 395 n. 
6. Ibid. p. 490. 
7. The slogan is deliberately taken over from the title of Erich Fromm's 
book because Kierkegaard's critique of humanism is patently applicable 
to Fromm's position there expressed. 
8. The whole subsequent development of existentialism has tended to 
verify this statement, leading to either intense religious commitment or 
intense atheism. 
9. Attack upon Christendom (Princeton, 1944), p. 219. 
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CHAPTER IV 

HEIDEGGER 



1. I-I eidegger and Existentialism 

The next thinker we shall discuss disclaims being an existentialist, 
and although he esteems Kierkegaard highly as a religious writer, 
he makes it clear that, in his opinion, a philosophy which rightly 
discerns its own task will not be deterred by Kierkegaard's stric­
tures. Heidegger's main aim is to construct an ontology on the basis 
of which it will be possible to understand both the achievements and 
the failures of the history of Western metaphysics. He is a very 
systematic writer who invents his own technical terminology. To 
be sure, many philosophers have found it necessary to coin new 
words and meanings in order to express what they have discovered; 
one need think only of Aristotle and Whitehead. But Heidegger 
uses the peculiar structure of the German language, including elabo­
rate puns, to further the inner meaning of his argument. Conse­
quently translation is often well-nigh impossible. Sometimes the 
development of major concepts is also based upon a special use of 
the root meanings of Greek and Latin words. \Vhen all these char­
acteristics are taken into account, his style and method may seem 
to be as remote as Hegel's from anything existential. Why include 
such a philosopher in our discussion at all? Admittedly it has be­
come customary to mention him in the same breath with Kierke­
gaard, Sartre, and others, but is the custom fair either to Heidegger 
or to the reader? 

One answer is that Heidegger has had a tremendous influence 
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upon the existentialists we shall examine in subsequent chapters. 
Sartre's conception of Nothingness reflects this influence quite di­
rectly, and all the others have found it necessary to take 1-Ieidegger's 
contribution into account no matter how much they may disagree 
with him. And if we were to examine contemporary Protestant the­
ology in the thought of such writers as Brunner, Bultmann, and 
Tillich, we would find the same thing to be true. 

A more important answer, however, is that Hcidegger's system 
embodies some of the considerations which we took into account 
at the end of our discussion of Kierkegaard. He is one example of 
what can happen when existential and metaphysical concerns are 
fused instead of placed in opposition. Despite the fact that he seeks 
to transcend both concerns, and apart from what we may think 
about the success or failure of his particular effort, he is groping 
in the direction which I regard as one of the most promising in con­
temporary thought. If, as some writers claim, certain aspects of his 
Weltanschauung can be combined with Christian faith, then the 
point of view which achieves such a synthesis will be a new depar­
ture in modern philosophy and theology. On the other hand, if the 
main import of his contribution is intrinsically irreconcilable with 
Christian belief, then the profundity of his thought makes it, in the 
long run, a much more serious challenge than many of the philo­
sophical tendencies which are now regarded as major threats by 
Christian apologists. 

Martin Heidegger was born in 1889. Although he gave up his 
original intention of entering the Roman Catholic priesthood, he 
wrote his dissertation on Duns Scotus. The influence of theological 
categories on his thinking is largely indirect but traceable down to 
his present position. Among the great philosophers those on whom 
he has written most extensively are Plato and Kant, and among 
re~ent thinkers those who have influenced him most decisively are 
Nietzsche and Edmund Husser!, his own teacher. Heidegger was a 
professor at Marburg when he published the first volume of his 
magnum opus entitled Being and Time. The sequel has never ap­
peared, thus opening up possibilities for misunderstanding his real 
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intention.1 In 1928 he succeeded Husser} at Freiburg where he con­
tinued to teach until the end of the Second \Vorld ·war. Because of 
the fact that he supported the Nazis when they came into power, 
though he later became somewhat disillusioned, he was forbidden 
to teach for a time after Germany was taken over by the Allies. 
In recent years, however, he has returned to writing, and his influ­
ence today upon students of philosophy in Germany is probably 
greater than it was before Hitler came into power. 

One of the distinguishing marks of his personality has always 
been his solitude, and to an outsider it remains a puzzle how anyone 
who stresses the independence of the individual as Heidegger does 
could ever have looked with the slightest degree of favor upon 
Nazism. A conjectural explanation would need to take account of 
several things. First, his sense of closeness to the soil, especially his 
native Swabian land. Second, the influence of Nietzsche, which 
prompted him to feel that Western civilization had become spiritu­
ally bankrupt and that a radical transvaluation of values was needed. 
Third, a mystical tendency which had nowhere to go except to as­
sociate itself with his feelings about the homeland. Fourth, a stress 
upon resoluteness and courage which could easily be channeled in 
the direction of political decision and martial virtues. But these 
remain mere conjectures, and the qualities to which they call atten­
tion have continued to characterize his thinking since the Nazi 
debacle as well as before it. 

2. Being and Time 

In what follows I have not hesitated to abandon Heidegger's tech­
nical terminology wherever it makes difficult or impossible an ex­
position of his meaning in English. Of course a certain amount of 
distortion is the price paid for lucidity, but since my main purpose 
is to provide a sketch which will give some notion of his teaching 
to a person who has not read his works, I have striven for lucidity 
first and accuracy second. There is little virtue in an 'introduction' 
which can only become intelligible by reading the German text. 
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The one regrettable, but inescapable, difficulty is that those who are 
not familiar with the German are unable to protect themselves 
against the distortions I have felt compelled to introduce. 

Heidegger's main desire is to construct an ontology, but unlike 
classical metaphysics, which approached ontology via cosmology, 
Heidegger's starting point is man. Here we encounter the first dis­
tortion. I have said 'man,' but his word is Dasein ('being there'), 
which has a special connotation in view of its connection with Sein 
('Being'). Heidegger is interested in man not for the sake of giving 
a psychological or cultural account, but in man as a peculiar instance 
of being; even if man is the only instance of Dasein-i.e. of 'being 
there' in this peculiar way-Heidegger's main concern is with the 
relationship between this instance of Being and the structure of 
Being, not with man alone. Yet because he has not completed Being 
and Time those who initially regarded that volume as a contribution 
to philosophical anthropology are scarcely to be blamed. 

He begins by distinguishing man from things. Things fall into two 
classes for Heidegger: either they are simply present ( Verhanden), 
or they are seen from the standpoint of their utilizability ( Zu­
handen). In any case, one can obtain firsthand knowledge of what 
it means to be a man only through one's own existence. Things are 
grasped by means of objective, general concepts where, for pur­
poses of thought, any particular under a given class may be replaced 
by any other. But human nature can be grasped directly only as a11 
individual subject. There are aspects of human nature, of course 
which can be studied by the sciences and formulated by means of 
objective concepts. Yet Heidegger stresses the great difference be­
tween grasping human existence internally and looking at man ex­
ternally. The most important feature of being an individual subject 
is that a man is personally concerned about his own existence, and 
can come to terms with what he is only by coming to terms with his 
possibilities. Because a man can make decisions with reference to 
these possibilities, he can either gain or lose his true self. Against 
those approaches which merely note in a prosaic way that among 
the various things which do in fact exist in the world, man is one, 
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Heidegger insists that man is not a thing in the world. ~Jan is 'Being' 
in the world; and this is not something to be taken for granted. In­
deed, the peculiar characteristics of what it means to be a man tell 
us something of crucial importance about the structure of Being 
itself, something we can never learn by means of the natural sci­
ences or cosmology. 

Once this point is granted, we realize that any conception of the 
world that abstracts from man's concern and from the other dis­
tinctive characteristics of human existence is bound to be superficial. 
We must take into account the fact that the individual organizes his 
conception of the world in the light of how he finds himself placed 
in it. Consequently Heidegger begins his analysis of the external 
world with utensils, i.e. with things as they are encountered and 
disposed of in daily life, instead of with the phenomena of nature 
as described by science. Thus he begins with the fact that man is 
primarily concerned with external things as they affect his interests 
and needs. Even the theoretical pursuits of natural science are, after 
all, carried on by men who remain within the correlation between 
concern for their own existence and concern for how the external 
world affects that existence. Hence it is wrong to claim that an ap­
proach which abstracts from this correlation can give an adequate 
account of man and the world. 

Similarly, Heidegger approaches the problem of the self not by 
trying to talk about an 'I' abstracted from the external world and 
the human community, but by talking about everyday experience. 
At this average, anonymous level, the individual lives mainly in 
terms of 'what one does' or 'what one does not do.' The German 
word is Man, and Heidegger's concept of das Man might be roughly 
translated as 'the anonymous one.' He is largely merged in conven­
tional mass reactions. This is what Heidegger calls the unauthentic 
existence, and the individual reaches true selfhood only by rising 
out of it, though naturally he can never completely separate himself 
from it. Yet even at the unauthentic level, if it were not for the kind 
of light which human consciousness sheds, 'things' would be neither 
knowable nor unknowable. That is why, as we have just seen, an 
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account which leaves the subject aside is always a severely limited 
enterprise; it cannot possibly produce an ontology because it is the 
human subject who incorporates knowing into the structure of 
Being. 

Ideally, one might say that a man should grasp the whole of 
reality and then reach self-understanding by viewing his own place 
within the total scheme. Actually, however, it is impossible to phi­
losophize in this way. Man begins by finding himself thrown into 
existence; he must orientate himself as best he can, and any approxi­
mations he may make toward attaining a view of the whole are pro­
foundly affected by this starting point. Man comes into awareness 
of himself and his surroundings as one left to his own devices and 
thrown onto his own responsibility. Therefore his attention is di­
rected toward those things, persons, and qualities in himself which 
can serve his concerns or threaten his existence. His understanding 
attaches significance to these things-other persons and qualities in 
himself-in terms of how they may serve the dominant aims thus 
developed. In so far as the individual moves toward a unified philos­
ophy, he does so not by means of science but by seeing how external 
and internal factors can be significantly connected with his own 
potentialities. His search for a unified world view involves interpret­
ing natural laws in the light of human possibilities that they may 
be made to serve. 

To sum up: Man is passively thrown into existence, but after 
finding himself in the world he can begin to take the initiative in 
discovering the meaning of his own existence and in disposing of 
h_is pot~ntialities accordingly. Therefore he confronts a major deci­
~wn. Either he can try to interpret himself as one thing among others 
I~ the w~r~~· subordinating selfhood to thinghood, or he can project 
his p~ssibihties in such a way that they become that for the sake 
of whiCh he exists as man. This is the decision between unauthentic 
and a~t~entic understanding, and it has to be made continually be­
cause It Is always possible to retrogress. 

At the unauthentic level thinking and talking move in the realm 
of commonplace and uncriticized interpretations; much of man's 
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intellectual energy is given over to mere curiosity, where the new 
attracts for the sake of its novelty and where what goes by the name 
of thinking is really a distracted attempt to avoid restlessness. Man 
is then entirely preoccupied with his everyday concerns; he is lost 
in externalized anonymity; his joys and sorrows are completely at 
the mercy of the way things happen. Everything may seem to be 
completely in order because everyone else seems to be living in the 
same way. But actually this condition is Heidegger's equivalent for 
bondage-Original Sin. For in such a condition man is alienated 
from his authentic possibilities. He may not be enslaved to anything 
else, but he is enslaved to his own superficial, bogus self. He is con­
tinually falling away, not from something he once possessed in the 
past, but from that true self which is latent in him and which he 
might be realizing. 

Heidegger's discussion of anxiety throws light on this whole mat­
ter. Like Kierkegaard and Freud, he distinguishes between 'anxiety• 
and 'fear.' Fear is directed toward some definite object whereas 
anxiety is not. Because man is free, he can run away from his pos­
sibilities in order to remain at the level of an externalized existence. 
But his running away is accompanied by anxiety. What he is run­
ning away from cannot be specified as an object; yet he feels that 
this 'something' is of a threatening nature. The possibilities of his 
true self threaten to displace the adjustments whereby he has tried 
to make room for himself as an item in the world. And this is a 
real threat, for if these possibilities are followed up man enters 
into what it means to be an isolated individual. Notice, however, 
that anxiety has both destructive and constructive aspects, depend­
ing on how it is used. It is like a flame which surrounds the portal 
of freedom. If one is driven away by the flame, he falls still deeper 
into self-estrangement because he is unable to pass through the 
door of freedom into the realization of his true self. But if he can 
face and absorb anxiety, it will be like a flame which drives him 
through the door. The fact remains that once he crosses the thresh­
old, man is cut off from that commonplace kind of existence where 
the pattern of his life was determined by the everyday world. 
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The fundamental characteristic of human existence which Hcideg­
ger calls 'care' (Sorge) reflects this total situation. ~Ian finds_ t~1at 
h . b · · · d nee of t"tself 1. e he finds himself already ex1stmg 1s etng 1s 1n a va · , · · 
before he has found out what it means to exist. He is already con­
cerned about the world and the human community before he has 
discovered the proper relationship of these factors to his own pos­
sibilities. l-Ienee Heidegger's analysis of the human situation is cru­
cially connected with his interpretation of temporality. Death is the 
end whereby a man's existence becomes complete, and man's capac­
ity to anticipate death, to see it as the context within which every 
moment falls, is the basis for any attempt to grasp his existence as a 
whole. (The word 'whole' should be understood as connoting an 
inner, organic unity, not an aggregate.) Heidegger is not talking 
~bout death in general; he is talking about the individual anticipat­
Ing his own death. Here, supremely, the difference between what it 
means to be a man and what it means to be a thing is underscored. 
For the purposes of objective thinking, one particular thing is re­
placeable by another of the same order. So far as external functions 
of the community are concerned, it may be true that one man i 
replaceable by another. Where death is concerned, however, no on: 
c~n take my place; I have to do my own dying. Heidegger wants to 
gt:e an ontological exposition of the way human existence deal Wtth "t I s 

.. 
1 se f as moving toward death because he regards such an ex-

P~sttion as more fundamental than anything biology, medicine, psy­
:b ology, ethnology, theology, or philosophical theodicy can say 
. out ~he same topic. Death is that unique potentiality of Dasein-.. 
I.e. of b · hi h · l b · 
wh emg there' as man is-w c mvo ves emg no more. And 
fullen. the individual takes this potentiality upon himself he enters 
th y Into the meaning of isolation, for death cuts off all relations to 
I -~ world and to other human beings. Moreover, there is no possi­
JJ Jty of escapiug the anxiety connected with running forward to 

t~w thought of death. One can try to treat such anxiety as an occa­

!lHJIJa), morbid mood, but the effort works only so long as one re­

mains at the unauthentic level. One runs away from the thought ~f 
dc·!th IJy 1 . I t 1 preoccupied with the world of ones ' Jecommg camp e e Y 
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care; tries to treat it exclusively as an external event, like any other 
event in nature; talks about the fact that 'people die' without identi­
fying the 'people' with '1.' Hence one runs away from the kind of 
courage which alone can allow the full dread of death to arise and 
can stand face to face with it; by superficial attempts to reach tran­
quillity man estranges himself from his own innermost, absolute 
potentiality, and in the very effort to run away, he betrays the fact 
that he is essentially concerned about death. 

The authentic attitude toward death, on the other hand, enables 
a man to see his existence as 'thrown into being toward its own end.' 
It means freedom for death in the sense that all human potentiali­
ties are discerned as accompanied by this one extreme potentiality, 
the impossibility of existence. Here, as we have seen, the individual 
enters into complete isolation because none of his concerns for the 
world or for other people can solve his problem; and since death 
cannot be overcome, it teaches him that the extreme potentiality 
of existence is that of renunciation. He sees all his other possibilities 
in their stark finitude and also understands other human lives as 
:finite wholes which come to an end. He enters into the certainty of 
death, not as an inevitable external happening, but as something 
whose inward significance is more certain than anything encountered 
in the world of objects. The indefiniteness of the moment of its 
occurrence becomes for him not the occasion for an indefinite post­
ponement of having to face it, but rather the occasion for a con­
tinual confrontation with Nothingness. 

The contrast between unauthenticity and authenticity may be 
described in connection with other human characteristics. At the 
unauthentic level, conscience simply means listening to other peo­
ple so as to be able to fit in with what 'one' does. But the authentic 
call of conscience comes from the potentiality of the true self. This 
call is not based upon what the individual is reputed to be or what 
he has achieved or what he stands for in the community. It does 
not offer information about events. There is no sounding of a voice; 
indeed, conscience speaks only through silence. It goes against one's 
expectations and wishes in so far as one is immersed in everyday 
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cares. And yet it comes from the self. Efforts to attribute conscience 
to something outside the self treat it as though it were like our 
relations to objects-whether the outside source be regarded as God 
by the theologian or as physiological stimuli by the biologist. Never­
theless the source seems strange because this voice of conscience 
seeks to turn the individual away from everyday existence; it tells 
him that the things which men ordinarily regard as normal and 
acceptable are inadequate because they fall short of his becoming 
a full, independent self. 

Hence the call of conscience makes man aware of guilt. Basically 
guilt is connected with a deficiency, a lack of something which 
the individual might become, and all particular feelings of guilt as 
associated with particular faults or evil deeds must be understood 
as presupposing this condition of being guilty. The autheutic way 
of dealing with guilt, therefore, does not try to run away from it. 
Rather, it involves accepting the guilt of not yet having realized 
what one might become; it regards this as the starting point of 
human existence; upon this foundation the individual is to project 
himself into his own potentialities. He can choose himself only by 
accepting his guilt, for this is the same thing as being willing to 
listen to the call of conscience which is coming from the authentic 
self. 

Willingness to listen to conscience is also connected with open­
ness-a readiness for the kind of anxiety which accompanies the 
discovery of what authentic existence requires. Heidcgger speaks 
of this willingness toward conscience, guilt, openness, and anxiety 
as a resolve to become one's own true self even though one must 
remain in the world. On such resolve is based genuine human fel­
lowship, where one isolated individual truly understands another. 
This is contrasted with the superficial gregariousness which often 
passes for having social relations. Resolve so changes the individual 
that instead of regarding himself as surrounded by circumstances 
and chance events which provide general conditions and oppor­
tunities, he now sees himself as in a situation which is something 
to be mastered. Similarly, resolve transforms action from being 

156 



HEIDEGGER 

mainly a series of external, practical activities into being primarily 
a development of inner resources which can be stronger than mere 
happenings. Heidegger rejects, however, all attempts to ground con­
science, guilt, and resolve in a permanent self which transcends the 
world. He regards substance theories of the self as erroneous be­
cause the kind of sameness and permanence they talk about char­
acterizes objects instead of persons. There is no self that transcends 
man in the midst of his care. Personal identity is not something 
given; it is something that has to be won through the resolve which 
leads to isolation and independence while remaining in the midst of 
the world. Therefore selfhood is to be understood not by abstracting 
from care, but in terms of existence in and through care. Similarly, 
it is to be understood not by abstracting from temporality, but by 
discerning how temporality provides the basis for its structural 
wholeness. Man's capacity for running forward toward authentic 
existence by way of resolve is the foundation of authentic existence 
itself. 

This brings us to the point where we must pay special attention 
to Heidegger's discussion of time and temporality. According to his 
teaching, man can become a true self only because he can tie the 
modes of temporality together. Where ordinary conceptions of the 
future regard it merely as something not yet real, Heidegger inter­
prets it in terms of man's running forward in thought toward his own 
potentialities of Being. Where ordinary conceptions of the past 
regard it merely as something which has happened, Heidegger in­
terprets it in terms of taking upon oneself the being-guilty into 
which one has been thrown. Man can move forward toward his true 
self only by moving backward so as to incorporate his own past at 
the same time. Conversely, any segment of the past can be under­
stood only in the light of inner potentialities that it was driving 
toward or running away from. 

Finally, where ordinary conceptions of the present regard it as 
consisting of the objects that exist in the 'now,' Heidegger interprets 
it in terms of the resolve which 'renders present,' and actively takes 
upon itself as a situation to be mastered, whatever it encounter. 
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Thus resolve, which is essentially directed toward the future, so 
incorporates the past as to render the present a concrete situation 
to be dealt with by inner resources. Heidegger even writes as though 
the future elicits the past so as to engender the present, and he also 
writes as though the inward structure of temporality produces the 
continuum of 'time' which we conceive as flowing evenly outside us 
and apart from us. Man always exists in the present, but the signifi­
cance of the moment depends on whether it is moving out of the 
fallenness into which the individual was born toward the authen­
ticity which is possible. 

Although man can never stand outside temporality, temporality 
stands outside itself by producing what Heidegger calls the three 
'ecstasies' ( ekstasis: literally, 'standing out') of past, present, and 
future. Therefore to regard human consciousness as simply im­
mersed in flux is to miss the essential character of temporality itself. 
For it is a structural whole, not a Hat plane where the moment runs 
along a line. Each 'ecstasy' implies the other two, and the fact that 
human existence in care can be a structural whole is based upon 
this unity of temporality as a structural whole. The unauthentic 
standpoint misses this because it regards the future merely as some­
thing that will happen, looks upon the past as over and done with, 
and fails to infuse the present with resolve. On the other hand, the 
authentic standpoint does not leave any of these three ecstasies to 
mere happening. Hence it is at the opposite pole from an interpre­
tation which detaches events from what they mean in terms of the 
human significance of filled time. The bearing of a thing upon hu­
man interest, and perhaps even the actual position of the thing, 
may become matters of indifference for pure theory. 

For example, the physicist in dealing with time may concentrate 
on formulas which entirely leave aside the concerns of existing 
individuals, and his interest in the future may have to do exclusively 
with whether objects will or will not conform to what his formulas 
anticipate. Thus science deals with selected, abstract aspects of the 
world of objects, but we should never take what it can tell us about 
the objective processes which may characterize physical things as 
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an excuse for forgetting the way in which men deal with time. As 
soon as questions of significance are raised, the temporal world 
must be seen as the setting in which man runs forward toward his 
own possibilities, incorporates his own past, and fills the present 
with resolve. The care of human existence in the world provides a 
framework within which scientific findings can be set, but the re­
verse is impossible; scientific findings cannot provide the frame­
work for understanding the meaning of human existence. 

The fully human way to approach the problem of temporality is 
in terms of historicity. Man as a being in history finds the meaning 
of his own existence only by taking account of the history of the 
race. Thus he is implicated in a process different from that which 
characterizes the changes undergone by objects. The former involves 
decision; the latter involves only succession. In terms of this usage 
a mountain, stone, or tree does not have a 'history' in the strict sense. 
Decision discerns the potentialities of authentic existence which a 
man can accept out of the heritage he receives. Decision enables 
him to accept the past in entering upon his destiny instead of hav­
ing it laid upon him as an unalterable weight. Decision frees man 
for continuing whatever in his heritage he regards worth repeating. 
At the authentic level this does not mean blind and automatic con­
servatism; it means, rather, the establishment of a present kinship 
with whatever in the past history of a culture has been genuinely 
original. Thus the appropriation of tradition and the repetition of it 
in the present, are orientated forward toward the fulfillment of pos­
sibilities. 

From such a perspective the significance of natural things and 
events, and the significance of things men have made and used, is 
seen in light of the fact that the inner core of history is individual 
existence. The unauthentic approach reverses this order and tries to 
see the individual as an item in the world-historical process. There­
fore it is incapable of taking a firm stand, it is oblivious to genuine 
potentialities, and it merely 'takes note' of what has happened in­
stead of entering into the human decisions by which events origi­
nally happened. An 'objective' approach to history cannot come into 
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real touch with what it is supposedly studying. Only by decision can 
the individual prepare for an understanding of world history and 
of his nosition in it. The only authority a free person will acknowl­
edge ~ connection with tradition derives from those potentialities 
which are worth repeating. The facts which a historian studies are 
meaningless unless they can be related to his personal decisions and 
to the decisions of the men in the past who produced those monu­
ments, documents, and other materials which he has to interpret. 
All this must be taken into account if the historian is to study the 
past in such a way that its implications for the future can be under­
stood. The selection of what is to be studied and interpreted requires 
an existential choice on his part. 

None of this means that he falls into subjectivism in the bad 
sense. He does not ignore or tamper with factual data. But if his 
aim is to come into touch with history as it really happened-a goal 
which is missed entirely if he tries to model his discipline on the way 
natural sciences deal with objects. It is served only in so far as he 
can ground his studies in a sound ontology. Once again, from the 
perspective of the way man deals with history in terms of meaning, 
it is possible to organize the factual data which a historian must 
study; but the reverse is quite impossible-to imprison individual, 
human existence within the framework of a succession of factual 
data. 

Before leaving our discussion of Being and Time to examine some 
of Heidegger's later writings, let us take account of certain points 
of similarity and difference between him and Kierkegaard. These 
can be noted without raising questions about whether, in any given 
instance, the one thinker was consciously following or departing 
from the other. Some of the similarities are so obvious that a bare 
listing of them is sufficient. Heidegger's contrast between authen­
ticity and unauthenticity is roughly parallel to Kierkegaard's su·ess 
upon the individual as over against the crowd. Both writers insist 
that a world view in which science, conscience (ethics), and history 
are to be seen in proper perspective must take its point of departure 
from personal concern and from what it means to be a self. Both 
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discern that anxiety is linked with freedom, that guilt is to be con­
ceived primarily as a condition (instead of being confined to specific 
acts), that death hangs over every moment and must be confronted 
in terms of what it means to the individual. Both see the achieve­
ment of true selfhood as involving a renunciation of the world of 
everyday cares; and man's central problem is diagnosed not as a lack 
of knowledge but as a lack of resolve. Finally, both insist that his­
torical knowledge must be construed in the light of decision on the 
part of the historian and on the part of the men of the past whom 
he is studying. 

So far as differences are concerned, the most notable one, on the 
surface, is that Heidegger is attempting to construct a philosophical 
system, whereas Kierkegaard was attempting to avoid one. Accord­
ingly, the former wants to get beyond personal experiences which 
vary with the temperament of the individual. He wants to provide 
for the inescapability of passionate inwardness, but he hopes to in­
corporate it into an ontological structure. Whereas Kierkegaard felt 
that the aesthetic stage, science, speculation, and ethics could only 
find their proper place in subordination to faith, Heidegger holds 
that the true interrelationship between subjectivity on the one hand 
and science and the unauthentic level on the other can be seen only 
in the light of a structure which includes and transcends both. But 
the contrast between the two thinkers in these respects is easily 
exaggerated. We should not attach too much importance to the fact 
that Heidegger aims at an ontology while Kierkegaard renounces 
speculation. For the latter's polemic was directed against a type of 
metaphysics which purports to transcend temporality and human 
decision, whereas Heidegger places these at the center of his system. 
Furthermore, although Kierkegaard denied that faith can be re­
garded as subordinate to any human form of knowledge, he certainly 
held that both faith and knowledge, so far as their manward side 
is concerned, are transcended by God. And since Heidegger has re­
frained from giving positive information about Being-itself which 
would enable us, a la Hegel, to see how each particular level and 
process fits into the all-embracing whole, he can hardly be accused 
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of offering those 'results' of which Kierkegaard was so profoundly 
suspicious. Then if we remember Kierkegaard's remark about reality 
being a system for God, there is a certain similarity about the man­
ner in which both writers point to the ground of Being, while both 
remain so impressed by its strangeness that they refrain from making 
direct statements that presuppose its intelligibility. 

The most impressive differences arise at another point, however. 
Heidegger says nothing about faith, about eternity, about a religious 
stage which is superior to conscience and metaphysics. His 'new sort 
of willing' is a resolve whereby man answers the call of conscience 
which comes from himself. For Kierkegaard the 'new sort of willing' 
is in the first instance a gift of God, and ethico-religious decision is 
a response to this gift. Furthermore, where Heidegger speaks of 
getting thrown into existence and of becoming aware of the fact 
that one is in a condition of guilt, the only term which stands in 
contrast to what he is describing is 'the possibility of authenticity: 
From Kierkegaard's standpoint, on the other hand, coming into ex­
istence is due to divine creativity, and the condition of guilt must 
be set in contrast with an essential goodness which man has lost 
through his freedom. Since Kierkegaard never represents 'original 
righteousness' and 'Original Sin' as providing an account of the 
temporal genesis of human life and sin, they must be understood as 
Urgeschichte, i.e. as presuppositions which lie behind the interpre­
tation of history and cannot be derived from historical existence 
itself. If now we look forward instead of backward, a comparable 
contrast between the two writers emerges. For Heidegger the mean­
ing of human life is bound up with temporal possibilities. Death is 
the absolute one which gives structural wholeness to individual ex­
istence. On the other hand, Kierkegaard always views the temporal 
possibilities of human life, which end in death, in light of the possi­
bility of a God-man relationship which is not naturally immanent in 
temporality. At this level guilt is not merely accepted but overcome; 
sin is not merely acknowledged, but forgiven. Man becomes what 
he was created to be, he recovers that true self which he has lost, 
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his freedom is fulfilled by grace, and while suffering in time he is 
related to eternal beatitude. Hence all human possibilities are to be 
judged in the light of the presence of God; temporal past and future 
are to be interpreted in the light of supra-historical categories which 
have a decisive bearing upon the origin and destiny of man as 'spirit: 
But these categories are not the products of speculation. They are 
gratuitous unless the Eternal has actually entered time in the God­
man, and we delude ourselves if we think that we can so transcend 
historical existence as to weave time and eternity into an intelligible 
system. 

Despite the similarities mentioned above, therefore, these two 
writers breathe strikingly different atmospheres. Heidegger is cut 
adrift from Christian moorings. Although he stresses the fact that 
man can transcend 'time,' he sees the totality of human existence, 
including knowledge, as contained in the structure of 'temporality: 
There is no room in Being and Time for anything like Kierkegaard's 
conception of eternity or for his view of man as a joining of time 
and eternity. 

The issue which arises here is of the utmost importance. One of 
the charges Christian thinkers hurl at their opponents is that a secu­
lar philosophy cannot do justice to the sell-transcending character 
of human existence in its awareness of finitude, guilt, freedom, and 
destiny, and frequently this charge is thoroughly justifiable. But 
Heidegger succeeds in taking all these points into account (whether 
he does justice to them is another question) without introducing 
anything remotely resembling the Christian conception of God and 
without making room for Christian belief in eternal life. 

Oscar Cullmann's book Christ and Time raises misgivings in con­
nection with the same problem from a different angle. He insists 
that the contrast between eternity and time is philosophical and 
unbiblical. Accordingly he temporalizes the supra-historical cate­
gories which have to do with ultimate origin and destiny by speak­
ing of three 'ages': (a) before Creation, (b) our stream of history, 
(c) after the Parousia. What Cullmann's book unwittingly shows is 
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that if his exegesis is right, then the New Testament must be sup­
plemented by theologians who are able to set forth a valid contrast 
between time and eternity, for the notion of temporality becomes 
meaningless when one tries to apply it to the first and third ages 
mentioned above. Cullmann w.rites as though it were possible for 
us to deal with these problems like men of the first century instead 
of men of the twentieth. For example, he asks us to accept without 
explanation the idea that salvation occurs in a temporal resurrection; 
moreover, we are not to fall into body-soul dualism, even though 
we must accept the Pauline teaching that the interim between the 
death of our corruptible bodies and the taking on of our spiritual 
bodies will be spent by the believer 'with Christ.' Finally, Cullmann 
criticizes Kierkegaard on the ground that his conception of con­
temporaneity with Christ transfers faith back into the time of the 
Incarnation instead uf moving forward to the third age. This leads 
him to declare that Kierkegaard undervalues the peculiar signifi­
cance of the present for redemptive history. These criticisms are 
utterly mistaken. Admittedly it was only on the basis of an inter­
pretation of 'the Eternal entering history,' which Cullmann does not 
like, that Kierkegaard was able to develop his idea of contempo­
raneity with Christ. But this teaching affirms, instead of denying, 
that the Risen Christ is accessible to men in the present, and Kierke~ 
gaard's discussions of redemption explicitly deal with it as pointing 
forward. Instead of undervaluing the present for redemptive history 
Kierkegaard's teaching concerning 'the Moment' stresses it a~ 
strongly as possible. 

The main reason for introducing Cullmann at this point is that 
Heidegger's system makes one acutely aware of what can happe1:1 
in a world view which is confined to temporality even though it 
stresses the fact that man can transcend flux. As far as I can see, 
though on this point he is so brief as to be cryptic, Cullmann's 
'Biblical' view leaves God in about the same relationship to tem~ 
porality as Heidegger's view leaves man; and it is hard to imagine 
a worse fate for God. 
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3. The Essence of Truth 

Heidegger's essay on 'The Essence of Truth' 2 can best be re­
garded as an extension of his distinction between authentic and 
unauthentic. He begins with the ordinary conception of truth which 
defines it as arising when percept corresponds with object, and he 
suggests that the strongest form of this theory occurred in medieval 
theology. So long as it was believed that the human mind and ex­
ternal things were created by God, it was possible to argue that 
in so far as both reflect the mind of God they can come into con­
formity with each other. The unity of the divine creative plan pro­
vides the basis for the possibility of knowledge. Recent philosophy, 
having abandoned this theological ground, holds that no super­
natural explanation is needed; the possibility of conformity between 
thoughts and things should not surprise us in view of the fact that 
human reason has developed through interaction with the world. 
But Heidegger points out that recent philosophy has failed to pro­
duce an ontology which shows how man and his knowing fit into 
the structure of Being. Taking for granted that truth consists in con­
formity between thought and thing, it also assumes that the opposite 
of truth is simply the nonconformity of a statement, proposition, or 
idea with the thing to which it refers. 

He challenges these recent assumptions by resurrecting some very 
old questions. Since there is a great difference between thought and 
thing (e.g. the object is material and spatial, as the proposition is 
not), how can something completely unlike the object 'conform' to 
it? If we say that perception or thinking re-present the thing in con­
sciousness, we must assume that somehow the object 'comes across 
the open' into our consciousness while nevertheless remaining just 
where it is and just as it is. But this accessibility, this openness of 
the object, cannot be created by the thinking mind or by any act of 
representation. Consciousness can receive an object that is acces­
sible, but cannot make it accessible. 

Therefore Heidegger insists that we need an account of Being 
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"\J\o-ffi. need. to make clear bow b.uman Teason submits to a directi~e 
which enjoins it to express what-is just as it is. It will take account 
of the fact that the real criterion for judging between more and less 
adequate representations of the object is the openness of the object 
itself. From the standpoint of such an ontology, the practice of at­
tributing truth exclusively to 'proposi~ons as fo~ulated by minds' 
is wrong. Truth cannot arise in the mm~ u~les~ It has already been 
initiated by the object. Bringing our thinking mto conformity with 
what the object makes accessible is not ~n automatic process. To 
accept as a binding criterion what the ~bject makes accessible is a 
free act, and the diHerence be~e~n ng~t and w:ong. thinking is 
grounded in freedom. Heidegger s mtention at this pomt is easily 
misunderstood, however. He is not trying to suggest that volition 
has anything to do with making a statement true. The kind of free­
dom he is talking about is not subject to the caprice of man; it is, 
rather, grounded in the structure of Being. Freedom reveals itself as 
the acceptance of what-is as it is. This means participating in its 
openness. Truth comes about not by a correspondence between t\vo 
utterly disparate factors. Rather, it comes about through the free 
participation of man in the revelatory 'coming across the open' of 
the object. Greek thought suggests this at the point where it makes 
'the unconcealed' and 'the true' cognate terms. Just as the object can 
be known only if it opens itself, so the mind can know the object 
only because freedom enables man to 'ex-pose' ( aus-setzen) himself 
to 'stand out of' ( ex-sistere) himself, in the act of participation: 
Freedom and truth coincide where an 'ex-position' of man into the 
revealed nature of what-is occurs. Hence freedom does not mean 
the random ability to do and think whatever we please. It means 
self-transcending acceptance of participation in the revelation of 
what-is-as-such. 

Freedom is thus the unfathomed and essential basis on which man 
is able to exist. But by 'exist' Heidegger does not mean simply 'con­
tinue to survive'; nor does he mean 'finding moral and religious 
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ability to raise the ontological question and to stand by the onto­
logical answer is the core of what makes man human. Man becomes 
a historical being, i.e. a deciding, resolving being, at that moment 
when the first thinker asks: 'What is what-is?' This is a question 
about what-is as a whole, and as an unfolding presence. 

One of tl1e most difficult points to make clear is Heidegger's dis­

tinction between Sein and Seiende, for which there are no exact 
English equivalents. His translators have adopted the device of dis­
tinguishing between 'Being' and 'what-is,' and I have followed this 
usage. The main difficulty is not simply linguistic, however. Heideg­
ger wishes to make his readers aware of the difference between Be­
ing and every particular instance of what-is, but his intention goes 
further; he also wishes to distinguish between Being and the totality 
of that which is. One of his theses is that past metaphysics has not 
been justified in taking some particular aspect of what-is (e.g. mind 
or matter) as the clue to what-is as a whole. A second thesis is that 
by posing the problem about what-is as a whole, metaphysics enters 
its proper territory, but this only provides the setting and not the 
answer. Since traditional metaphysics has failed to move beyond 
this setting, Heidegger in one sense wants to transcend metaphysics, 
but really his intention is simply to reform and correct the meta­
physical enterprise by grounding it in fundamental ontology. Hei­
degger's remarks about 'mystery' in this and the succeeding essay 
must be understood in the light of his assumption that what-is as a 
whole points beyond itself to Being. And his remarks about human 
freedom reflect his conviction that man, Dasein, has the unique 
possibility and vocation of being aware of his relationship and the 
relationship of all things to Being, even though man remains in the 
midst of what-is. 

Instead of saying that man possesses freedom as a property, 
Heidegger holds that the converse is true. The self-transcending 
structure of Dasein possesses man in such a manner that it confers 
upon him that relationship with Being which is the distinctive char-
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acteristic of his history. As we saw at the beginning of this chapter, 
Heidegger treats Dasein as fundamental and human nature as some­
thing which participates in it, even though it may be the case that 
men are the only instances of Dasein. 

Thus far Heidegger has been seeking to throw into focus the 
objective side of the problem of truth. Rather than saying that truth 
is the mark of some correct proposition formulated by a human 
mind, he asks, 'How does what-is so disclose itself as to invite state­
ments, ideas, and thought which faithfully accept it?' He does not 
ignore the subjective side, but he insists that our view of the role 
of man is incomplete if it stops short with truth-and-error as they 
arise in connection with perceiving or thinking, and thus neglects 
the ontological position of freedom. A further clarification of his 
view requires that we make another sharp distinction. By 'what-is 
in totality' he does not mean the world viewed as an aggregate of 
objects. This essay has already been referred to as an extension of 
his distinction between authentic and unauthentic; it is now time 
to bring out the fact that for him natural science is one example of 
unauthentic understanding, while his own ontology seems to him 
an example of authentic understanding. His point can be expressed 
by saying that wherever natural science has extended the attitude 
of technical control toward what-is, it has diminished or eclipsed 
the k~nd of approach which could be alert to the way whereby 
what-Is opens or reveals itself to us. 

The notion that the scientist humbly waits for things to tell hilll 
what to think needs to be debunked. To be sure, he submits to cer_ 
~ain selected aspects of what reality makes accessible to him, but 
.or the sake of his own purposes of power and control. He submits 
m.ord~r to be able to predict and to arrive at general formulas. The 
SCientist is not really interested in the whole of any individual object 
for the sake of knowing the whole of what-is in the same manner. 
~ence Heidcgger suggests that if one approaches reality with scien. 
tzBc P~rposes in mind it may become impossible to approach it \vith 
a readmess to be attuned to whatever is revealed. It is where what-is 
remains mysterious, rather than where science has mastered it, tha.1 
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the metaphysician finds his starting point. And the endless prolifera­
tion of standardized scientific findings, accompanied by the assump­
tion that everything can be known in this way, constitute serious 
contemporary obstacles to metaphysical thinking. For these atti­
tudes are indifferent or hostile to the revelatory character of what-is 
on which the very possibility of metaphysical truth depends. 

Whenever what-is as a whole does succeed in manifesting itself, 
and we find ourselves caught up in attunement with it, the event 
cuts across the field of our everyday calculations and activities as 
something incalculable and incomprehensible. We realize that we 
are not dealing simply with items in nature and history. The totality 
with which we are now confronted contains all these items, but it 
remains something indeterminable, and so long as we fix our atten­
tion on particularities, no matter how wide our scope, the totality 
remains concealed behind them. This kind of failure to gain access 
to the truth must be sharply distinguished from specific instances 
of error or ignorance. Just as he has already dealt with guilt as a 
condition from which specific instances issue, he now deals with 
being in untruth as a condition from which specific instances issue. 
Say that we have knowledge of 50 per cent of the items and proc­
esses in the world and remain ignorant of 50 per cent. The latter 
are unknown, but our failure to apprehend them is not of the same 
order as our failure to be attuned to the revelatory character of 
what-is as a whole. The latter estrangement from truth cannot be 
remedied by increasing our store of knowledge from 50 to 100 per 
cent. In fact, the expansion of scientific knowledge may even in­
crease our estrangement by leading to indifference toward the meta­
physical problem. 

What is it, then, that underlies a participation in essential truth? 
Heidegger's answer is: 'Mystery.' Not an isolated mystery concern­
ing this or that, but the single fact that absolute mystery pervades 
the whole of human existence. Man finds himself already in the con­
dition of estrangement from essential truth when he sets about the 
business of examining his own bits of specific knowledge and igno­
rance, and one way of leaving the mystery of this estrangement 
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unexplored is to become fully preoccupied with gathering truths 
about objects. Fm:thermore man in this fallen condition uses his 
freedom continually to forget the mystery. He resolves to become 
interested in things he can hope to change by means of practical ac­
tivity instead of in revelation of that which is indeterminable. To 
be sure, man encounters enigmas even in the sphere of practical 
activity, but he always has some hope of making them unimportant 
by subordinating them to accomplishments which bring events 
within his control. 

Mystery is not abolished by being ignored. It leaves man to rely 
on his own resources; abandoned thus, humanity builds its 'world' 
out of whatever intentions and needs happen to be most suitable 
and immediate, and rounds out the picture of reality by means of 
projects, plans, and hopes. Yet the more man takes himself to be the 
measure of all things, the more he becomes estranged from the 
ground of truth and regards it as inessential. This turning away 
from mystery toward the manageable, Heidegger calls 'erring,' and 
it has marked similarities with what Kierkegaard termed 'existing 
in untruth.' Here a man can live in error even though he makes no 
mistakes in scientific findings or logical judgments. Such error is not 
something outside man, like a ditch he falls into occasionally; it is 
the basic condition which characterizes all his plans, aims, restless­
ness, and attempts at self-understanding. Intellectual mistakes are 
simply the most superficial form of error. The basic error is estrange­
ment from the ground of what-is and hence estrangement from one­
self. But there is a potentiality in man which can be evoked if he 
can face this basic kind of erring and enter into its implications, 
instead of ignoring or denying it. This is the potentiality of not 
allowing himself to be led astray. This is authentic resolve, which 
can be evoked only by so catching oneself in the basic condition of 
error and estrangement as to be directed toward the mystery of 
human existence. 

Where authentic resolve is present, the everyday miseries and 
needs of men become relatively trivial as compared with their ulti­
mate misery and need. The latter stem from the fact that Being 
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contains the negation of what-is-Nothingness. Hence freedom, 
which is grounded in Being, is at the same time grounded in Noth­
ingness. • Participation in the essence of truth means that human 
freedom is attuned to the inclusion of Nothingness within the ground 
of freedom. It is therefore not surprising that when the ontological 
question presented itself to the Greek mind, a philosophy arose 
among the Sophists which was an attempt to escape from this ques­
tion by means of giving dominion to common sense. The Sophists 
tried to cover up the ultimately problematical character of human 
existence by entertaining only those questions which can be an­
swered by regarding man as the measure. Ever since, true philoso­
phy has had to manifest a twofold character. First, it has been 
gentle because it has recognized why life and thinking pervasively 
remain at the unauthentic level, and the metaphysician himself, 
although he hopes to rise above this level, knows that he must start 
there. In the second place, however, true philosophy has been diffi­
cult because by authentic resolve it has striven to catch 'existing in 
untruth' in order to force it to yield the secret it conceals. 

Philosophy can aclmowledge no outside authority. It cannot re­
ceive support from natural science or from theology. It is only by 
philosophizing-i.e. by living in the courage which faces the meta­
physical question-that the eternal laws of truth can be maintained. 
This is not an enterprise whereby pure reason apprehends eternal 
essence. On the contrary, metaphysics is a historical act of the whole 
man, and only by penetrating into the structure of this situation can 
we see what it means to say that Being includes knowing. Not that 
we take human nature as the clue to the nature of reality in some 
theistic or personalistic fashion. On the contrary, man comes to 
understand himself as possessed by a freedom which is grounded in 
Being and Nothingness. 

In connection with earlier remarks about guilt and conscience we 
have witnessed the manner in which 1-leidegger takes categories 
congenial to Christian theology and uses them in a non-theological 
way. 'The Essence of Truth' brings the same point to mind with 
reference to what the theologian would call 'revelation,' 'the tran-
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scendence of God; and 'the noetic effects of sin.' Concerning the 
first, we should note Heidegger's emphasis upon the correlation 
between (a) what comes to us and (b) man's freedom. This corre­
lation provides the context within which particular instances of 
correspondence between thought and object become possible; there­
fore the correlation itself cannot be grasped as an 'object' by a 
'thought.' So long as we recall Heidegger's desire to holu aloof from 
theology, we have no right to claim more than a similarity of struc­
ture. But such similarity is discernible when the theologian holds 
that revelation is actualized only where there is fusion between (a) 
what comes to man from God and (b) his free response. Heidegger 
speaks of facing the question of the meaning of Being, whereas the 
theologian speaks of confronting the self-revelation of God; but both 
the metaphysical act and the religious act involve decision on the 
part of the whole man in history, and a major obstacle is to be found 
not in the way he employs his intellect, but in the way he employs 
his freedom. 

So far as the second expression ('the transcendence of God') is 
concerned, Heidegger's emphasis on mystery may at first sight 
seem to place him completely at odds with Christianity. Much that 
he says about mystery can be understood as an emphatic warning 
not only against regarding man as the measure, but also against that 
a?t?ropomorphism upon which belief in a personal God rests. In 
his Letter on Humanism' (p. 76) he writes: 'Being-this is not God 
nor the ground of the world. Being is farther than all that is and yet 
it is nearer to man than any one being, be this a rock, an animal, a 
work of art, a machine, be it an angel or God. Being is what is 
nearest. But the proximity itself remains farthest from man.' Never­
th~less, this same stress upon the mysteriousness and strangeness of 
Bemg links Heidegger to the via negativa which presupposes the 
coincidence of Being and Nothing, and which has always acted as 
a corrective in Christian theology against the perils of anthropo­
morphism. 

No major Christian theologian, in speaking of God as personal, 
has ever so ignored the otherness of God as to forget that language 
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is at best symbolical or analogical. Some modern theology has un­
wittingly fallen into the danger of making man the measure by 
trying to define God by means of some man-world correlation mani­
fest in reason, or feeling, or 'values,' while secular humanism delib­
erately bases its case on this correlation and leaves God out. Both 
Heidegger and Barth can be understood as reactions against this 
pattern of thinking, even though their reactions take very different 
forms. In Heidegger it is 'Being' which cannot be grasped; in Barth 
it is the transcendent God. Nevertheless both would claim that what 
they are referring to puts man's titanism in an embarrassing position. 
From both perspectives, the attitude of the positivist who wants to 
confine his attention to verifiable knowledge and manipulatable phe­
nomena rests on a covert form of dogmatism. His kind of certainty 
looks promising only so long as one turns a blind eye to what it 
leaves out. From Heidegger's standpoint, it leaves out ontology; 
from a Christian standpoint, it leaves out God. In both instances, the 
particular meanings which can be established by science and action 
fall within a context that may turn out to be meaningless, because 
the question about 'the meaning of Being'-or, in the case of Chris­
tianity, the reality of God-has not been faced. Perhaps the question 
is unanswerable, but it is escapist to pretend that there is no problem. 

Here what Heidegger regards as the essential task of philosophy 
and what Barth regards as the essential task of theology confront a 
common foe. The foe is the whole structure and mood of modem 
civilization which prompts us to believe that the only worthwhile 
questions and answers about the meaning of human existence are 
to be found within the man-world correlation. Perhaps it is wrong 
to assume that one must be able to appreciate the metaphysical 
question before he can appreciate the theological answer.5 But at 
least it cannot be denied that Heidegger's approach to metaphysics 
creates a situation in which fruitful interplay between philosophy 
and theology can once again occur, no matter how fierce the struggle 
between them may tum out to be. 

The third expression, 'the noetic effects of sin,' has already been 
dealt with by implication. Here again, the measure of correspond-
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ence between Heidegger and Christian theology should not be exag­
gerated. The point of similarity to be noticed is that in both instances 
all human thinking proceeds from a condition which is already one 
of estrangement from the ground of Being; in so far as man rises 
out of the condition, he does so not primarily by exercising his intel­
lectual capacities, but by entering with his whole self into a freedom 
which is related to the transcendent Ground. In Christian theology 
more is said about the effects of moral evil in corrupting the intel­
ligence than one can find anywhere in Heidegger. Indeed, he does 
not regard his distinction between authentic and unauthentic as re­
flecting moral categories and moral judgments, in the ordinary sense, 
at all. Nevertheless both approaches define 'living in Untruth' in 
terms of estrangement from the ground of Being and from oneself, 
and both assume that to rise above such untruth requires a renuncia­
tion of the everyday world and its conceptions of joy and sorrow. 

4. What Is Metaphysics? 

We now turn to consider Heidegger's important essay on 'What 
Is Metaphysics?' 6 At the outset he lays down two principles. First, 
every metaphysical question covers the whole range of metaphysical 
problems. Second, the metaphysical question can only be put in 
such a way that the questioner is directly involved by his very 
questioning. In other words, all philosophical problems finally come 
back to the question mentioned in the preceding essay about the 
nature of what-is, and this is a question where the meaning of human 
existence is directly implicated. 

If the first definition is true, it means that only metaphysics can 
provide a unified and inclusive view of the world, and Heidegge1 
is concerned to defend such a thesis against the sort of scientisrr 
which would ignore or deprecate metaphysics. For example, hE 
points out the dangers involved in trying to unify knowledge b) 
making all disciplines conform to a mathematical model. Each dis 
cipline, he contends, should be allowed to find the kind of strictnes 
appropriate to it, i.e. the kind that will enable it to study its dat: 
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without distorting them. 'When one attempts to impose upon history 
the kind of exactitude appropriate in the physical sciences, one 
makes it impossible for the historian to deal with events as they 
really happened. Then if we remember that the pre-scientific and 
extra-scientific activities of man must be included in our purview, it 
becomes obvious that the sciences by themselves cannot furnish a 
unified Weltanschauung. Metaphysics can do so because it studies 
what-is, to which each science and all those human activities which 
fall outside the scope of science are related. 

The positivistic scientist may protest that he does study what-is 
and nothing else. The scientist, Heidegger grants, pursues one legiti­
mate way of studying what-is, but he makes an extra-scientific asser­
tion whenever he adds: 'That's all there is, there isn't any more.' 
As a scientist, he has no right to declare that nothing outside his 
methods is knowable, real, or worth bothering about. As soon as he 
addresses himself to the problem of whether anything does lie be­
yond the scope of his methods, he encounters a problem that cannot 
be dealt with scientifically. The scientist may insist, however, that 
any attempt to deal with the 'nothing' that lies outside the scope of 
science is silly, for it is compelled to treat 'nothing' as though it were 
something. Heidegger admits that logical thought does turn 'noth­
ing' into a 'something.' This is the end of the matter if we assume 
that anything reason is unable to comprehend cannot be investi­
gated. On the basis of this assumption, the logical activity of negat­
ing (e.g. A is not B) explains how the concept 'Nothing' arises. 
·Nothing' is simply a summary term for everything that reason has 
rejected as not real, not thinkable, etc. But, says Heidegger, we at 
least have the right to ask whether the reverse may not be the case. 
May not the logical activity of negating be dependent upon 'Nothing' 
as prior? If so, then reason itself is somehow dependent upon •Noth­
ing' because what reason asserts is inseparable from its activity of 
negating. Clearly reason itself cannot decide the issue as to whether 
it is or is not dependent upon 'Nothing' as prior. Therefore our in­
quiry into this issue cannot be created by logical activity. What can 
transcend logical activity? Heidegger answers, ·encounter.' The 
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answer, if there is one, must be given to us instead of created by 
our minds. 

How can we possibly go about trying to arrange for an 'encounter 
with Nothingness'? (This is the title of Helmut Kuhn's book on exis­
tentialism.) Heidegger takes his clue from ordinary language. If 
one asks for an off-hand definition of 'Nothing,' someone might 
reply: 'Nothing is the opposite of everything that is.' Notice, how­
ever, what this definition implies. It suggests that only by first en­
countering everything that is and then having it succumb to nega­
tion could we hope to encounter Nothingness. Therefore our path­
way necessarily takes us into metaphysics with its incessant ques­
tion: 'What is what-is?' But how can a man, a finite being, render 
'what-is in its totality' accessible? At a pinch we can think of it as 
an idea, and then we can imagine it vanishing, but to imagine the 
obliteration of an idea is very different from imagining the oblitera­
tion of what it stands for. Actually we cannot comprehend 'what-is 
in its totality'; but we can and do find ourselves in the midst of it all 
the time, and it stands as a reminder that everything finite is con­
tained in this unknowable whole. In moments when we are not pre­
occupied with external things or with ourselves, a sense for this 
wholeness may come over us. One example is boredom. Not bore­
dom with a particular book or play or form of work, but finding one­
self drifting in the abyss of existence as in a mute fog which draws 
everything into a queer kind of indifference. The sense of whole­
ness here comes out in the fact that everything is meaningless, point­
less, tasteless, colorless. 'What-is in totality' is like a bottomless sea 
into which all distinctions vanish. But at the opposite extreme we 
can get a similar sense for this wholeness in the joy we feel in the 
being-not just the personality, but the being-of someone we love. 
Then everything is wonderful, meaningful, and positive. Both com­
plete emptiness and complete fullness can characterize our en­
counter with the 'object' of metaphysics. 

The fundamental way in which we become attuned to the Noth­
ingness attending what-is is anxiety. We must remember the earlier 
distinction between fear and anxiety. The latter is not directed 
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toward something definite; it permeates soul and body; everything 
withdraws from us, turns against us, and threatens us. There is 
'nothing' to hold onto. While everything positive slips away, the only 
thing that remains and overwhelms us is 'Nothing.' We also slip 
away from ourselves so that what remains is not a definite 'I,' but a 
pure 'being-there' ( Dasein). All of our attempts to say 'yes' to life 
are powerless in the presence of this kind of anxiety. Indeed, much 
of our striving to put forward positive interpretations and attitudes 
merely testifies, obliquely, to the abiding presence of Nothing, which 
we dread. Our thought systems and our practical activities are at­
tempts to run away from this encounter. The proper way to express 
what happens when anxiety reveals Nothingness is to say, not that 
'what-is in its totality' has been annihilated (this is impossible), but 
that it has become untenable. This 'making of what-is repulsive' is 
not annihilation, but nihilation {not Vernichtung, but Nichtung). 

Freedom is grounded in this fusion of what-is and Nothing. Man 
does not simply rest in existence as one item among the totality of 
beings. Only because Dasein can be projected from the start into 
Nothing can man so transcend himself as to be self-related. Instead 
of simply being what he is, man-though he already exists-has to 
become what he is capable of becoming. One mark of this freedom 
is the fact that man can ask why there is something instead of 
nothing. Another mark is that the 'possibility' freedom involves is 
rooted in Nothing as well as Being. If what-is were simply a datum, 
and we were simply data, there would be no freedom. Freedom 
means the possibility of falling away from what-is as well as the 
possibility of turning toward it. Some may object that if anxiety is 
connected with freedom, then we should experience it as a continual 
condition. Heidegger, like Kierkegaard, replies that anxiety may be 
infrequent as a conscious phenomenon because in one way or an­
other we become preoccupied with external things and activities, 
thus turning aside from the encounter with Nothingness. But in so 
doing we thrust ourselves into an anonymous, distracted existence 
which eloquently testifies to anxiety as a constant possibility even 
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though we manage to prevent it from registering very frequently in 

consciousness. 
Let us return, however, to a consideration of the role of logic. If 

Heidegger is right, then the 'object' of metaphysics destroys the 
sovereignty of reason in philosophy. What he calls 'nihilation' is 
more fundamental than the logical activity of negating, and the 
latter is only a superficial mode of the former. Conflict between 
people, the violence of loathing, the pain o£ re£usa\, and t\\e bitter­
ness o£ renunciation are far more powerful forms of nihilating than 
is the logical act of denial. Their testimony to the pervasiveness of 
anxiety may be repressed by various methods, but anxiety certainly 
cannot be removed and conquered by any means at the disposal of 
intellectual activity. It is only the courageous man who can register, 
instead of repressing, the deepest awareness of anxiety, and who 
can at the same time cope with it by other than intellectual or ac­

tivistic means. 
Metaphysics involves a resolute inquiry in which the very mean­

ing of the inquirer's existence is at stake. It looks beyond things as 
an aggregate to see them in a total perspective. But there is no way 
of encountering what is beyond this aggregate without at the same 
time encountering Nothingness. For if every metaphysical question 
covers the whole range of metaphysics, then the question abou1 
Nothing pervades the whole of Being. Classical metaphysics tried tc 
deal with this problem by saying that from nothing comes nothin~ 
(ex nihilo nihil fit). Christian doctrine, on the other hand, denie~ 
this proposition and makes 'Nothing' the essence of all 'beings' apar 
from God; it declares that from nothing comes created being. Botl 
approaches suggest that the problem of Being and the problem o 
Nothing must be dealt with as a single theme, and Hegel seems t< 
mean this when he declares that pure Being and pure Nothing arc 
one and the same. But the analysis should be carried through to th4 
point where it becomes clear what the inseparability of Being an< 
Nothing really implies. Heidegger concludes that Being-itself i 
finite in essence. And because man ( Dasein) can transcend himsel 
as projected into Nothing, he can see the essential finitude of Being 
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Against the Christian doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, therefore, Heideg­
ger declares that every being, in so far as it is a being, is made out 
of nothing (ex nihilo omne ens qua ens fit). The Christian is willing 
to say that all created being comes from nothing because he has 
Cod to exempt from the 'nihil.' But what does Heidegger's own posi­
tion mean? It may be interpreted in an atheistic sense as meaning 
that theism implies belief in Cod as a being higher than man 
whereas in fact there is no such being. It may also be interpreted as 
meaning that since Being can only be deployed through finite in­
stances, the contrast between Seiendes and Sein is identical with 
the contrast between 'what-is' and 'nothing.' Certainly it must not 
be taken, however, as implying that Being-itself is identical with the 
finite world. The whole finite world is contingent, and there is no 
being (Cod) which transcends it. But unless Heidegger retains his 
conviction that Being-itself, which is conjoined with Nothing, tran­
scends it, the whole fabric of his ontology falls to pieces. Concerning 
this puzzling passage we shall have more to say at the end of this 
chapter, but no remarks (of mine, at least) can make it anything 
more than puzzling. 

At least it is clear why, from Heidegger's standpoint, natural 
science cannot tell us about the essential nature of man. This essen­
tial nature is the capacity of Dasein to go beyond what-is in such 
a manner that Nothing is revealed as the ground of freedom. Only 
so can the strangeness of what-is force itself upon us and awaken 
our wonder. Only because of wonder does the 'Why?' spring to our 
lips. And only because the 'Why?' is possible can man fulfiii his 
nature. In this sense metaphysics is the essence of human existence, 
and no scientific discipline can hope to rival its seriousness. In com­
parison science does not seek the ultimate truth for its own sake; it 
objectivizes everything it touches, turns it into something calculable, 
and ignores mystery. Someone might retort that this is far better 
than to end in Heidegger's nihilism. His reply is to call attention 
to the fact that every serious attempt to specify Being has to take 
account of the fact that it is not an object; Being-itself can be de­
noted only by saying 'not that' in contrasting it with every existing 
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thing. Thus it is right to say that Being never and nowhere exists. 
What is that which is completely other than what exists? One can 
answer 'Being,' and one can answer 'Nothing.' Anxiety, which at­
tunes us to this Being-Nothing is ambiguous in the sense that it has 
both positive and negative aspects. To be ready for this anxiety is 
the same thing as being able to say 'Yes' to ultimate truth. Religious 
awe displays a similar ambiguity mixed with both aspiration and 
dread. Unless man has the courage to encounter Nothingness, he 
cannot enter into his own essential nature as one capable of asking 
the metaphysical question. 

Finally, Heidegger defends himself against those who dislike his 
acknowledgment of the limits of reason. He replies by saying that 
what remains forever closed to logic is always closer to man than 
anything he can arrange by means of rational formulas. What is this? 
It is the linkage between his own nature and the truth of Being. 
Since this relationship between man and ultimate truth can be 
entered into only by means of freedom, it must be maintained 
through freedom. That is why man will commit himself to the pres­
ervation of this kind of truth no matter what may happen to himself 
or to anything in existence. This willingness is a kind of sacrificial, 
thankful response to what has given man his stature, and it requires 
renunciation of the world. In this metaphysical thinking, which is 
both act and sacrifice, man dedicates whatever he can make of him­
self to the preservation of the dignity of Being. Thus it stands above 
all calculations as to what is expedient or inexpedient, all desires to 
find an answer to the meaning of life in terms of everyday purposes, 
all attempts to produce results. Metaphysics is akin to poetry in that 
the metaphysician seeks to let his words be fashioned by Being 
while the poet seeks to name the Holy. The thinker and the poet 
'dwell near to one another on mountains farthest apart.' 7 

Our examination of 'What Is Metaphysics?' has taken account of 
the explanatory postscript which was added some years after Hei­
degger had delivered the essay as his inaugural lecture at Freiburg. 
Though the lecture repeats certain points discussed earlier in this 
chapter, important confirmation has been provided for one of the 
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suggestions growing out of the essay 'The Essence of Tmth: Heideg­
ger stands in the tradition of negative mysticism. His remarks about 
Being and Nothing are strikingly similar to that coincidence between 
'the positive divine' and 'the negative divine' which W. T. Stace has 
recently discussed in his Time and Eternity. But Heidegger seems 
to break with this tradition when he concludes that Being-itseH is 
finite in essence, just as he breaks with Christianity in Being and 
Time by refusing to make room for 'eternity' as transcending the 
structural whole of temporality. 

5. God Is Dead 

The last writing we shall examine in this chapter is an essay 
taken from Heidegger's Holzwege. The book is too long to be sur­
veyed as a whole, and I have elected to discuss the essay on 
'Nietzsche's Saying: "God is Dead."' There are two reasons for 
this. In the first place, although a separate chapter on Nietzsche lies 
beyond the scope of this volume, Heidegger's treatment will do 
something to remedy the deficiency. In the second place, many of 
the same problems we have just dealt with appear here in a new 
and illuminating context. 

Heidegger takes Nietzsche's saying as a symbol for the destiny 
of Western man, and he construes it as meaning that the whole 
concept of an intelligible world, transcending the sensible world, 
has lost its power. Thus the expression 'God is dead' applies not 
only to Christian belief but to the total tradition of Western meta­
physics. Before going further, it is necessary to quote extensively 
from the relevant passage in Nietzsche's book, Joyful Wisdom: 8 

'Have you ever heard of the madman who on a bright morning 
lighted a lantern and ran to the market-place calling out unceas­
ingly: "I seek God!"- As there were many people standing about 
who did not believe in God, he caused a great deal of amusement. 
Why! Is he lost? said one. Has he strayed away like a child? said 
another. Or does he keep himself hidden? Is he afraid of us? Has 
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he taken a sea-voyage? Has he emigrated?- the people cried out 
laughingly . . . The insane man jumped into their midst and trans­
fixed them with his glances. "Where is God gone?" he called out. 
"I mean to tell you! We have killed him-you and II We are all his 
murderers! But how have we done it? How were we able to drink 
up the sea? Who gave us the sponge to wipe away the whole hori­
zon? What did we do when we loosened this earth from its sun? 
Whither does it now move? Whither do we move? Away from all 
suns? Do we not dash on unceasingly? Backwards, sideways, fore­
ward, in all directions? Is there still an above and below? Do we 
not stray, as through infinite nothingness? Does not empty space 
breathe upon us? Has it not become colder? Does not night come 
on continually, darker and darker? Shall we not have to light lan­
terns in the morning? Do we not hear the noise of the grave-diggers 
who are burying God? . . . God is dead! God remains dead! And 
we have killed! How shall we console ourselves? ... The holiest 
and the mightiest that the world has hitherto possessed, has bled to 
death under our knife,-who will wipe the blood from us? With 
what water could we cleanse ourselves? . . . Is not the magnitude 
of this deed too great for us? Shall we not ourselves have to become 
Gods, merely to seem worthy of it? There never was a greater event, 
-and on account of it, all who are born after us belong to a higher 
history than any . . . hitherto!"- Here the madman was silent 
and looked again at his hearers; they also were silent and looked 
at him in surprise. At last he threw his lantern on the ground, so 
that it broke in pieces and was extinguished. "I come too early," he 
then said, "I am not yet at the right time. This prodigious event is 
still on its way,-it has not yet reached men's ears. Lightning and 
thunder need time, the light of the stars needs time, deeds need 
time, even after they are done, to be seen and heard. This deed is 
as yet further from them than the furthest star,-and yet they have 
done it/" It is further stated that the madman made his way into 
different churches on the same day, and there intoned his Requiem 
aeternam deo. When led out and called to account, he always gave 

182 



HEIDEGGER 

the reply: "\:Vhat are these churches now, if they are not the tombs 
and monuments of Cod?"' 

The death of Cod leads to nihilism, but Heidegger insists that 
nihilism is not the invention of a few philosophers in recent times. 
On the contrary, it expresses a whole spiritual movement which has 
come to the surface in power politics and catastrophe. Beneath the 
surface lies man's awareness of the strangeness, the sinister charac­
ter, of Being-itself. The intellectual rejection of belief in Cod is 
merely a consequence, not a cause, of the fundamental revolution 
which has been taking place. 

Nietzsche believed that the old norms of transcendent goodness, 
truth, and beauty were dead, and that it was necessary for modem 
man to say 'No' to them. But he regarded this destruction as a tran­
sitional phase in the preparation of a new stage of history. In it man 
will himself take over the task of creating value which will be de­
fined in terms of what preserves and enhances life amidst the strug­
gle for survival. This is what Nietzsche called 'the transvaluation 
of all values,' and in the new ethic, as he conceived it, there would 
be no fixed norms. Our aims will reflect the endless striving and 
dynamism of life; they will disclose the facts that life never stands 
still and that when it stops expanding it has already begun to decay. 
He holds that this 'will to power' runs through all existence, and that 
man enters into his proper dignity at the point where he becomes 
conscious of this principle and bases his existence upon it rather 
than upon Cod or eternal ideals. 

But what Nietzsche meant by 'the will to power' is grossly mis­
understood if it is associated merely with unbridled selfishness and 
cruelty. It is a principle whereby man consciously orders the avail­
able possibilities of his environment, and to reach this sort of mas­
tery one must be disciplined, must first of all master himself and 
his own capacities. Furthermore, the primary means by which new 
possibilities are to be envisioned is art, by which Nietzsche meant 
to include not merely poetry, painting, and music, but the whole 
range of man's capacity to participate in creativity from biological 
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reproduction to the development of great institutions. Most impor­
tant of all, the idea of 'will to power' must be understood as a 
philosophical doctrine. Nietzsche says, in effect, that we apprehend 
reality only through ourselves as wills. Therefore we must under­
stand our systems of knowledge and ethics as reflecting this. 'Ve have 
no knowledge that is really separable from the way in which we 
evaluate, and there are no ethical standards separable from the way 
in which we justify and condemn. Consequently we are free to dis­
cern that what is 'right' satisfies the will and enhances power. Here 
Heidegger adds that Nietzsche has succeeded in describing the 
principle which actually governs human affairs in our age whether 
we choose to admit it or not. 

Cod had to die before man could pass into this higher dimension 
where he realizes that he, man, determines and establishes values. 
On the other side of the transition stands the Superman. But 
Nietzsche is not talking about a political conqueror; he is talking 
about a new kind of humanity fit to take over mastery of the earth. 
The point is not that man usurps Cod's place. Cod's place is already 
empty. Rather, man now realizes that since there is nothing tran­
scendent to fall back upon, he must no longer be dependent; he 
must take upon himself the task of self-realization and self-affirma­
tion. But the madman's remarks about the loss of all sense of direc­
tion, the cutting loose of the earth from the sun, the drifting through 
infinite nothingness, show that Nietzsche was well aware of the 
perils and the poignancy of the situation. 

Heidegger makes it clear that, in his opinion, Nietzsche dodged 
the ultimate issue. Even if what he says about nature and man is 
correct, Nietzsche never faced the difference between human exist­
ence and Being. But Heidegger is lenient because, as he sees it, no 
one else has solved the problem which arises at this point. Thinking 
must operate by means of its own structures, and no one can stand 
outside these structures to see whether or not they are in harmony 
with Being. Therefore the goal of metaphysics always transcend3 
man's grasp, and yet all attempts to avoid metaphysics really pre­
suppose this problem instead of obliterating it. If Nietzsche is right 
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that the Christian and Platonic systems of the past are dead, then 
we must face the issue today in a new way. Nietzsche dodged the 
issue by trying to center his vision of reality in man-as-valuer in­
stead of in Being. Yet his work should warn us that the most fatal 
blow against God takes the form of trying to equate him with our 
human ways of valuing. 

Agnosticism and atheism are innocuous compared with the dam­
age which theology suffered in the nineteenth century when it 
attempted to construe the ground of Being in terms of the so-called 
moral argument for theism and Ritschl's interpretation of value 
judgments. For this line of approach means that God is no longer 
thought of, in the first instance, as Being. It condemns theology to 
following a route which also evades the metaphysical question. And 
yet this murderous blow against the integrity of theology was struck 
by theologians themselves. That is one of the reasons why religious 
perspectives today are as inadequate as the prevailing political, eco­
nomic, sociological, and scientific interpretations for explaining 
what has happened to man, inwardly, in our era. 

The plain fact is that man stands face to face with Nothingness, 
and in order to enter into the implications of this fact, we must 
remember what the madman said. He called out unceasingly: 'I seek 
God.' He was crazy because he had turned away from the ideals 
which men had previously believed in. The madman knows that they 
have become empty. But notice that he has nothing in common with 
the complacent scoffers who stand around making jokes. These men 
no longer seek God. They are heedless of what they have lost, and 
they are blind to the peril which confronts man as he must take on 
the burden of a dreadful freedom in the face of emptiness. In con­
trast with them, the madman is an authentic thinker calling out 
de profundis. Do we not still hear his cry, Heidegger asks? May we 
not also begin our thinking and our search at the point where we 
realize that all security has vanished because we can find it neither 
through obedience to a traditional God, nor through that rationalism 
which, though it has been glorified for centuries, is the stubbornest 
adversary of thought? 
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6. Conclusions 

A more extensive treatment of Heidegger would have to take ac­
count of his essays on Holderlin, two of which have been translated 
in Existence and Being. For our purposes it is sufficient to point 
out that Heidegger finds in Holderlin similarities to what has just 
been discussed in connection with the madman in Nietzsche's para­
ble. Holderlin also ·seeks God'; not a God who is dead, but a God 
who is absent. In a period when traditional certainties have broken 
down and men have become so preoccupied with things that they 
have lost touch with the holy, the poet's attih1de can only be one 
of expectant waiting; it can only be a yearning for homecoming. 
The everyday world is not his true home, yet the old revelations 
have lost their power to guide him. In keeping with his rejection of 
rationalism, Heidegger suggests that the poet and the true philoso­
pher stand side by side (on mountains farthest apart) waiting for 
that word from Being-itself which will enable them to express the 
mystery. In both Holderlin and Heidegger this expectancy takes the 
form of a non-Christian piety; it assumes that •the word' for our day 
and for the future has not yet been spoken. On the other hand, one 
may also see in it an awareness of transcendence, mystery, and free­
dom which must be recaptured if the meaning of Christ the Word 
is to be found again. Indeed, Heidegger's hints (for they are no 
more) concerning the relationships among poetry, metaphysics, and 
religion have implications much broader than his interest in Hol­
derlin, and many of us have discovered that some of the poets, 
dramatists, and novelists of our day have a deeper insight into Chris­
tian symbols, even when they reject them, than the analytical phi­
losophers-even when they happen to be theists. 

In conclusion we must ask what, precisely, is Heidegger's attitude 
toward Christian theology, and what is his ultimate position? Un­
fortunately it is impossible to answer these questions confidently 
because he has not given us explicit guidance. He admits that to ask 
·what is metaphysics?' is to go beyond metaphysics, but does this 
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mean more than going beyond what-is to ask about its relation to 
Being? Certainly it docs not prompt Heidegger to suggest that reve­
lation may supply answers to questions which philosophy can only 
pose. Although, as we have observed, there are parallels between 
'Being' in his philosophy and 'divine self-disclosure' in Christian 
theology, he seems content to ignore the parallelism. His concern 
is with Being, and he leaves the question about God to the theo­
logian. 

There are, I think, two reasons for this. In the first place, Heideg­
ger seems to assume that in most Christian theology 'God' is con­
ceived of as a being. This may be because language often connotes 
God as personal; it may also be because natural theology has taken 
categories derived from the world of what-is, such as substance 
and cause, ami applied them to God. In the second place, even if by 
stressing the transcendence of God theology sets up a sharp dis­
tinction between Him and the world so that He cannot be regarded 
either as a being or as the world-ground, Heidegger does not, ap­
parently, regard it as self-evident that God, as so conceived, is the 
same as Being. 

What, then, is Being according to Heidegger's philosophy? Two 
contrasting possibilities open up. The first leads to a sort of Stoicism 
-but without Stoicism's belief in the rational character of the struc­
ture of reality. According to this line of interpretation man alone 
can so transcend time and the external world as to face the question 
concerning Being, and what he encounters in this metaphysical act 
is the realization that Being is strange and alien. Let us put the point 
in quite ordinary language. The things and concerns which seem so 
important to us, and which seem to give significance to our lives, 
come from nothing and return to nothing. But it is man's peculiar 
capacity and vocation to realize this, and to be able to see all that 
is in a true perspective instead of being deluded into attaching a 
false meaning to it. This is the only sense in which man can 'tran­
scend' meaninglessness and death. 1vlan can, as it were, become 
superior to Being by realizing his utter subjection to it; the seem­
ingly nonsensical relationship between Sein and Dasein can become 
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a triumphant one if man will say 'Yes' to Being instead of to his 
own illusions; estrangement can be overcome by facing, not evading, 
the relinquishment of everyday meanings. The only way to outwit 
death is to be already, in principle, 'dead to the world.' 

The second line of interpretation leads to much more positive 
results. Here the function of nihilating is that of making us aware 
of the contrast between what-is and Being, and the only way to 
characterize the latter is to say that it is not a particular being or 
the sum of beings. But does not Christian theology imply something 
similar whenever it seeks to express the contrast between God as 
transcendent and the world as contingent? The difficulty, for both 
Heidegger and Christian theology, is that if no predicates taken 
from the man-world correlation can be directly applied to Being or 
Cod, then these concepts seem devoid of content. One might argue 
that through its trust in revelation Christian theology has a resource 
for meeting the difficulty, one which Heidegger needs but does not 
acknowledge. If one keeps in mind the positive implications of 'Be­
ing' as well as the negative implications of 'Nothing' in Heidegger's 
conjunctive use of these terms, however, his renunciation of every­
day concerns can be understood as the entrance of man into a rela­
tionship which means more, not less, than they do, and in compari­
son with which they are 'as nothing.' Being, viewed positively as 
the source of all that is and of human freedom, provides for man the 
possibility of a true home (instead of anonymous domestication) 
and a true self. The stress falls upon the word 'possibility' because 
man in his freedom can turn toward either unauthenticity or authen­
ticity; either he can sink into the man-world correlation or he can 
nihilate it, responding to the mysterious call coming from beyond it, 
so as to be his 'true self'-i.e. related to Being while remaining in 
the midst of everyday existence. From such a perspective freedom 
is not, as it is for Sartre, an absurdity. 

In Sartre's interpretation, as we shall later see, human life is re­
garded as utterly alone and groundless; the only remedy-which 
admittedly has its limits-is 'engagement' with other men in the 
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enterprise of freedom. This fits in well with the first alternative men­
tioned above, but Heidegger has declared that Sartre's views do not 
represent his own intentions. 'r\'e have already noticed the manner 
in which Heidcggcr refuses to regard man as the measure; he is 
willing to call his philosophy 'humanistic' only in the sense that man 
can apprehend truth, not as his own invention (as in Sartre) but as 
coming from Being. For Heideggcr the important thing is to recog­
nize that Being is essential no matter what the consequences may be 
for man and the world. Therefore man is 'important' chiefly, perhaps 
only, in the sense that through becoming freely attuned to Being 
he can cast off illusions as to his own self-importance. 

Once again we must take into account the fact that mysticism 
may offer a clue for understanding both the negative and the posi­
tive implications of Heidegger's position. Take, for example, his 
remarks about man's being thrown into existence. They can be con­
strued as meaning that man, with his distinctive endowment of ra­
tionality, freedom, and imagination, appears 'for no reason at all' in 
a universe whose ultimate structure makes a mockery of these en­
dowments. But they can also be construed as reflecting something 
like the mystic's awareness of the strangeness of the temporal world, 
its petty pace, the emptiness of its pretensions, the strangeness of 
man's grO\ving into freedom while he remains conditioned by his 
body, his physical environment, his age, and culture. The mystic 
knows that man, while remaining in this world, can enter into rela­
tionship with what lies behind and above it. For him, too, man is 
thrown into an alien world, but in the course of this brief transit 
which leads inexorably to death, he may discover that existence is 
a pilgrimage and a vocation. Like Heidegger also, the mystic is 
keenly aware of the inadequacy of all language fashioned within the 
man-world correlation (which is of course the only language he 
believes is available), whenever one attempts to characterize the 
fullness and emptiness, the 'allness' and the 'emptiness' of ultimate 
reality. 'Near and hard to grasp is the god,' says Holderlin, the poet 
whom Heidegger greatly admims.0 
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And yet Heidegger does not want to use religious symbols for 
communicating these characteristics, and he persists in identifying 
the word 'God' with the sort of theology he repudiates which treats 
God as if He were a being. Is it far-fetched, then, to assume that 
Heidegger is reacting not so much against 'God' as simply against 
sacrilege? Would not an adequate theological approach have to 
affirm some sort of genuine equation between Being and God? This 
line of thought is followed by a thinker such as Gabriel Marcel, 
whose thought we shall try to expound in the final chapter of 
this book. But before we trace this possibility we must look carefully 
at Sartre and Jaspers, by whom in different ways the possibility is 
explicitly denied. 

NOTES 

I. Actually the first volume of Sein und Zeit, published in Germany in 
1927, contains only two-thirds of Part One. The projected scheme for 
the entire work is as follows: Part One- ( 1) an analysis of Dasein; 
(2) the temporality of Dasein; (3) construction of the resulting ontology. 
Part Two was to consist of a phenomenological critique of the entire 
history of ontology. The first volume has not as yet been translated into 
English. 

2. See Werner Brock's account of this essay in Existence and Being 
(London: Vision Press, 1949), pp. 142-83. 

3. This passage is directed not only against idealism, but also against 
the claim of Husser!, Heidegger's teacher, that phenomenology can be 
presuppositionless. One of the differences between Sartre and Heidegger 
is that the former approaches ontology via phenomenology whereas the 
latter aims at a form of fundamental ontology which is prior to distinc­
tions between subject and object, and between theoretical and practical 
reason, as in Kant. This fundamental ontology is present in the back­
ground from the very beginning of Sein und Zeit. Heidegger's purpose 
is to approach Being, not via some particular method, but solely through 
the relationship which Being-itself establishes with man. Only in this 
light can his remarks about the failures and accomplishments of meta­
physics be understood. 

4. Notice that here we have to do, as also in the work of Nicholas Ber· 
dyaev, with a doctrine of 'meonic' or uncreated freedom. 
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5. Quoted in Existence and Being, edited by Werner Brock, p. 157 n. 

6. See the summary and review of this essay by Brock in op. cit. pp. 218-
48. 
7. Ibid. p. 392. 

8. See the translation by Thomas Common in The Complete \Vorks of 
Friedrich Nietzsche (London: Allen & Unwin, 1909), sec. 125. 
9. For the complete context, see the translation of Holderlin's 'The Pat­
mos Hymn' and 'The Poet's Vocation' in Existence and Being, pp. 275, 
286. 
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CHAPTER V 

SARTRE 



1. Introduction to Being and Nothing 

Jean-Paul Sartre was bam in 1905. He studied at the £cole Nor­
male Superieure in Paris, and later, in Germany, he attended Hus­
serl's lectures and studied with Heidegger. After he became a 
teacher of philosophy, first in Le Havre and then in Paris, he began 
to apply the phenomenological method to studies of •Imagination' 
( 1938) and "Emotion' ( 1939). His first novel, Nausea, which quickly 
established his reputation in the literary world, expounds in connec­
tion with concrete situations some of the themes and attitudes which 
are to be found in his philosophical writings. After being intemed in 
a prison camp in Germany during the war, he returned to occupied 
France and participated in the resistance. One of his plays, The 
Flies, got past the Nazi censor and conveyed its message through 
retelling the Orestes story about killing tyrants in order to liberate 
a people. His plays and short stories depict human beings trapped 
by social injustice, war, and the spiritual decay of civilization, as 
well as by their own psychological compulsions-trapped, and yet 
inescapably responsible for the way in which they deal with the cir­
cumstances which confront them. Under the general title of Roads 
to Freedom, he h~s projected a series of four novels, the first three 
of which have been translated into English. Here, against the back­
drop of the years leading up to the war and into the period of the 
fall of France, he sketches how the major social forces of our time 
affect the lives of specific individuals. Because of his talent as a nov-
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elist and dramatist, Sartre has reached the public on a wider scale 
than any other existentialist writer, with the unfortunate conse­
quence that a hazy impression of bohemian decadence has become 
identified, in some minds, with all existentialism. Naturally far more 
people are acquainted with Sartre through his literary works than 
through his big philosophical book, Being and Nothing, or even 
through his essay entitled •Existentialism.' 

Our treatment of him will be comparatively brief, not because of 
any inclination to dismiss him as unimportant, but due to the fact 
that we are primarily concerned with the relationship between exis­
tentialism and religious belief, and the material in Sartre relevant 
to that theme is meager compared with the total extent of his 
thought. An exhaustive survey of his philosophy would have to pay 
much more attention to his theories of knowledge and aesthetics, 
for example, than we shall attempt. There have been many intem­
perate attacks on him, but the most effective critics have concen­
trated, of course, on his philosophical statements rather than on his 
personal behavior or the antics of his followers. Thus, for example, 
Marcel writes: ·To begin with, my attack is not polemical. I con­
sider it important, as well as, in the first place, honest, to admit fully 
the validity and the power of some of Sartre's premises, and I shall 
insist on this, perhaps at the risk of shocking some of my readers . . . 
I believe ... that Sartre's philosophy [is] much too impressive, 
particularly to young people, not to be examined with the utmost 
seriousness and objectivity; though I admit that there is in Sartre a 
certain taste and propensity for scandal, but this is of secondary 
importance and I mention it only in passing.' 1 

In discussing Being and Nothing 2 we shall leave technical termi­
nology aside so far as possible, as we did in dealing with Heidegger. 
Once the basic pattern of the work is grasped, its implications for 
theology become all too obvious. But it must be added that in con­
fining our attention to the basic pattern we are inevitably skipping 
over those detailed analyses and illustrations where Sartre's combi­
nation of philosophical and literary gifts appears to best advantage. 
Indeed, we are artificially separating the general structure of his 
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argument from that embodiment of it in human situations which is, 
for the existentialist, his major means of 'verification.' Even so, what 
we find is in certain respects impressive. In the history of \Vestem 
thought there are (at least) four great dichotomies, and Sartre's aim 
is nothing less than the overcoming of all four. These are: ( 1) a 
dichotomy of substance, mind vs. matter, which has led to idealistic 
and materialistic attempts to subsume all reality under one category 
or the other; ( 2) an epistemological dichotomy which has separated 
reality from appearance, the noumenon from phenomena, physical 
objects from sensa, etc.; ( 3) an anthropological dichotomy which 
has split man into two compartments, e.g. a body subject to deter­
minism vs. a free will; ( 4) a methodological dichotomy, rationalism 
vs. irrationalism, where theories which stress logic and the intellect 
fail to do justice to the will and the emotions, and vice versa. Sartre's 
claim to greatness as a philosopher rests on his expression of the 
perennial quest for unification while using a modem method, phe­
nomenology, in attempting to understand why this search has led to 
a dead end in the past. His failure as a philosopher, if he has failed, 
is due to the fact that his entire world view rests upon a radical 
estrangement which is worse than the dualisms he has ostensibly 

overcome. 
Probably it is wrong to say that Sartre uses phenomenology as an 

approach to ontology; he employs it, rather, as constituting ontology. 
The vision of Being-itself, which Heidegger has criticized past meta­
physics for failing to reach, is from Sartre's point of view not only 
unattainable but superfluous. The latter holds that once the relation­
ship between consciousness and the world has been clarified, the 
ontological task has been completed; there is no Being-itself which 
includes and transcends both. In reading the opening pages of Being 
and Nothing one needs to remember that, for the author, there are 
no meanings except those which man himself posits. Therefore there 
can be no problem lying beyond phenomenology concerning a pos­
sible relationship between human meanings and the meaning of 
Being. His approach may rest upon an enormously gratuitous as-
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sumption, yet it is the clue to Sartre's persistent conviction that the 
non-human in itself is simply meaningless. 

One of the strokes-and some may wish to call it a stroke of genius 
-by which Sartre cuts through the dichotomies listed above is that 
he exploits in a special manner the existentialist thesis that con­
sciousness is not a •thing' and that, consequently, mind must not be 
thought of in terms of substance. He holds that the fundamental 
relationship which underlies all knowledge is not between one some­
thing (a mind) and another something (a physical thing). On the 
contrary, consciousness is always an awareness of something, and 
this is accompanied by awareness of itself as not that thing. 

We must lead up to an understanding of Sartre's position by 
means of one or two preliminary observations. He rejects any dual­
ism which depends upon contrasting reality with appearance be­
cause he maintains that appearance reveals, rather than hides, what 
a thing is. But the thing is not dependent for its existence upon being 
perceived or known. Both the subject and the object are •transphe­
nomenal; i.e. the existing subject involves more than, and can stand 
in relationships other than, the activity of knowing, and the same 
is true of the existing object as regards its being known. In connec­
tion with his discussion of the subject, Sartre seeks to correct Des­
cartes' formula, cogito, ergo sum, by maintaining that beneath the 
reflective act of self-knowledge lies pre-reflective consciousness. 
The self-conscious ego rises out of an impersonal substratum-im­
personal in the sense that reflection has not yet separated conscious­
ness-of-something into an T and an ·object.' The true starting point 
is indicated not by saying •1 am conscious of myself; but by saying 
·r am a consciousness.' Sartre's remarks about pre-reflective con­
sciousness mean that there is more to the subject than the perceiv­
ing and knowing of the ego; yet they avoid and combat the notion 
that the self is a substance standing behind appearances. 

After rejecting various forms of dualism, he adopts a radical dual­
ism of his own. He makes a basic distinction between what he calls 
l' en-soi, the thing as it is in itself, and le pour-soi, human conscious­
ness. This distinction is announced somewhat apodictically in the 
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opening section of Being and Nothing, but elaborated and defended 
throughout the rest of the book. It may be variously described; at 
times it seems to be the difference between inert being and spon­
taneous being, at others it suggests the difference b~tween finite, 
self-enclosed being and immanent or inclusive being; but the dis­
tinction remains altogether fundamental to Sartre's own view. Hence 
his position may be summarized in a single sentence: Although I 
apprehend the real thing only through appearance, what I appre­
hend is nevertheless utterly alien to me. 

Marcel has maintained that in the last analysis Sartre is a mate­
rialist, and whether the charge is true or not, it at least calls atten­
tion to the fact that he deals with consciousness as a reaction to the 
objective world which is wholly dependent upon the latter. Inas­
much as consciousness can grasp itself only as not this or that thing, 
its own nature implies the reality of fen-soi. If there were no ex­
ternal world, there would be nothing to be conscious of, i.e. there 
would be no consciousness. When we ask how two such utterly dis­
parate entities as 'consciousness' and 'thing' can ever be united, 
Sartre's answer is that the former is not an entity. On the contrary, 
it is a lack. It differentiates itself from the solid content of the world 
by negation; to be able to characterize consciousness as not a prop­
erty, not extended in space, and so on, clearly presupposes the ob­
jective world of things, properties, space. Where other philosophers 
have sought to define consciousness in terms of fruition, holding 
that many characteristics of the natural world, such as those which 
give rise to beauty, become actualized only through the emergence 
of appreciative mind, Sartre says just the opposite. Consciousness is 
for him a hole, a rent in the otherwise sturdy fabric of being. And 
no matter how perverse his starting point may be, it must be con­
sidered carefully, for everything else, including his views on human 
freedom and religious belief, follows from it. 

That this starting point is perverse can hardly be doubted. If the 
transphenomenal being of the object is beyond my grasp, how can 
I know that it is alien and meaningless, that is, how can I be justified 
in making any assertions about it, positive or negative? How does 
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consciousness arise? The answer cannot be found by looking to 
T:en-soi. As Sartre pictures it, l'en-soi obviously cannot be said to 
'produce' consciousness. It may be quite consistent with Sartre's 
atheism to say that consciousness appears for no reason at all, but 
does not such a conclusion sound the death-knell of all philosophiz­
ing, including his own? Does not his view of the truth, regarding it 
as human projection, undermine his claim to have a view of the 
truth? 

In order to get a fair impression of what Sartre means by l'en-soi, 
we must follow him in his attempt to get back behind ideation and 
epistemological theory to a direct encounter. Where Heidegger 
speaks of encounter with 'mystery' in the language of philosophical 
asceticism, Sartre speaks of encounter with the sheer givenness of 
a thing in the language of repulsion and nausea. Although reference 
to a well-known passage near the end of his novel Nausea 3 has now 
become hackneyed, it is unavoidable. In this passage Roquentin, 
after a long preparation of boredom and emptiness (which might 
be regarded as the reverse of a mystic's preparation for vision), 
finally comes face to face with the stark thereness of the root of a 
chestnut tree. As he sits on a bench looking at it, all the respects in 
which it is a familiar, appropriate part of man's world fall into the 
background. The layers of meaning which characterize the ways in 
which it can be used or appreciated by man are peeled away so 
that it stands forth as it is in itself. This occurs, not through dialec­
tical analysis or epistemological theorizing, but as sheer encounter. 
What he comes upon is a radical absurdity which arouses a feeling 
of nausea. The only basis on which there could be communion be­
tween the man and the tree would involve Roquentin's simply being 
there, with all human meanings peeled away. A glimpse of this fact, 
and of the sense in which man too is simply 'there' in the world, 
intensifies the awareness of absurdity. Man's capacity to create and 
invent meanings comes to birth in an alien environment-for no 
reason at all. If we were to discuss Martin Buber, we should ex· 
amine a strikingly different interpretation concerning what can hap­
pen when a man has communion with a tree. 

200 



SARTRE 

There are other passages which could be cited to illustrate the 
same point. For example, Sartre's description of the process of ges­
tation deals in a revolting manner with the transition whereby or­
ganic growth 'produces' a person, as if depicting an embryo 'as it is' 
meant putting aside the human hope, hatred, or tragedy connected 
with it. There is no question of his attempting to demonstrate that 
existence is absurd on the basis of his feelings about encounter with 
r en-soi. Like any existentialist, he is primarily concerned with the 
existing subject in concrete situations. This is Sartre's raw material, 
and the aim of Being and Nothing is to provide an ontological set­
ting which will do justice to it. Nevertheless, does not Sartre expose 
one of the radical weaknesses of existentialism? If he feels this way 
about trees and embryos, so be it; one of the legitimate functions 
of the artist is to make us aware of aspects of reality and of feeling 
which we might otherwise miss. 

It is of course ludicrous to regard Sartre's outlook on life as de­
generate merely because some of his characters are. What would 
we think of a critic who reasoned thus about Shakespeare? To be 
sure, the writer must have something of the villain inside him in 
order to get inside the villain. Likewise, however, Sartre must have 
some sort of religious sensitivity in order to write the passage in 
Nausea about Daniel's encounter with God, even though he puts 
this experience into the career of one of his most repellent charac­
ters. The relevant questions have to do with the pervasiveness of the 
pathological element in his novels, dramas, and stories. Is this simply 
good reporting of Western civilization in the middle of the twen­
tieth century? And even if it concentrates attention on a restricted 
cross-section which fits into the Sartrean world, is it not part of the 
service of the artist that he makes us see our world through his? The 
same questions can be asked about any writer with a distinctive 
slant and style. 

But what then is the relationship between personal reactions and 
generalization? It is safe to say that no existentialist regards himself 
as making purely autobiographical statements. By attending to his 
own existence, decisions, and emotional reactions, he supposedly 
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apprehends 'what it means to be human' in ways which other philo­
sophical methods miss. But as soon as he goes beyond the autobio­
graphical, he comes up against the fact of freedom which gives other 
men the right to acknowledge or to deny that a given account of 
human nature or of 'being' is valid for them. Perhaps all philosophi­
cal argument finally comes back to a bare appeal to personal assent 
wherever the question at issue cannot be settled by formal logic, 
empirical evidence, or semantic analysis. If so, there is something 
to be said for the existentialist's claim that his philosophy makes 
provision for the arbitrariness of commitment, instead of trying to 
hide behind rationalistic pretensions. But an unsolved problem re­
mains if one can honestly claim to 'see' what a particular existential­
ist writer discloses, while drawing different ontological or theologi­
cal conclusions from the same data. 

These considerations are pertinent to Sartre's feelings about l'en­
soi. Granting his atheism, he portrays emotions which appropriately 
arise in anyone who takes seriously the idea that existence is un­
qualifiedly contingent and absurd. He makes us aware of the pre­
cariousness of all human values. Doubtless it is possible for anyone, 
through an involuntary mood or through destructive intellectual 
analysis, through confusion, doubt, boredom, detachment, or anxi­
ety, to find himself in a situation where all meanings have been 
threatened or undermined. Man, and man alone, can contemplate 
the possibility that all his reactions and interpretations retouch real­
ity; this, coupled with his awareness that the world persists in being 
there, even though he may not be able to get at it apart from his 
retouching, gives rise to a sense of estrangement. Sartre sees how 
this total predicament provides the motive power for every effort 
at self-correction, for every scientific and philosophical endeavor to 
replace illusion by truth. He also sees it as the source of skepticism 
baffiement, and metaphysical despair. Therefore he offers one pos~ 
sible version of what happens when a man attempts to come to terms 
with alienation on an atheistic basis. 

But is he right in regarding the connection between alienation 
and atheism as self-evident as he seems to do? If one cannot feel 
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'that way' about the root of a chestnut tree without being an atheist, 
then Sartre and an opponent never really start from the same data 
and communication breaks down entirely. Against him, of course, 
stand Christians who have passed through alienation into faith, 
and atheists who do not share his nausea. Which setting, Sartrean 
or Christian, illuminates truly the nature and implications of es­
trangement? Which reaction, nausea or tranquillity, is more appro­
priate to the implications of atheism? 

In Being and Nothing data and conclusions are so interwoven that 
it is impossible to separate them, and the author is so skillful as a 
dialectician that it is difficult to find any middle ground between 
swallowing him whole and rejecting him entirely. Nevertheless, 
keeping in mind the questions just raised, let us examine his view of 
man. The being of a tree is wholly incorporated in its existence; its 
reality consists of being just what it is. The distinguishing character­
istic of man is that he is never 'just what he is.' He is, of course, 
one who has a body, a job, a family, a nation; but he is able to stand 
apart from such characteristics by differentiating himself from every 
respect in which he is an item in the world. This is Sartre's version of 
man's capacity for self-transcendence, which some theologians take 
to be the cardinal mark of creation in the Image of God and as 
evincing man's linkage with eternity. For Sartre, too, it is the source 
of man's uniqueness and freedom, but its primary effect is aliena­
tion from being, and there is no 'eternity' with which it can be 
linked. Starting with that awareness of itself which accompanies 
awareness of things, consciousness becomes personal through negat­
ing not merely this or that thing, but the total world in which things 
stand. At this point opposition between 'I' and 'world' becomes ex­
plicit. For the 'I' can only be defined in terms of my possibilities and 
projects; it can only be defined in terms of what I, regarded as a 
thing in the world, am not. All human striving, loving, hating, and 
believing must be understood in the light of our efforts to overcome 
this opposition; they can take the form of attempting (a) to incor­
porate the world into the '1,' (b) to merge the 'I' into the world, or 
(c) to reach a unified synthesis of the two. Since Sartre concludes 
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that these efforts are in principle foredoomed to failure, he regards 
human life as basically fruitless. The only point at which it ceases 
to be absurd is where it comes to terms with the fact that it is absurd. 

There can be no linkage with eternity because man differentiates 
himself from the flux solely by negation. Although he exists in the 
present, consciousness of •himself as present' means that he is not 
identical with •himself as present.' Similarly, he can know his past 
as ·what he is not now' and his future as ·what he is not yet.' Here 
Sartre is only contrasting his previous definition of le pour-soi with 
the respects in which my past, present, or future can be regarded 
as modes of l'en-soi. His position resembles Heidegger's discussion 
of temporality in pointing out that man's way of dealing with time 
is very different from the physicist's notion of time. From one per­
spective my past is as much a part of •facticity' as any purely physi­
cal event, but I transcend my past, and I can relate past, present, 
and future just because I am never simply ·myself in the sense in 
which a tree is simply itself. What transcends time is the negating 
act of le pour-soi. Instead of being a fragment of eternal substance 
imprisoned in the world of material and temporal •appearance,' con­
sciousness is a nothingness. Man's attempt to transcend temporality 
positively instead of negatively, his vision of a •true home' in eter­
nity, is the product of an effort to combine two intrinsically incom­
patible factors: (a) the transcendence which characterizes con­
sciousness, and (b) the repose, the complete coincidence-with-itself 
which characterizes being. 

Man's freedom does not mean, then, that his proper aim is to 
come into harmony with the eternal God or with eternal values; 
rather, it means that his proper aim is directed toward the inter­
relationship between his own possibilities and the external Jd 
. h f f war 
m t e uture. Man's transcendence o time is a summons to t' n , ac 10 , 
not to repose. Like Heidegger, Sartre s approach to the external 
world stresses the fact that man sees things as tools. Man finds hirn­
self in a physical environment where things go their own wa and 
abide by their own laws, but how they operate is fraught wit~ sig· 
nificance for him. This does not mean that we fail to grasp the real 
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object. 'Wishes and desires can, of course, lead to error and illusion, 
but they need not do so. A specific interest may prompt us to con­
centrate selectively on certain qualities, but the qualities are really 
there. Indeed, to aspire to knowledge of the thing-in-itself apart 
from the human meanings whereby we approach objects is entirely 
fruitless. It is to ask for consciousness of r en-soi apart from con­
sciousness. The actual situation is as follows: What is truly known 
is ren-soi, which is meaningless in itself, but our knowledge con­
sists of human meanings, and nothing else could possibly be the 
case. !\'Ian's task is to actualize his potentialities by using as tools a 
world of things which is intrinsically alien or indifferent to these 
potentialities. 

2. Interpersonal Relations 

Estrangement is the basic characteristic not only of man's rela­
tionship to the world but of his relationship to other selves. Sartre 
holds-! believe quite rightly-that it is impossible to attain knowl­
edge of another mind by observing a man's behavior and then at­
tributing to him inferentially a selfhood like my own. What happens 
is far more direct than an inference. The reality of other selves is 
disclosed by an analysis of my own consciousness, for among the 
objects of my consciousness is a special class which is not at the 
disposal of my plans and desires in the way things are. The most 
distinctive characteristic of the other person is that he can look at 
me, and when he does, something happens within me which is dif­
ferent from what happens when I confront a thing. I do not have 
to go beyond my own consciousness. By this look, the other person 
enters into my field as a counter-perspective challenging my per­
spective. I feel myself entering into his frame of reference as an 
object related to his interests. Although I can make myself the center 
where experience of things is concerned, the other person breaks 
into my egocentric pattern as a threat to its claims. I become con­
scious of my contingency and of limitations to my freedom by en­
countering the opposition of other persons. None of this means, of 

205 



EXISTENTIALISM AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

course, that I can 'get inside' the other's subjectivity. On the con­
trary, that remains wholly inaccessible to me. But what I know di­
rectly (non-inferentially) is that through his gaze I enter as an 
object, a thing, into his consciousness. This awareness of the other­
as-subject is as immediate and indubitable as my awareness of 
myself. 

Thus the interpersonal situation is essentially one of isolation 
from each other and conflict with each other. Even though I were 
to learn everything which can be known about another person as 
object, I could never control him because his freedom, his subject­
hood, is inaccessible. Yet because the reality of the other person is an 
unconquerable intrusion into 'my' world which threatens to turn 
me into his object, my only recourse is to counterattack by trying to 
turn him into 'my' object. 

On the basis of this situation of isolation and conflict Sartre tries 
to explain the nature of love and hate. Love, like human existence 
as a whole, is destined to continual frustration. In his novels and 
plays, love impels his characters to try to engulf the freedom of the 
other person, for love is an attempt to overcome separation, and it 
is liberty which separates human beings from each other. The lover 
tries to become the absolute, the ultimate meaning of life, for the 
beloved. But in so far as he succeeds, he defeats himself, for then 
the other ceases to be a free person. Love is intrinsically contra­
dictory. If the other remains a person, separation remains; if the 
other could be possessed completely, he would cease to be a person. 
In the extremity of its efforts, love may become masochistic (the 
attempt to turn myself into a thing) or sadistic (the attempt to turn 
the other into a thing); but these perversions are merely special 
forms of the basic contradiction which underlies all sexual relations, 
namely, the futile but endless attempt to merge two selves. 

Incidentally, this sado-masochistic pattern runs all through the 
work of Sartre. Sometimes it appears as contradiction, but often as a 
kind of ambivalence or ambiguity. This latter stress will become 
clearer as we turn to Sartre's conception of human freedom. Simone 
de Beauvoir in The Ethics of Ambiguity and Albert Camus in The 
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Rebel carry forward this particular emphasis. To some extent, at 
least, the contraJiction in man's interpersonal relations is related to 
his own inner self-contradiction, which both repels and attracts the 
self, provoking at the same time self-assertion and self-loathing. 

vVe need not deny, however, that Sartre's analysis contains some 
acute and illuminating observations. \Vho can deny, for example, 
that we are maJe most intensely aware of the ultimate inaccessi­
bility of another self precisely through our relations with those 
whom we know and love best? But what strikes us as remarkable 
is Sartre's constant assumption that the impossibility of complete 
merging with another subject makes any approximation to it tor­
menting and tragic. He does not, of course, regard freedom as a 
sheer curse. The source of man's estrangement from things and from 
other selves is at the same time the source of his creativity. But in 
his descriptions of love, by concentrating mainly upon Eros at its 
most egotistical, Sartre writes as though mutual fruition through 
the liberty of others were only a minor variation upon the funda­
mental theme of frustration by others. He also writes as though the 
hidden things about myself that come to light when the other 'sees' 
me are for the most part discreditable and shameful instead of re­
leasing and enriching. In one of his illustrations a man is caught 
peeking through a keyhole; thus he realizes sharply how the other 
is looking at him as an object, and it is shame which signalizes the 
reality of the other as a subject. No doubt there is a close connection 
between awareness of the 'other' and awareness of guilt, and as an 
analyst of perversion, frustration, and the impulse to dehumanize, 
Sartre has few equals. But has he given an adequate account of what 
love can mean and be? 

Something in Sartre prompts him to feel that it is an indignity 
for man to find himself circumscribed by the existence of the physi­
cal world and the freedom of other selves. It is as if man, born an 
egocentric infant, forever resents the fact that he has to grow up, 
and instead of growing up, hangs onto impulses and illusions of 
god-like omnipotence in so far as he possibly can. The point is that 
Sartre's disgust concerning the meaninglessness of fen-soi is pos-
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sible only because he shares (or at least imaginatively re-inserts 
himself into) the infant's resentment toward things and persons 
which resist being incorporated satisfactorily into 'my' world. There 
is nothing in his outlook which enables him to affirm anything re­
motely resembling the Christian teaching concerning the 'goodness' 
of Creation, or to stress the blessedness of the fact that one man 
cannot possess the selfhood and freedom of another. As many writers 
have pointed out (e.g. Archbishop Temple), Christianity has its 
'materialistic' side in so far as, in affinning that the Word was made 
flesh, it takes a sacramental view of the universe. To be sure, some 
of the implications of an affirmation of the physical world and the 
body might surprise many Christians, especially sacramentarians. 
Yet Christianity has always regarded resentment toward creature­
liness as one ingredient in that desire to be 'like God' which is the 
essence of sin. The pertinent question to raise about Sartre is 
whether he regards the alienation between man and being, which 
he describes so acutely, as remediable. Of course, even if what he 
uncovers is irremediable, it is the duty of the philosopher to tell the 
truth. Nevertheless the import of Sartre's description of the human 
situation cannot be discerned until we know what he expects to ac­
complish by means of it. 

In this connection we must observe that although he takes 'We­
feeling' into account, he regards it as derivative and superficial com­
pared with the given isolation of one subject from another. Many 
of the illustrations of togetherness he uses reflect those conditions 
of industrial society where people are united more as cogs in a 
machine than as communities. He also shows how the operation of 
mob psychology can throw into action on a mass basis the same 
dynamics of love and hate which he has analyzed in connection 
with the frustrations and antagonisms of the individual. Hence the 
'We' stands primarily for an escape from responsibility not an en­
hancement of it. Even that sense of solidarity of race which charac­
terizes monotheistic religion, basing the unity of mankind upon the 
fact that we are all created by one God, is regarded by Sartre as 
an attempt to treat 'humanity' as an entity-an object with a given 
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essence which is complete or at all events completable. Hence 
belief in God is also an attempt to escape freedom, although religious 
fellowship can no more abolish the incurable isolation of the subject 
than can any other interpersonal relationship. 

In so far as an ontological question is involved, we cannot settle 
disputes concerning the primacy of communion or conflict by mak­
ing psychological remarks about Sartre's temperament. But an in­
quiry concerning his own temperament, or perhaps his character 
structure, becomes relevant when one observes that there is a spot 
in his ontology which might have been developed quite differently. 
I refer to his doctrine that pre-reflective consciousness is more 
fundamental than self-consciousness. So far as I can see, Sartre fails 
to develop the implications of tllis doctrine in connection with 'We­
feeling.' For his illustrations of human togetherness he turns mainly 
to a description of those aspects of modem life in love, work, and 
politics which leave man swinging between the two poles of isola­
tion and dehumanization. 

3. Freedom 

We have seen that freedom is a summons to action. Primarily, 
action implies a lack; there is a need to be fulfilled or a possibility 
to be realized, and therefore the motivation for action comes from 
the future. Sartre does not attempt to represent freedom as any sort 
of faculty or aspect in man distinguishable from other faculties or 
aspects. Freedom, he thinks, goes hand in hand with consciousness. 
For it is the nature of consciousness to distinguish itself from past 
and present and to posit future ends as not yet actualized. Con­
sciousness is as such projection toward possibilities. Instead of say­
ing man has freedom, it is more accurate to say that human existence 
is freedom. Motives cannot operate except in connection with pro­
jection, and I alone am the source of the projecting. Therefore to 
hold that human motives and ends can be exhaustively accounted 
for by referring to nature or society or God is to treat man once 
more as if he were a thing. The conditioning factors of life undeni-
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ably supply raw material for motivation and for projecting ends; 
they furnish the situations, the setting, in which man exists, but con­
sciousness is not these. It means separation from whatever has been 
and is. If man were identical with the sum of his conditioning, he 
would never act; he would be like any other item in nature which 
undergoes change. Sartre's technical formula for this whole inter­
pretation is that, in the case of men, existence precedes and condi­
tions essence.4 Whereas a tree is an instance of being in the world, 
freedom means lack of being; it means that man has to choose and 
make himself whatever he becomes. A philosophical attempt to de­
fine freedom is bound to fail if it begins by looking at man as a 
being in the world and then tries to find some faculty or region where 
freedom can be located. On these premises, determinism always 
wins. Against such premises Sartre sets his own version of rneonic 
freedom, his insistence that freedom is a transcending and nibilating 
of being rather than an aspect of being. The strictly interminable 
character of this transcending is such that even after I have suc­
ceeded in achieving a project, I am never identical with what is 
actualized. Freedom means that I can never coincide with any fonn 
of being no matter how much I may transform myself or my envi­
ronment. There is no resting place for man because he cannot be­
come a thing in the world. The lack which is freedom is interminable 
except by death; then man finally becomes a thing. 

What is more, freedom is incurably arbitrary. Because, in con­
sciousness, I am separated from the world and from my own pres­
ence, how I am related to the world and to myself cannot be auto­
matic. I take up attitudes toward both. To be conscious and to 
choose are identical. The value. I attach to things, the opinions I 
have of myself derive from cho1ce. I am responsible for the whole 
f~bric of meaning within which I live, but since the choice could be 
different, my mode of living and my world view are arbitrary and 
~:ecarious. Arbitrary in the sense that I cannot demonstrate their 
nghtness' by showing how they conform to norms, structureS, or 
authorities beyond my freedom; precarious inasmuch as nothing 
except freedom itself can prevent me from turning, at an moJllent, 
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in directions which undercut everything I have believed and ac­
complished. 

Sartre does not and need not deny any respect in which man is 
·made'-as a thing in the world, by heredity, childhood experiences, 
habits, family, class, nation, or culture. These physical, biological, 
and psychological factors constitute my situation, but cannot make 
me identical with my situation. I can still project what I want, even 
though I may not get what I want; I can initiate action aimed at a 
certain goal, whether the goal can be reached or not. Perhaps the 
crucial illustration of this is a man's relationship to his own past. 
Sartre acknowledges, of course, that the past is strictly unchange­
able and that a man's present self stands in physical and psychologi­
cal continuity with it. Yet he rejects deterministic theories -based 
upon these facts because he holds that consciousness transcends 
both the past and the present self; a man can take up attitudes 
toward both-condemning here, affirming there, concentrating on 
one strand of experience, ignoring others, being motivated by •un­
alterable' past events in such a way that they profoundly influence 
the future. A man is responsible for his past not only in the sense 
that his projecting made it what it was at the time, but also in the 
sense that he can choose what meaning it shall have in relation to 
his projects now. So far as necessity operates, independently of all 
human meanings, a man does not ·make' his situation, but he does 
make whatever meaning it has for him, and for this he is responsible. 
Even when he tries to renounce his freedom and slip back into the 
peaceful irresponsibility of being a mere thing, he has to act; and 
to decide to deny freedom is very different from simply not having it. 

Early in this chapter we mentioned the dichotomy which divides 
man into a ·free will' and a •determined body' as one of four dualisms 
Sartre seeks to overcome. For him there is no problem as to how 
two disparate orders of being can be related. One and the same 
order, the world, is from the point of view of l'en-soi meaningless 
and from the point of view of le pour-soi fraught with significance. 
Being and nothing are indissolubly joined in my awareness of their 
alienation. And I cannot avoid the contrast between being and not-

211 



EXISTENTIALISM AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

being, nor can I avoid seeing things and situations according to the 
significance they have for me, even though they do not have that 
same significance 'in themselves.' 

The reality of other persons has, of course, a special bearing upon 
the individual's freedom. It is obvious that, from Sartre's standpoint, 
no theories put forward by naturalistic determinism can actually 
destroy freedom; they become plausible only when, for some reason, 
man wants to regard himself as a thing in the world. This atmos­
phere of depersonalization is created by social and cultural forces. 
I am surrounded not only by things, but by human meanings which 
have been built up and passed on without reference to my projects. 
This is the 'everyday' world of Heidegger where anonymous, stand­
ardized, public assumptions dictate what I should become and how I 
should evaluate. In so far as I participate in this world, I tend to 
become depersonalized because I live by what 'one' does instead 
of by my freedom. Yet I can resist this tendency in so far as I take 
responsibility for investigating the interrelationship between every­
day meanings and personal ends, just as I have to investigate the 
interrelationship between natural law and my projects . 

. Learning how to use nature and anonymous meanings so that they 
:Ill facilitate instead of engulfing my freedom is often difficult, 

ut easy compared with coming to terms with the freedom of the 
other person. For when he sees me as an object, part of the meaning 
of my 0 Wn life is taken out of my hands in a radical way. When he 
sees me as J . 

. a ew, a coward a professor, a wa1ter, he apprehends 
me m term f . ' h 

s o meanmgs which I cannot c oose or accept. I cannot 
separate su h h . 
h c c aracteristics from the way I hve through them, yet 

e sees them w'th h h . . b , , h' 1. 1 out aving access to w at 1t 1s to e me. Thus 
t •s. ad~en knowledge of me-which is sometimes so heartless or 
preJu Iced th t · . 
. If . a It seems an utter cancature-nevertheless intrudes 
1tse mto my c . . h 

'd onsc1ousness. I react w1t rage, resentment, fear or 
pn e to a · ' 
h Picture of 'me' which I have not chosen. In this sense 

t e mere existence of h . t f · 1 t' f h · eac man IS a sor o v1o a 10n o t e existence 
of every other; the liberty of each is a threat to every other. As Sartre 
writes trenchantly in No Exit: 'Hell is other people.' I can neither 
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accept being an object nor can I avoid the fact that this is what 
the other sees. Therefore it is almost impossible to will the liberty 
of others, for it involves accepting that they see what they see, 
without accepting what they see. 

Thus the individual, who is not responsible for being or for being 
conscious, and who is hedged about by nature, society, other indi­
viduals, and death, must nevertheless take sole responsibility for 
whatever meaning life may have. In Kierkegaard and Heidegger 
we observed a close linkage between anxiety and freedom. For 
Sartre, anxiety arises primarily in connection with the fact that my 
choosing, by marking the whole of reality with my seal, requires 
that I decide not only the meaning of my life, but the meaning of 
human life. The individual, without help from outside sources, must 
take upon himself the burden of all mankind. Christian doctrine 
has always had to struggle in trying to combine an awareness of 
solidarity in guilt with the fact of personal responsibility. On an 
atheistic basis, Sartre arrives at the same combination, for he writes: 
'I am as profoundly responsible for the war as if I had myself de­
clared it.' 5 

What is man trying to become? Sartre's answer is that man is con­
stantly moving away from the meaningless absurdity of l'en-soi, and 
seeking to reach a condition which would be like 'being' in its repose 
and completeness, but the opposite of 'being' in its fullness of mean­
ing. Consciousness aspires to be united with what is akin to it in­
stead of alien to it. The significance of belief in God is that it gives 
expression to these aspirations. In the idea of God freedom and con­
sciousness are incorporated in 'Being' rather than remaining alien 
to it. God is both freely creative and forever at rest. He is both the 
source and a Being. He is consciousness, but the only content of 
His consciousness is Himself. Human desires, motivations, and proj­
ects must be understood in light of the fact that man wants to be­
come God. For Sartre the goal is of course unattainable because 
God does not exist. But he seeks to show, on the basis of his phe­
nomenology, why the desire is aimed at something intrinsically 
impossible. Since desire and liberty always imply a lack of being, 
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they can never be incorporated into a fullness of being. Conscious­
ness which was identical with itself would not be consciousness. 
What man aims at is a perfect harmony of cn-soi with pour-soi, but 
since the two are irreconcilable, and man is in a sense both, human 
existence is therefore futile. 

Sartre illustrates his thesis by referring to specific human accom­
plishments. Art seeks a coincidence between aesthetic meaning and 
the external world; science seeks a coincidence between intelligible 

order and the external world. These activities succeed within limits 

but after they have done their utmost, the world, as it is in itself: 
remains other than consciousness and indifferent to the meanings 
which arise in relation to our projects. The ultimate goals of both 
art and science involve a merging of the T into the objective WOrld 
or an incorporation of the world into the 'I,' or a unified synthesi~ 
(Cod); and these goals are contradictory. That is why the human 
thirst to possess, to appropriate, the w~r~d is ins~~able. That is why, 
at the deepest level, political and rehg10us stnvmgs coalesce. In a 
world where 'God is dead' men must invent God by the religiou 
illusions whereby they seck to worship him, or by the titanis s 
whereby they seek to become God. 'Thus man's passion is the .Ill 

1n. 
verse of Christ's, for man loses himself as man in order that God 
may be born. But the idea of God is contradictory and we lose 0 

l . . . l . , a ur. se ves 1n vam; man 1s a use ess pass10n. 

4. A Critique of Belief in God 

Thus far we have examined Sartre's philosophy without attempt. 
ing to challenge his atheism except in incidental ways. Now We 

must scrutinize it in more detail. In the first place it must be 
pointed out that he takes the notion of 'divine mind' quite literally 
and anthropomorphically as implying what his phenomenological 
investigation has uncovered concerning consciousness. As we have 
seen, there is no 'consciousness' apart from the world, for conscious. 
ness is always 'consciousness-of' something. Accordingly, Sartre dis­
misses the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo because it presupposes the 
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existence of a subject (God) before there were objects. And the idea 
of a consciousness which creates its objects contradicts the nature 
of consciousness in any case. But this argument against theism, like 
his ontology as a whole, depends upon an initial acceptance of 
Sartre's assumption that consciousness and being are mutually ex­
clusive. 

Quite apart from the philosophical strength or weakness of argu­
ments for God, I find it impossible to take this step. As I have sug­
gested, Sartre's ontology undermines its own claim to be true by 
making all meaning into something which the subject projects. And 
what of those instances of conscious life, i.e. animals, which cannot 
be classified under either r en-soi or le pour-soi? One is reminded 
of Descartes' inability to make animals fit into his dualism. Even if 
we take Sartre's description of alienation as expressing an important 
truth (as I for one am willing to do), can we deny that it is utterly 
one-sided? Is not everything in the world above the inorganic level­
and possibly even including it-an instance of that fusion of 'inner' 
and 'outer' which leads to man as a psycho-physical being? Con­
sciousness rests upon and issues from objective structures; it does 
not read a kinship into nature which makes meaningful interplay 
possible. 

Furthermore, Sartre fails to take account of the sense in which a 
man can be self-identical yet free, because he always construes 
'identity' in terms of his conception of l' en-soi. If being and con­
sciousness are not as completely antagonistic in nature and man as 
Sartre takes them to be, the force of his argument against the reality 
of God is greatly reduced. This is not to say it has no force at all. 
It applies quite cogently to crude religious anthropomorphism. If 
God's consciousness is supposed to be like ours in any univocal 
sense, then it is impossible to conceive of Him creating the world. 

Here Sartre touches upon a central theological problem. How can 
the ground of Being be personal? If He embraces all being, then 
He is beyond the split between subject and object, and that means 
He is not conscious, not a self, in any fashion we can imagine. On 
the other hand, if He is personal then the world is distinct from 
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Him and He is Bmited by it. The ancient and contemporary dispuh 
between various forms of absolutism and personalism in theolog) 
shows that a momentous problem is involved. But one can hardl) 
contribute to a serious discussion of it by assuming with Sartre tha: 
whatever is true of human consciousness must be carried over un 
modified into the connotations of the idea of God. Granting that ma1 

cannot entirely overcome the split between consciousness and Being 
it does not follow that the split cannot be overcome at all. It does 
follow from Sartre's starting point that if God is real then He, as 1 

union of consciousness and Being, transcends human knowledge an( 
experience, and that therefore we have no right to apply such term 
as 'personal,' 'mind,' 'consciousness,' 'will,' 'living,' 'loving,' to Hin 
univocally. But no theologian worth his salt has ever denied thi; 
last statement. On the other hand, Sartre never claims that his on 
tology can demonstrate the truth of atheism. The issue calls for gen 
uine decision; a man must proceed by choosing; and Sartre feeL 
that it is more consistent with the nature of choosing to postulat1 
atheism. 

The most important reason why he rejects belief in God is foun~ 
at this point. He simply regards it as irreconcilable with belief ir 
human freedom. Yet his entire argument proceeds as if there wen 
only two alternatives. The first is rationalism, which attempts tc 
deduce existence from essence. He assumes that if all finite existenc( 
is dependent upon God, then an all-embracing determinism is ines. 
capable. Everything is rationally intelligible in the sense that both 
things and persons can be understood in the light of the relationshir 
between 'what they are' (essence) and the ground (God) whic}, 
has caused them to be as they are. But freedom has disappeared 
because 'what it means to be human' is determined by God alone. 
The second alternative is, of course, Sartre's atheism which he 
equates with existentialism. The equation is certainly unfair to 
Kierkegaard, who combined belief in God with belief in human 
freedom and attacked the kind of rationalism represented by the first 
alternative. Moreover, Sartre's definition of existentialism-resting 
upon the thesis that (in the case of man) existence is prior to es-
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sence-is highly misleading. He argues that in a universe created 
and ordered by divine providence, God would produce men in the 
way that an artisan produces a particular item in accordance \\ith 
a preconceived plan. This is his own example of what ·essence prior 
to existence' implies. Man is created with a given nature, and there 
is some sort of ful£llment toward which he must move in the process 
of becoming his true self. 

On the other hand freedom means, for Sartre, that man falls into 
existence and then finds that he must make himself whatever he is 
going to become. Man must create his own values. Surely, however, 
we do not have to choose between these two horns of a dilemma. 
We do not need to accept a definition of essence which excludes free­
dom or a definition of existence which means that it always •pre­
cedes' essence. Instead, we should define freedom as integral to 
'human nature.' Undeniably the doctrine of predestination has been 
expounded in ways incompatible with belief in freedom, and if the 
predestinarian nevertheless affirms human responsibility, as he usu­
ally does, then the inconsistency needs to be pointed out. But this 
can be done without abandoning belief in God. 

Moreover, what does ·essence' mean in Sartre's definition of exis­
tentialism? It leaves the origin of freedom utterly unaccounted for. 
This is partly a consequence of his failure to do justice to those 
processes and structures in nature which provide a foundation for 
the emergence of consciousness. Whether we think of the individual 
or of the race, man's distinctive capacities do not simply happen 
to come into existence. They are •aheady there,' grounded in a 
unique relationship between consciousness and nature, before man 
can begin to exercise them. No one denies that the presence of free­
dom is only potential until the individual begins to exercise it. But 
Sartre can give no account of its presence even as potentiality. 

And even if it rejects belief in God, philosophy should be able to 
do better than this. Of course Sartre is right in holding that man 
has a hand in making himself what he is to become. But his state­
ment to this effect constitutes a doctrine of human nature, and such 
a doctrine can be developed without falling into the theory of soul-
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substance. Sartre is cheating when he refuses to talk about essential 
human nature. He is willing to talk about 'universal human condi. 
tions' in connection with the fact that all men have to exist in tht: 
world as mortals along with other people. But this concession doe~ 
not meet the most important point. He persists in associating 'es. 
sence' (as applied to man) with the idea that selfhood is an eternal 
entity with which I am endowed by a power beyond myself. The: 
notion, when held in this fonn, is undeniably objectionable, but it i! 
objectionable because it has been separated gratuitously frorr 
freedom. 

What we really need, and what Sartre fails to furnish, is a deS. 
nition of human nature which includes freedom instead of bein~ 
'prior' to it. It is compatible with such a definition to say that mat 
receives the power to be free from Cod, and that his exercise ol 
freedom is always a fulfillment or an abuse of this gift. From a Chris­
tian standpoint the basis on which the dignity and worth of huma11 

life rests is given; it is the context within which we exercise ou1 

freedom, and although freedom can violate human nature, it can de 
so only at the cost of tending to destroy itself. From Sartre's stand­
point human life can also have a certain dignity and worth, but 
these are only 'inventions'; freedom alone is given-man is not free 
not to be free-and moreover it is a surd datum, a gift from nowhere. 

A word must be added concerning Sartre's account of the linkage 
between anxiety and freedom. Since, according to him, I must create 
values and an image of man not only for myself but for all men, 1 
experience anxiety in connection with the fact that I am compelled 
to go forward without any assurance that I am on the right track. 
Even if an unearthly voice told me what to do, I would still have to 
decide whether the voice was divine or demonic. And even if there 
was proof that the voice was divine, I would still have to choose 
to obey it before anything could be put into effect. Nevertheless, he 
adds, we must not allow inescapable anxiety to paralyze us. We 
have to choose without justification and to hold back merely guar­
antees that the consequences of inaction will come to pass. Sartre 
admits that he is not happy about having to face life without divine 
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support, and he has no patience with philosophies that attempt to 
claim essential norms of honesty, progress, justice, etc., even though 
God is dead. He finds it 'very distressing that God does not exist' 
because this means that anything can happen so far as man is con­
cerned. 'l'vlan, with no support and no aid, is condemned every mo­
ment to invent man.' 7 

If he is being honest and not merely ironical in expressing this 
attitude, then there are two things to be said about it. First, it calls 
attention to the important fact that if God is real, He communicates 
with man through inwardness, conscience, and decision, and there 
is no human means of removing the misgivings which arise when 
one contemplates the gulf between 'God Himself' and 'my con­
sciousness of Him,' between 'revelation' and 'religious experience,' 
between the word of God and the words of man. Sartre is right in 
holding that these misgivings cannot be overcome by proofs, norms, 
or axioms which tell me what I am, what I ought to believe and 
do, apart from my decision. In the second place, however, Sartre's 
ontology prompts him to make the mistake of thinking that human 
decision is the whole story. He assumes that what goes on in reli­
gious belief is projection, not communion, but if the reality of God 
is compatible with freedom, then Sartre's account of man's longing 
to be (like) God may take on a quite different significance. One 
can admire him for rejecting something he would like to believe in 
so far as his motive is honesty. And contemporary life gives plausi­
bility to his statement, derived from Dostoievsky, that so far as man 
is concerned anything can happen. 

Indeed, if the main reason for believing in God is one's fearful 
reluctance to face the fact that human life is threatened by inse­
curity, frustration, and meaninglessness, we must range ourselves on 
Sartre's side of the argument. Faith, like atheism, is indefensible if 
it is evasive. What should constrain us to oppose Sartre is that he 
fails to give an adequate account of the world, human nature, mean­
ing, and truth; our opposition must be based upon affirmations we 
could not evade without lying. If the ontology which excludes him 
from believing in God is mistaken, it seems a pity that he is not 
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familiar with fonns of faith stronger than those he mentions. His 
critique validly refutes any version of theism which rests upon crude 
anthropomorphism or rationalistic detenninism, but it leaves many 
versions of Christian faith virtually untouched, notably many exis­
tentialist versions. 

5. Ethics 

We have left to the end a consideration of the ethic that Sartre 
builds on the basis of his atheistic doctrine of freedom. The trouble 
with most ethical theories, he declares, is that they provide only 
general principles and fail to solve those problems which arise when 
it is possible to have a good motive for turning in alternate direc­
tions. A young man wants to stay home to look after his aged mother 
but he also wants to go off to join the French underground. N~ 
matter which way he turns, he will be doing something he honestly 
believes is good, and yet he wUl also feel guilty for not having done 
the other. Sartre tries to solve such problems by saying that We 
should trust the feelings which push us in a given direction. And 
he is right in suggesting that those who try to follow reason alone 
are not as free as they think they are, because they often fail to 
carry their whole selves, including their impulses and intuitions, into 
a decision. He goes further, however, when he asserts that it is im­
possible rationally to justify an action in advance. Tllis statement 
reflects his conviction that man must create values ·alone.' Until one 
acts, the values in question have not come into existence, and a 
man cannot foresee how his deeds are going to turn out. Conse­
quently the only possible moral judgment is the one which asks 
how fully a decision has expressed the freedom of choosing oneself. 
The existing person, including his instincts and feelings, really 
determines the nonns he appeals to, and the kind of man he is im­
pels him toward the kind of standards he sets up. He cannot escape 
responsibility for inventing these standards. 

It might be interesting to compare Kierkegaard's Sickness unto 
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Death with Sartre's treatment of the same theme. For the latter, 
despair arises in connection with two facts. First, I cannot count 
upon anything that falls outside my own will. Thus I have to act 
without being able to determine what will happen when the effects 
of my action become mingled with the effects of the deeds of others. 
Secondly, I cannot hide behind the comfortable thought that there 
are all sorts of possibilities in me which might have been fulfilled 
if it had not been for hampering circumstances. (Here Kierkegaard 
makes a similar point.) The only possibilities we have a right to 
talk about are those which get actualized. Hence the limits which 
undeniably surround freedom provide no excuse for denying re­
sponsibility. Instead of explaining a coward by appealing to envi­
ronmental, biological, and psychological determinism, Sartre de­
scribes how a man makes himself a coward by his acts. 

Since anything can happen because God does not exist, it is up 
to man to create his own middle pathway between slavery to pre­
established axioms on the one hand, and sheer caprice on the other. 
In this respect morality is comparable to aesthetic creativity. When 
an artist begins a painting it is silly to judge it in advance by a priori 
norms; whether it turns out well or ill depends on whether the result 
adequately expresses the artist's intention. 

Thus the one person Sartre seems willing to condemn is the man 
who will not face honestly his own motives and intentions-the man 
who will not see himself as he really is. He distinguishes between 
•good faith' and ·bad faith' in a manner roughly comparable to Hei­
degger's distinction between authenticity and unauthenticity {de­
spite the fact that Heidegger disclaims any intention of passing 
moral judgments). Sartre sees that in an effort to run away from the 
dignity and dread of freedom most people organize their lives 
around various forms of self-deception. The anti-Semite blames 
everything on a scapegoat-race. The Freudian blames everything on 
his parents and his libido. The Communist justifies the use of ruth­
lessness and lies in the present on the ground that it will lead to 
happiness and justice later on. All of these are ·faiths' because such 
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people come to believe their own excuses, but they are 'bad' faith. 
Sartre singles out for special attention what he calls 'the spirit 

of seriousness.' This attitude pretends that the difference between 
right and wrong has already been settled axiomatically, so that no 
kind of creative ethical venturing is necessary. In its secular fonn 
the spirit of seriousness can be seen wherever business men or offi­
cials regard certain economic doctrines or rules of procedure as so 
sacrosanct that they must not be questioned. The reason a man will 
fight so furiously in defense of such assumptions is that wherever 
they prevail he can ascribe his actions to 'the way things have to 
work.' Anyone can so take on a role, so fit himself into the social 
mechanism, that he does not have to ponder the ultimate question 
concerning what it means to be himself-apart from his role. Thus 
the ticket-collector, the waiter, the stenographer-anybody-may 
have to find some sort of distractions to fill the empty time when 
they are not playing their roles, for these empty moments threaten 
them with the possibility of having to face themselves. The spirit 
of seriousness can also be found, however, in a religious fonn. Here 
the individual who immerses himself in the service of God avoids 
having to grapple with the problem of life for himself. God gives 
all the answers, and in exchange for the promise of ultimate security 
the believer yields up his birthright of freedom. 

If all these are examples of bad faith, what constitutes good faith? 
Primarily it means, for Sartre, being lifted out of egotism through 
the discovery that in wanting freedom for myself I must also want 
freedom for others. His substitute for religious commitment is what 
he calls 'total engagement' -e.g. in action which gives a man soli­
darity with lovers of freedom against its enemies. In the French 
resistance the lonely individual had to face torture and death, yet 
each man, deciding alone, was either supporting or betraying his 
unseen comrades. So far so good. But one has the right to be puzzled 
as to how Sartre jumps from affirming his own freedom to affirming 
that of others. He has already shown that this is well-nigh impos­
sible. He has no conception of essential human nature on which to 
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base the assumption that what is good for one individual is good 
for men generally. His phenomenological description of interper­
sonal relations puts the major stress on egotism and conflict, and 
represents 'We-feeling' primarily as a threat to freedom. How does 
he make the transition to a position which presupposes that fellow­
ship and love can become the fruition instead of the frustration of 
freedom? 

6. Conclusion 

Using theological language for a moment, we are compelled to 
say that although his analysis of 'sin' is acute and penetrating, his 
doctrine of 'salvation' trails off into a void. Against secularized ver­
sions of religious hope, Sartre has the merit of rejecting the notion 
that human beatitude can be identified with temporal goals. He 
contemplates no future earthly condition of the individual or the 
race that will 'make life worthwhile: For him 'salvation' is a sheerly 
autonomous and yet self-contradictory act. It means accepting es­
trangement from the world and other selves without accepting it. 
Good faith consists in recognizing why I yearn for the ultimate goal 
( en-soi-pour-soi), and why it is in principle unattainable. One is 
reminded of Kierkegaaid's description of the defiant man who wills 
to be himself-apart from God. What Sartre asks us to affirm is 
utterly indeterminate because, having no basis, it must be invented 
from one moment to the next, and having no goal, it is impossible 
to specify what we should be moving toward. Human existence be­
comes a bare striving to affirm what it cannot possibly avoid. He has 
no basis for believing in the possibility of that community-in-free­
dom which alone can save integrity, courage, and kindness from 
being mocked by the nature of things. He asks us to undergo the 
painful process of outwitting our own egotism, will-to-power, moral­
istic shibboleths, and idolatrous illusions for the sake of a freedom 
which has no point other than itself. He calls for sacrifice of a sort, 
not in the service of a cause which transcends man, but in the service 
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of man's self-transcending as a surd datum. Heretofore I have re 
frained from emphasizing the sado-masochistic character structur1 
which underlies Sartre's ontology. But can one doubt that he i 
reading it into his picture of reality? 

In such a view there is no answer to the question as to why humru 
consciousness has arisen. The character of l'en-soi is such that i 
cannot account for itself, and initially man does not produce him 
self. Human life simply happens, and the only category which cover 
both l'en-soi and le pour-soi is absurdity. Nevertheless his philosoph 
is in one respect salutary, for it sharpens fundamental issues in 
poignant, urgent manner. Does existence seem absurd to him hf 
cause it really is or does it seem absurd because his ontology cut 
human life off from the ground of meaning? It is not fair for Chri! 
tians to cite Sartre as a horrible example of where atheism mw 
lead. To do so is to use the old technique of crying: 'Always kee: 
ahold of nurse for fear of meeting something worse.' One can be a: 
atheist without adopting Sartre's philosophy; for example, its vie' 
of l'en-soi is defective on purely cosmological grounds, and its vie\ 
of le pour-soi is reconcilable with much that psychology, espf 
cially animal psychology, has uncovered. Furthermore, an athei! 
who is acquainted with the history of theology will not attach muc 
weight to Sartre's refutations of belief in God. These refutation 
depend for their plausibility upon an acceptance of his ontolog) 
and they repeatedly fall into the genetic fallacy that how a belie 
came about explains just what the belief is and means. Even i 
Sartre is right, psychologically, that the idea of God reRects man' 
loneliness, his yearning for harmony, his desperate attempt to fin, 
human solidarity in the presence of a Transcendent Starer, it doe 
not follow that God is unreal, though it may follow that all huma1 
r:sponses to Him are far from perfect because they are inevitabl: 
tmged with Wishful thinking. 

Nevertheless, despite these defects, Sartre compels both atheis 
and theist to re-examine their accounts of the relationship betweeJ 
being and freedom. He compels both to grapple with the bearing 
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of the ultimate ontological question upon those provisional mean­
ings and accomplishments which human existence undeniably can 
embody. The question he makes central deserves the position he 
gives it, even though, unfortunately, he fails to distinguish between 
desiring to become God and desiring to be restored to fellowship 
with God. Indirectly he performs a valuable service for the theo­
logian by protesting against any doctrine of divine grace which does 
less than justice to freedom. He stimulates a reformulation of the 
perennial Christian conviction that human freedom reaches fruition 
in grateful response rather than in defiant independence. On the 
other hand, he does throw the onus of proof on atheists to show 
that the cards are not appallingly stacked against the human race. 
He forces them to come out from behind the protective shelter of 
scientiflc determinism so as to face squarely the fate of ethics and 
ontology in a godless world. 

Sartre's final word is that life just happens, and remains absurd. 
Yet the illuminating and bracing thing about him is that he has 
the courage to follow the consequences of his atheism to the bitter 
end. By doing so, he inadvertently offers us one of the strongest 
arguments for faith in God that can possibly be conceived. One 
thinks again of Pascal's Wager. If I am deceived when I choose to 
believe in God, then I lose nothing of any real value, since if this 
kind of atheism is true, all values disintegrate completely. Thus the 
choice is put before us in the sharpest possible form. 

NOTES 

1. Gabriel Marcel, The Philosophy of Existence (New York: Philosophi­
cal Library, 1949), p. 32f. 
2. L'Etre et le neant: Essai d'ontologie phenomenologique (Paris: Gal­
limard, 1943) . 
3. Translated by Lloyd Alexander, New Directions Press, 1949. The pas­
sage cited has also been translated as a whole in The Partisan Review, 
vol. 13, 1946, with the title 'The Root of the Chestnut Tree.' 
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4. L•Etre et le m§ant. p. 515: 'To say that the pour-soi has to be what j 

is, to say that it is what it is not in not being what it is, to say that i 
it existence precedes and conditions essence . . . is to say one and th 
same thing . . . I am condemned to exist forever, apart from my essenc( 
apart from the springs and motives of my acting. I am condemned to b 
free.' 

5. Ibid. p. 641. 

6. Ibid. p. 708. 

7. Existentialism (New York: Philosophical Library, 1947), p. 28. 
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CHAPTER VI 

JASPERS 



1. A Preliminary Glimpse 

Karl Jaspers was born in Oldenburg, Germany, in 1883. He stud­
ied both law and medicine, and his first professional work was in 
psychology and psychiatry. For a time he was a psychiatric assistant 
at a clinic in Heidelberg, and in 1913 he wrote a book entitled 
Allgemeine Psychopatlwlogie which became a standard text on the 
subject. In 1916 he became professor of psychology at the University 
of Heidelberg, but even then his researches were broadening to 
include philosophy, and his book Psychologie der Weltanschau­
ungen ( 1919) marks his transition from one field to the other. In 
this book he also shows appreciation for the importance of Kierke­
gaard at a time when the Danish writer was little known. In 1921 
he switched to a professorship in philosophy at Heidelberg and 
retained this position until 1937 when he was driven from his chair 
by the Nazis. After the war he was re-instated and named rector or 
nonorary Senator' of the University. Since 1948 he has taught 
philosophy at the University of Basel, where Karl Barth teaches 
theology. 

In 1932 he published a three-volume work entitled Philosophie, 
and he is now engaged in writing an enormous work in three vol­
umes on Philosophische Logik, the first of which has already ap­
peared under the title Von der W ahrheit. These are the main sources 
for getting a glimpse of his world view. He has also written books 
on specific philosophers, such as Descartes and Nietzsche, and on 
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specific problems, such as reason, existence, guilt, and the interpre­
tation of history. Unfortunately most of his books that have been 
translated into English are of a brief or introductory character, 
although his inaugural lectures at Basel, Der Philosophische Glaube 
(published in English under the title The Perennial Scope of Phi­
losophy) ,t contain much that is important for our particular theme. 
In these lectures he seeks to show that although the philosophical 
task cannot be carried through by speculation, it can be completed 
by means of faith. 2 

Jaspers' reflections revolve around three main concepts: the ob­
jective world, the existing self, and Being-itself (Transcendence). 
He claims that philosophy differs from the natural sciences because 
what it seeks to grasp, Being-itself, is not an object. There is no 
direct way in which philosophy can reach its goal. As a Kantian, 
Jaspers regards rational know ledge as confined to the phenomenal 
world, and as a Kierkegaardian he realizes that every concept of 
the Absolute is refracted through the existing of the individual. 
Whenever we try to reach Being-itself by generalizing on the basis 
of one aspect of reality-either matter or mind, either the world or 
the self-we make the mistake of attempting to explain the whole by 
means of a part. 

Therefore Jaspers' philosophy begins with a dilemma which is 
never solved; it has to be accepted in a quest which is both illumi­
nating and frustrating. For Being-itself must be differentiated from 
objects and subjects, somehow embracing both while lying beyond 
the s~lit between them. Nevertheless, he holds that even in ordinary 
expenence the split is not complete; we never encounter thinking 
without objects, and we encounter objects only with and through the 
subject. Hence reality cannot be made up of subjects alone (ideal­
ism) or of objects alone (naturalism). What we start with is a rela­
tion where the terms are different but not sundered. This inescapable 
starting point imposes a severe difficulty on metaphysics because as 
soon as we form a concept of Being-itself that concept becomes an 
object of thought for some subject. There is an unbridgeable chasm 
between the concept and that to which it tries to refer. Because of 
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the seeming futility of metaphysics, men may be tempted to re­
nounce it altogether. For Jaspers, however, this means attempting 
to regard ourselves simply as parts of the objective world and do­
mesticating ourselves wholly within it. The consequence is that we 
try to attach absolute significance to finite goods. Man, as such, 
seeks the Absolute, and if he does not do so with open eyes, then he 
will turn fanatical and follow some spurious substitute. 

The man who persists in the philosophical enterprise will find 
himself engaged in a search which never accepts some static, objec­
tive structure, which would make decision superfluous, as its vision 
of Being-itself. Selfhood, as existing-in-time, is never finished; con­
sequently it finds truth a way of thinking rather than a final posses­
sion. This 'way to wisdom' (the title of Jaspers' recently published 
introduction to philosophy) opens up as we become aware of the 
limits of thought, for when we reach these limits we feel the impact 
of the distinction between finite things and Being-itself and we 
realize that the latter must be approached not by knowledge but by 
'transcending thinking.' Since this sort of thinking seeks to surmount 
all forms of objectivization, it has affinities with the via negativa. 
It is directed toward 'Nothing' (i.e. not any object), and has no 
results or solutions to offer. Yet it changes our whole attitude toward 
experience, for now we no longer take the familiar world ( Dasein) 
for granted, we no longer regard it as final. This does not mean that 
we have come into contact with a second, supernatural world be­
yond this one. It means simply that we stand critically above this 
one world, remaining in it without being altogether of it. Philosophy 
can never get away from concrete situations for precisely in them 
man's search for the Absolute takes place; yet it takes seriously the 
fact that these situations point beyond themselves and can therefore 
become the limited forms within which Being-itself is manifested. 

As we have seen, Jaspers realizes that the attempt to characterize 
transcending thinking by means of words and concepts is both 
inevitable and contradictory. To use a word is to objectify what the 
word stands for, yet the whole aim of his discourse is to call attention 
to the fact that Being-itself is not an object. We can overcome this 

231 



EXISTENTIALISM AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

contradiction only by a special attitude that makes the existing indi­
vidual aware of the limitations of words and thoughts. The impor­
tant thing about transcending thinking is not the ideas it unavoid­
ably uses, but the inner change in a person's consciousness of Being 
which it involves. This inner change does not consist in a new con­
nection among ideas, but in an act of freedom. It is a break with 
immanence. Its justification is that I cannot avoid it without merg­
ing myself as a thing with the objective world and thus becoming 
dehumanized. 

2. World, Self, and Transcendence 

This preliminary sketch of Jaspers' approach to philosophy must 
now be explained in more detail. Man's first task he calls 'orientation 
to the world.' The world is already there ( Dasein) and the self must 
emerge out of it. By means of science and philosophy man trans­
forms the flux of experience into his apprehension of a meaningful 
world. Science provides knowledge, philosophy has to do primarily 
with the limits of knowledge, but there need be no conflict between 
the two. The philosopher should utilize available knowletlge, and 
he can agree with the scientist that nothing is to be shielded by 
dogma or custom from disinterested inquiry. Philosophy can accept 
the results of objectivity, even though it is not a form of objective 
knowledge. Jaspers' outlook, at this point, can be stated with clarity 
and simplicity, but confusion can easily arise unless his special use 
of two terms is taken into account. He uses the word 'understanding' 
(Verstand) to refer to the capacity that enables us to deal with the 
objective world and to obtain phenomenal knowledge. This he dis­
tinguishes sharply from 'reason' (Vernunft) which plays an im­
portant role in transcending thinking. Confusion arises because 
'reason,' as he defines it, is continually breaking through the fetters 
of 'rationalism.' It seeks to penetrate beyond finitude; it refuses to 
limit itself to any one mode of Being; it is the organ of metaphysics 
because it asks why there should be something instead of nothing. 
Instead of staying within the confines of immanence, as 'understand-
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ing' does, 'reason' seeks whatever may lie beyond the grasp of con­
cepts-including the contradictory, the mysterious, the repellent. 
Thus it drives beyond the surface knowledge of things which science 
can provide and also beyond those common-sense, conventional 
meanings which we attach to everyday life when we avoid ultimate 
questions. Hcason challenges all accepted truths, not with the ni­
hilistic motive of making life absurd, but with the metaphysical 
motive of finding the authentic ground of truth and value. Jaspers, 
however, recognizes that one may have to pass through the 'nihilat­
ing,' which sees the transitoriness and vulnerability of all finite 
objects and values, before finding a relationship between the self 
and Being which cannot be destroyed by doubt and anxiety. There­
fore nihilism can have a transitional, purgative function in the proc­
ess of philosophizing as it discloses the precariousness of every at­
tempt to construct a total interpretation of life within the confines 
of objective knowledge. 

Science cannot shut itself up in a sphere of pure objectivity, for 
the scientist must be motivated by a sense of the worth and the 
wonder of knowledge, and unless the meaning and purpose of his 
work have a subjective foundation, neither the contributions nor 
the limits of science can be seen in proper perspective. Because each 
science is relative to its particular methods and axioms, and because 
all data, from one standpoint, fall within its purview, one can easily 
forget the partiality of these methods and axioms. Yet the fact re­
mains that science cannot reach a comprehensive, unified view of 
reality because the existing individual is never simply the sum of 
what can be objectively known about him. Even if all phenomenal 
knowledge could be drawn together into a single, consistent system, 
man would not fall wholly within that system. This is not due to 
temporary ignorance, which may be removed by some future re­
finement of method; it is due to the nature of subjecthood, i.e. free­
dom. Freedom cannot be grasped as a datum of phenomenal knowl­
edge, although its effects and the organism through which it acts 
may be scientifically studied. 

Jaspers' critique of naturalism is one of the weightiest to be found 
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among existential writers because he attaches such high importance 
to science, admitting that without it philosophizing becomes ground­
less speculation detached from the fact of man's embeddedness in 
the world, and also because he possesses firsthand acquaintance with 
scientific work, especially in the field of psychology. He accuses 
naturalism of being anti-philosophical because it espouses a super­
stitious kind of 'unfaith.' It wills not to pay attention to anything that 
lies beyond the reach of objective methods, and therefore it calls 
a halt to investigation at precisely the point where philosophy, prop­
erly speaking, is realizing its own problems. Jaspers insists, of course, 
that metaphysics should never claim to possess the same sort of 
evidence which characterizes empirical science, or the same sorl 
of abstract certainty which characterizes logic. But when he en· 
counters the assertion that there is 'nothing but' natural process, 
which he takes to be the primary basis for naturalistic rejection of 
belief in God, he replies that the assertion does not rest on knowl­
edge of any kind; on the contrary, it involves what might be called 
'a venture of unfaith.' The attempt to hold our account of man within 
naturalistic limits means that we study only the physical, biological, 
and historical manifestations of man's uniqueness without throwing 
any light on the origins of that uniqueness itself. At no point in the 
naturalistic view of evolution do we make a transition from dealing 
with objective processes to 'being a subject.' Yet if the latter is ig­
nored, the philosopher must protest that man is always more than 
the empirical self which can be known scientifically. Cognition oper­
ating within the world cannot grasp the primal ground ( Ursprung) 
of human existence and freedom. If freedom is ignored, the blunder 
is not merely a theoretical one; it has ominous practical conse­
quences. There is a direct connection between scientism and dehu­
manization. It is not only technology which tends to destroy person­
ality and community. The sciences of man, when they claim to tell 
us the whole truth about ourselves, substitute impersonal concepts 
for a firsthand awareness of responsible existence. They view the 
individual as the resultant of psychological forces, and they deal 
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with him as one statistical item in the operation of mass movements, 
social and cultural. 

The force of this critique of naturalism depends, of course, upon 
the soundness of Jaspers' views of selfhood and freedom. What he 
calls Existenz, as contrasted with Dasein, is really synonymous with 
selfhood, but in order to understand his use of these terms they must 
be divorced from idealistic connotations. Ja~pers' starting point is 
a solid affirmation of the reality of the external world and of the fact 
that man is, in one sense, an object interrelated with other objects. 
It is on the basis of and in the midst of Dasein, both natural and 
human, that the possibility of 'existence' ( Existenz) appears. By 
'self Jaspers does not mean a Cartesian res cogitans, but the total, 
unique individual including will, emotion, the body, and the uncon­
scious. Yet the self is more than biological and psychological forces 
since it is not merely a congeries of objective processes. What it im­
plies is best grasped in the face of tragedy, suffering, and death, 
when one realizes that what 'I am' is inseparable from decision and 

deed. 
The T cannot be grasped by means of universals; it is missed so 

long as a man tries to view himself as a particular instance of man­
in-general. Therefore its origin is unknowable, and since the 'I' is 
always an unfinished task, one cannot see it as a whole. We can 
know universal structures and conditions in connection with which 
everybody develops, but the general principles of maturation do not 
explain how I fulfill or fall short of my true self-and no other. There­
fore there are no objective criteria for determining exhaustively 
what I should become. But although I cannot grasp my authentic 
existence by means of conceptual knowledge, I can throw light upon 
it. The latter task Jaspers calls Existenzerhel1ung ( 1ighting up ex­
istence'). Admittedly there is no direct way whereby another man's 
illumination of his selfhood can become legislative for me, but 
through existential communication one man's attempt to carry out 
the task for himself may strike up resounding chords in others which 
prompt them to undertake the same task for themselves. At this 
point Jaspers is obviously drawing upon Kierkegaard's views, al-

235 



EXISTENTIALISM AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

though as we shall see he attempts to break through some of the 
barriers which indirect communication erects. 

Once again, the fundamental characteristic of selfhood is freedom. 
But Jaspers is not interested in the controversy between determinism 
and indeterminism. That controversy has to do with whether spatia· 
temporal processes are or are not uninterruptedly causal. They are 
Our freedom consists in the fact that although we are in the causal 
sequences, we are not simply a bundle of causal sequences. This 
comes out in the fact that I can negate, at least in thought, every 
mental and bodily process and say truthfully, 'I am not simply that; 
even though of course I cannot exist apart from these processes. Fol 
example, the fact that a man may have attempted to achieve 1 

'merely animal' existence, by trying to renounce responsibility, show! 
that he is not a 'merely animal' existent. Furthermore, he can differ· 
entiate himself from every social role even when, because of cultural 
conditioning, it is impossible to discard the role. Even character. 
which when once built up we cannot wholly escape, is not some: 
thing given, a pure datum; it is something we have a hand in makin~ 
and for which we feel responsible. 

But if freedom is different from our thinking, our bodies, our psy· 
chological conditioning and our characters, what is it? If it is 
groundless, Jaspers can hardly avoid Sartre's position. He declares. 
however, that 'I come to myself as a gift.' Freedom can be ignored 
and evaded, but never effaced so long as man remains human. Yet 
its ground is not a knowable structure; it is rather a mysterious Ori· 
gin which I can choose only in the sense of acknowledging and 
accepting it, not in the sense of producing it. Jaspers insists on think. 
ing of this origin in concrete, individual terms. That is why he re­
fuses to speak of the ground of freedom as a universal structure 
from which the freedom of individual persons is derived. Neverthe. 
less his refusal is puzzling, for if every man is a 'possible existence' 
and not merely an object, then human nature can be universally 
defined accordingly without denying that freedom and 'authentic' 
selfhood must be fulfilled or missed by each individual. 

In Jaspers' philosophy freedom is the end as well as the origin 
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of selfhood, and it accompanies every stage. Though I receive it from 
the beginning, I must keep moving tow.:.rd it if I am not to lose it. 
l-Ienee the fundamental form of freedom is being able to choose 
oneself, and this is a continual struggle, not a single decision. Such 
choice, as we have seen, does not involve any break in the chain of 
causal connections at the level of empirical events. Even when I 
am compelled by circumstances or conditioning to act in a certain 
way, there is a difference between being master of such influences 
and being subject to them. Human action is not mere occurrence; 
it is occurrence plus the meanings which I impute. 

Because Jaspers holds that a man becomes an authentic self only 
by choosing himself, not by looking at some kind of external norm, 
his attitude toward moral law has certain affinities with Sartre's. 
Both writers recognize that it is impossible to live without moral 
norms, but both emphasize the fact that a norm cannot be genuine 
and effective unless it springs from within, having been adopted 
by man's freedom. Hence both writers admit that freedom is peril­
ous. Although it may lead to disciplined self-discovery, it can also 
lead to the destruction of all standards. Jaspers points out that it 
can lead to an infinite regress where, in the process of cutting 
through successive layers of selfhood in search of a sincere core, I 
trail off into nothingness and become unable to act or decide. But 
we cannot evade such dangers by trying to subjugate freedom to 
outside control. Such an attempt is itself an exercise of freedom 
turned against its own nature. Our only recourse is to take the 
risk of freedom, and here Jaspers seems to be more hopeful than 
Sartre by regarding man's ability to question everything as resting 
upon a positive capacity. We never cease trying to take hold of life 
instead of falling into endless drifting. \Ve bring our tendencies 
toward ceaseless doubt into the service of clarifying decision, and 
this is the essence of reasonable faith. 

Furthermore, we reach total commitment not by breaking away 
from psychological determinants, but by seeing, understanding, and 
accepting them. Jaspers' position thus combines an admission that 
the knowable, empirical self presents a deterministic picture with 
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an insistence upon the fact that man is responsible and that the 
source of his responsibility is unknowable. 'U nknowability' here 
means simply that the self and its possibilities cannot be objectified 
He claims that in many instances when, in a given moment, a person 
literally cannot do such-and-such, that person is nevertheless partl}" 
responsible for the character which makes such-and-such impossible 
Although psychiatry can help some compulsions, his writings suggesl 
that psychotherapy should take responsibility as its basic category 
Admittedly, responsibility can be lost, but only pathologically 
Therefore we should not take the unreality of responsibility as 1 

basic assumption, as some psychiatry does, and then apply it not 
only to psychotics but to neurotics and normal people. Freedom cat 
be lost involuntarily as in the case of psychotics, although even the) 
may be partly responsible for their lives up to the moment of tht 
onset of psychosis and afterwards. It can also be lost, in a sense, 
voluntarily. Here Jaspers has in mind the destruction of freedorr 
which is brought about by the evil will. A person can will the ego 
tism and hatred to which he becomes incurably enslaved. This. 
however, usually takes the negative form of refusing to see himseU 
as he actually is. Only a good man can bear to be completely trans· 
parent to himself. 

In the presence of a crisis, therefore, we should radically 'open' 
ourselves instead of running away from doubt, perplexity, anxiety, 
and recognition of our conditioning. We must run the risk of falling 
into despair in order to move toward the possibility of authenticity. 
After having taken the risk, one either fails to 'come to oneself or 
enters into the actualization of one's true self. Getting stuck in de· 
spair is the result of failing to reach complete sincerity. On the other 
hand, where freedom is fulfilled, effort is no longer necessary. Thus 
Jaspers tries to combine the sense in which I must 'create' myself 
with the sense in which I receive true selfhood as a gift. Because 
man is free he transcends Dasein, yet his freedom relates him to 
transcendence. At the height of freedom one feels that something 
inescapable and compelling is the basis of life's meaning. 'Where 
I am completely myself I am no longer only myself.' Yet the distinc-
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tion between man and transcendence remains. Man is not in any 
sense to be deified. At this point Jaspers comes very close to a Chris­
tian conception of grace, but because he is suspicious of theology, 
he prefers to call his faith 'philosophical.' He continually associates 
revealed theology with the notion that God is objective and that the 
divine will is externally normative; these views he of course regards 
as incompatible with freedom. 

Since certain affinities between Jaspers and Sartre have just been 
pointed out, it may be well to underscore their differences by sur­
veying Jaspers' defense and critique of nihilism. As we have seen, 
he regards it as a phase which philosophy may have to pass through 
in order to reach faith. Pass through it, he says, not around it. Ac­
cording to him, it makes more sense to wonder how anyone today 
can avoid falling into nihilism than to overlook the experiences 
which lead to it. At some level every contemporary man confronts 
the void; everything in which he tries to believe collapses. Friends 
betray; the state becomes demonic so that one cannot be loyal to it; 
the scientific outlook, which begins as a humble love for truth, be­
comes perverted through a sense of superiority and power into a 
supercilious dogmatism based on pseudo-axioms such as: 'the world 
could be well-ordered provided there were clear understanding 
and good will.' 

Modem man, having lost touch with transcendence and finding 
rationalism patently incapable of coping with existence, becomes 
enslaved to various forces in nature and in himself. Wishing to be­
come a law unto himself, he mystically affirms his 'destiny,' only 
to become shackled to the irrational vitality of racial myths and 
unconscious archetypes. Placing his whole destiny in worldly for­
tunes, he falls into despair and madness when they are shattered. 
Regarding others in the same way as he regards himself, he treats 
men as puppets because he has forgotten that the soul is rooted 
in eternity. Humanism, which begins as a serene philosophical sub­
stitute for God, is unable to prevent itself from being turned into a 
deification of man, for when the Absolute is ignored, human re­
sources in some form must be invested with a significance they are 
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unsuited to bear. Since the whole enterprise is based on a lie, i 
easily passes over into a cult which must insist on its legitimacy iJ 
fanatical ways. European Protestantism has tried to meet fanaticisn 
via counterfanaticism \vithout being able to restore religion to it 
earlier purity. Roman Catholicism combines modern totalitariru 
methods with an escapist adherence to medieval philosophica 
patterns. 

Hence nihilism is useful when it cuts away rubbish-destroyinl 
the illusion that the world is a harmony pervaded by intelligibl1 
laws and fully acknowledging the peril of those forces before whicl 
rationalism stands either heedless or helpless. But its untenabili~ 
as a stopping-place becomes obvious as soon as one attempts to h 
positive and nihilistic simultaneously. One wants to be brave anc 
dispense with all meaning; hence one represents a calculated mean 
inglessness as the only meaning. Knowing that all commitment i 
absurd, one holds that the only justifiable thing is to do whateve: 
one does with complete commitment. But nothing can relieve tht 
basic mood of meaninglessness. Since God is dead, the only possible 
sources of meaning must be found in the world and these are inca 
pable of carrying the burden of absolute meaning. Thus nihilisn 
bears inverted witness to a religious significance which life ought t< 
possess. The events of temporal existence, if man's search fortran 
scendence is a ·useless passion,' are at bottom utterly trivial; againsl 
this inescapable fact Sartre's interpretation of human freedom cax 
win only a Pyrrhic victory. 

3. Existential Communication and Boundary Situations 

The contrast between Sartre and Jaspers comes out most force· 
fully in their views of interpersonal relations. Jaspers' leading con· 
cept is that of ·existential communication.' The word ·communica· 
tion,' as he employs it, has a special connotation. He is not con· 
cerned merely with the fact that the development of specialization 
has made it difficult for experts in one field to understand those in 
another. Nor is he thinking mainly of the obstacles created by cul-
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tural differences. He seeks to go beyond problems which have to do 
with semantics and with the exchange of ideas in order to describe 
a situation where the giving of the whole self is involved. Against 
the doctrine of indirect communication, which Kierkegaard himsel.( 
finally abandoned, Jaspers holds that direct person-to-person partici­
pation is possible. But it rises above ordinary communication when 
dealing with people in terms of their roles and functions. In exis­
tential communication the uniqueness of each participant is fully 
revealed and recognized. Each retains his independence and there­
fore his solitude, for only where independence is respected can there 
be complete relatedness. Existential communication stands between 
the extremes of isolation (what Kierkegaard called 'shut-upness') 
and symbiotic merging. Neither extreme permits a man to become 
fully himself. 

In such communication, or communion, I do not simply reveal 
what I already am; I become something new and deeper in the proc­
ess of self-revelation. And though openness is possible only in a 
context of love, this love is not sentimental or uncritical. On the 
contrary, within a solidarity which cannot be broken it finally be­
comes possible for two people to tell each other the full truth. My 
blind spots are removed not only because it is safe for me to be 
honest, but because the other can tell me frankly about my limita­
tions and defects. Such a relationship is impossible, of course, unless 
it rises above ordinary competitiveness and resentment. These nat­
ural human attitudes may be present, but they can be conquered 
only by being admitted and faced. 

The special meaning of this key-word in Jaspers' thought must be 
emphasized because in many circles today it is taken for granted 
that 'communication' is at its maximum wherever individual dif­
ferences and emotional involvements can be eliminated. Such an 
outlook puts a premium upon those respects in which an exchange 
of thought can be conducted by means of objective rubrics: scientific 
laws, value-standards held in common, and a rationality that oper­
ates similarly in all men. In so far as the other person abides by such 
rubrics, we say that we can 'understand' him. Jaspers admits, of 
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course, that ordinary communication is the subsoil in which exis. 
tential encounter has its roots, just as Dasein is the foundation of 
Existenz. But there is a kind of authentic understanding of anothe~ 
person which can easily be lost if we dismiss what he says because 
we cannot gain access to it by following the usual rules of objective 
intelligibility. 

Throughout his treatment of this theme, Jaspers' experience as a 
psychiatrist plays an important part, and some of the most recent 
experiments of psychotherapy with psychotics (e.g. H. S. Sullivan 
and Frieda Fromm-Reichmann) tend to support the point that was 
just made. But interesting implications follow if one looks at psycho­
analysis as a specialized technique within the general framework of 
existential communication, regarding the latter as that form of inter· 
personal relations which enhances the discovery of true selfhood. 
Psychoanalysis starts with a situation in which the participants are 
not equal. One is ill and dependent, and the traffic of self-revelation 
does not How both ways. If Jaspers is right. the goal of psychoanaly· 
sis should be the achievement of mutual equality; a mature human 
relationship should replace the helper-helped situation with a recip­
rocal person-to-person situation. Any love which is not strong enough 
to stand the test of mutual frankness is sentimental and incomplete. 
Psychoanalysts today, for good reasons, do not disclose their own 
beliefs and commitments-let alone their own unsolved emotional 
problems!-into the course of treatment if they can help it. But may 
this not mean that the treatment remains incomplete? Many patients, 
to be sure, complete the treatment after they have terminated psy· 
choanalysis by carrying its gains into everyday life. And many 
psychotherapists do discuss their beliefs, commitments, and prob­
lems, not with patients but with colleagues. Nevertheless, Jaspers 
is probably right that in a complete process of psychotherapy a 
point should come when the patient is so mature that the doctor 
can cease being a permissive listener, and both together pass over 
into the reciprocity of what Jaspers calls ·loving struggle: Such 
a procedure is not wholly practicable at present, but it deserves the 
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attention of psychiatrists as an ultimate goal because it might 
expose hitherto unrecognized power motives on their part. 

Jaspers assumes that existential truth can be imparted only 
through 1-Thou confrontation. This sort of truth does not consist 
of propositions which are valid before and apart from their expres­
sion. Rather, it comes into being when the interpersonal relation­
ship has reached the requisite level of openness and insight. It can 
be reached only by being lived. Yet we can, secondarily, enter an 
existential struggle with philosophers and writers of the past so 
that instead of merely appropriating propositiohal truths we are 
helped by them to actualize living truth. Thus Jaspers regards faith 
(trust) and love as prerequisites for philosophical truth, whereas 
these are usually regarded as concomitants which distinguish re­
ligious from philosophical 1mowing.' 

Because the individual thinker is not ·universal mind,' his philoso­
phizing is historically conditioned. Moreover, true selfhood cannot 
be achieved through the cultivation of inwardness at a safe distance 
from participation in political and social struggle; it requires action 
in history at the level of empirical events. Indeed, according to 
Jaspers, we become fully aware of selfhood only because of the 
·boundary situations' with which historicity confronts us-conflict, 
suffering, guilt, and death. If life were endless and its possibilities 
infinite, nothing would ever be decisive and we would not develop 
wills. Hence the limits circumscribing autonomy are at the same 
time indispensable to the development of autonomy. Time makes 
us realize that we can irretrievably miss becoming authentic selves, 
and the inescapable presence of conflicts we cannot solve and of 
obstacles we cannot surmount drives us beyond a passive accept­
ance of the empirical world as it is. Jaspers' stress upon man's em­
beddedness in Dasein makes him an opponent of mysticism, if the 
latter means flight from the physical world and from history. On the 
other hand, his stress upon the connection between freedom and 
transcending makes him an opponent of positivism and any other 
philosophy which seeks to domesticate man wholly within the ex­
ternal world. 
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A specific example of the consequences of this position can be 
found in Jaspers' attitude toward the State. The State is both indis. 
pensable for freedom and a threat to freedom. The individual must 
recognize the manner in which it determines his destiny, and part 
of his struggle to achieve his personal destiny must take the fonn of 
political action. These requirements spring not merely from con· 
siderations of practical expediency; they reflect Jaspers' general 
thesis that no one can become himself in isolation. I cannot fight for 
my own freedom without at the same time fighting for the freedom 
of others. Yet the inescapability of political responsibility does nd 
mean that the claims of the State are absolute. Its actions and poJi. 
cies must always be criticized, especially in an age when the drift 
toward totalitarianism is omnipresent, and the criticism must be 
based on a conception of human community that attaches impor· 
tance to individual self-realization rather than standardized mass 
behavior. In politics, as in morals and philosophy, the ·exception,' 
the rebel, the man who refuses to conform, may do more to keep 
the function of authority in true perspective than the man who 
capitulates to it under pressure. 

Like Heidegger, Jaspers distinguishes between a dispassionate 
and an existential approach to history. In the former, the historian 
is not personally involved in the events and struggles he studies· 
he may treat even the present in a detached way. But in the latter: 
one participates actively in events and tries to influence their out· 
come; one's reaction to these events manifests the fact that one 
belongs to a given tradition and operates within its presuppositions. 
Knowing and being are inseparable. Although a historian needs ob­
jective knowledge to grasp his own situation accurately, unless he 
also has existential concern he is not apprehending history as it 
really occurs. 

The question arises, however, as to whether Jaspers' views can 
provide a stable position vis-a-vis the problems we are now discuss­
ing. His basic thesis is that if I try to leap out of my conditioning 
to reach some absolute vantage point, I miss both the nature of 
selfhood and of Being, for I can apprehend myself only as condi-
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tioned, and Being only as operative in and through history. Rela­
tionship between freedom and transcendence occurs in the midst 
of empirical reality, not apart from it. I have no 'self in abstraction 
from my concrete activities, purposes, and goals, even though my 
self is not just a congeries of external processes. Parenthetically one 
may ask how Jaspers can so steadfastly reject mysticism while re­
taining his principle of openness. At times he seems to admit that 
there may be a trutl1 in mysticism which he cannot fully appreciate. 
The parenthetic question is only one illustration of a basic dilemma, 
for in general Jaspers seeks to combine awareness of fallibility with 
decisiveness, and historical relativism with unconditioned concern. 
His interprc::tation of decision requires that I make absolute commit­
ments even though I can never gain access to the Absolute in its 
essence, i.e. behind and beyond historical phenomena. Thus he tries 
to steer between the opposite extremes of fanaticism and indecisive­
ness. All credit should be given to him for his vivid articulation of 
a problem which none of us can evade, even though it may be in­
soluble. But the question remains of whether his inveterate habit 
of keeping certainty and uncertainty engaged with each other in 
an inconclusive struggle may not leave him, and anyone with similar 
views, in a weakened condition before the ominous power of those 
contemporary political forces which he is most anxious to oppose 
effectively. 

His view of the relationship between the temporal and the eternal 
is like Kierkegaard's in so far as both writers claim that the Moment 
unites the two. The meaning of life is neither wholly transcendent 
nor a simple affirmation of immanent process. The Moment must 
not be misunderstood, of course, as signifying an Epicurean living 
in the present: It means binding past and future together, through 
decision, in the presence of eternal meaning. According to Jaspers, 
this eternal meaning is present not as a datum resident within events 
but as something to be decided. The decision reflects not simply 
what we want to promote as the next temporal phase, but what we 
affirm for all time. 

What is the relationship of the 'present charged with eternal sig-
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nificance' to the ordinary continuity of events? F 
the Moment is just a fragment of time in the c 
We do not live from one disconnected eternal < 

These decisions are high points arising out of 
nuity; hence they are connected with each ot] 
light on the whole expanse of everyday living. 
points we must live by means of faithfulness, es 
ness to the light which has already been given. 
destroy growth by suffocating it under the wei. 
deed, the only way in which tradition can be ke 
renewing and deepening of what it incorporat 
should enrich our appreciation of our past inst( 
Fidelity to one's heritage, family, nation, and r 
is directly implied by acceptance of our histor 
finite creatures. Thus Jaspers is able to regard tl 
pensable source for his philosophizing and faj 
order to recover the inner vitality of the Christia 
have to break with its external expressions 
dogmas. Sometimes fidelity may even require 
resignation. When there is no 'high point' which 
and meaningful background for daily life, we £ 
of outright despair and a seemingly ungroundec 

We have seen that historicity is an indispen. 
and an obstacle to, freedom. Man confronts anot 
tion when he realizes that freedom must seek 
cannot without involving itself in guilt. Jaspers , 
original condition out of which particular insta 
And he seems to regard the condition as inevitab 
nected with finitude. Finitude forces us to part 
and political struggles; whether the individual a 
action, he contributes to patterns which result i 
injustice. Every ethical choice requires a man to 
rejecting others, and the others usually have sor 
macy. Every friendship is entered into at the e' 
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sympathetic relations with others who may be equally admirable 
and worthy of attention. 

Despite the fact that guilt is inevitable, Jaspers holds that we must 
take responsibility for it. This does not mean, of course, that we 
should indulge in the morbid fiction of pretending that we directly 
willed a given form of injustice, prejudice, or cruelty when in fact 
we did not. It means, rather, that we must take responsibility for our 
whole lives, and not just the 'voluntary' segments, because the whole 
self is present in every act. Yet Jaspers does not introduce here a 
doctrine of divine forgiveness. Instead, he teaches that man must 
have the courage to accept his guilt, and lets it go at that. To any 
critic who says that if guilt is inevitable there is no sense in trying 
to be good, he replies that a thorough awareness of guilt stimulates 
us to remedy those evils which we can correct. So long as we feel 
that an evil is entirely the fault of others, we can say that it is up 
to them to do something about it. 

The importance of 'boundary situations' in Jaspers' philosophy is 

due to the fact that they make us supremely aware of the possibili­
ties of Existenz-of what it is to be a human being. Standing at the 
edge of the boundary, man comes in sight, as it were, of the Tran­
scendent. In Jaspers, as in Kierkegaard and Heidegger, our attitude 
toward death brings out the sharp contrast between objective knowl­
edge and awareness of Existenz. Objective thinking may ignore the 
problem of death entirely or simply record as a matter of scientific 
fact that animals and men die. On the other hand, existential think­
ing squarely confronts the death of the T in connection with self 
and friends; thus it realizes that a question hangs over the whole. 
extent of empirical life which cannot be answered by means of in­
fortnation. I must answer the question. To evade it by burying my­
self in temporal pleasures, or by regarding myself as merely a com­
plicated animal, or by letting life drift by \vithout having really 
lived, is actually to answer the question. The same is true if I feel 
that because of death life is incurably meaningless. But another kind 
of answer is possible, one which Jaspers calls 'courageous faith.' He 
rejects belief in immortality if that means continuance of human life 
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as Dasein in some temporal future beyond the grave. Belief of tl: 
sort refuses to acknowledge our finitude and historicity. Yet he do 
not believe that sheer nothingness stands beyond the boundary. I 
holds that Lucretius was wrong in thinking that acceptance of a 
nihilation could remove the fear of death; on the contrary, annihil 
tion is the most dreadful threat of all. The real truth in doctrin 
of eternal life is not that we shall go on existing temporally, b 
that there are values and decisions which are not merely tempoi 
because they incorporate an indestructible significance. vVe shou 
not be concerned with some illusory future existence but with t] 

spiritual struggle whereby the Moment can unite the temporal m 
the eternal. The threat of nothingness is real, and it cannot be c 
cumvented by a doctrine, but it can be actively conquered in tl 
present by courageous faith. 

Dasein, everyday life, is destructible, and we should not ev1 
desire its indefinite continuation. But Existenz, authentic selfhoo 
can be entered into now and its meaning is imperishable. Only 1 
facing death realistically do we become formed, decisive, resolu1 
and reconciled to finitude. The threat of missing true selfhood 
worse than the unavoidable fact of physical disintegration. And t] 
reality of the latter makes me alert to the former. It is because 
am going to die as a biological organism that I may miss true se: 
hood. Because I do not have forever, the question han s er eve 

•A li . f 1· 1· · g ov moment: re you vmg, ee mg, rea Izmg, ch0051• If 
ng yourse , 

some feeble caricature of what you could be?' One h h I" 
w o as Ivc 

for ends-in-themselves and who has entered into . . 1 . . . existentia cor 
.mumcation With others knows that what is important · h" I"f 

. . . • . . 1n 1s 1 ear 
m the life of his fnend cannot be anmhilated by death.a 

4. Metaphysics, the Ciphers, and Shipwreck 

By its very nature, Transcendence cannot be defined or know: 
for it cannot be grasped by the understanding that mak h obJ"e1 

ld . lli "bl es t e tive wor mte gi e, nor is it accessible to pure sub· t" "ty flo" )ec IVI • 
then, can Jaspers say anything about Being-itself? How can be refc 
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to it as beyond the split between subject and object, and as some­
how uniting Dasein and Existenz? His reply is that we must think 
of Transcendence not as something grasped but as something 
sought. 'Transcending' indubitably takes place. \Ve seek Being-itself 
through world orientation by coming up against the incompleteness, 
finitude, and transitoriness of Dasein. We seek it through the clari­
fication of existence which presses to the outermost edge of boundary 
situations. \Ve seek it through metaphysics and belief in God. 

At this point a wide gulf seems to open up between Heidegger 
and Jaspers because the latter renounces ontology, but the difference 
turns out to be mostly tern1inological, especially if Heidegger's later 
writings are considered. Jaspers assumes that ontology attempts to 
formulate a conception of Being-itself on the basis of empirical 
reality and the nature of human consciousness, and he objects to the 
notion that Being-itself can be grasped directly by means of a sys­
tem valid for all men. Universal validity is possible, he claims, only 
in the sort of objective knowledge which excludes existential factors. 
Heidegger, however, also stresses the contrast between Being-itself 
and both the empirical world and human subjectivity. 

At first glance the two writers seem to take opposed attitudes 
on the relative merits of 'metaphysics' and 'ontology.' Heidegger 
suggests that a faithful pursuit of the ontological task will lead to 
an undermining, correction, and transcendence of past metaphysics. 
Jaspers, rejecting ontology, writes as if metaphysics, mainly by fol­
lowing the via negativa, could be the supreme instance of tran­
scending. But here again the difference is largely terminological, 
for Jaspers also feels that the true significance of past metaphysics 
can be entered into only if we regard it as a mode of witnessing the 
Transcendent by means of symbolic language, and only if we dis­
cern in it a manifestation of inescapable search. It is wrong to look 
on these systems as having set forth literal, objective truth whereby 
the nature of Being-itself can be apprehended directly. 

From a formal standpoint, Transcendence in Jaspers' philosophy 
is Being-itself. From an existential standpoint, it is 'God'; and the 
expression 'the hidden God' points to the fact that Transcendence 
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cannot be grasped by means of knowledge. 'When he comes to dit 
cuss Being-itself, neither an objective nor a subjective approach il 
adequate, yet each strives to be incorporated in that 'third way' 
which cannot be specified. Every attempt to specify it, of course, 
has to be expressed by means of objectivation. On the other han~ 
since Being-itself cannot be known our only positive relationshi( 
to it must be a non-objective, existential encounter. Formal thinking 
can make a negative contribution by preparing for this encounter. 
We do not come in sight of Transcendence by running away fro::! 
objective knowledge, but by pursuing the latter to its furthest limits. 
We take every finite category, such as cause, quality, and quanti~·. 
and realize that they cannot be applied to the ultimate. Then "~ 
'think' about Transcendence not as an object, but as the presup­
position of all finite categories whose limits can only be defined ill 
relation to this presupposition. 

Beyond positive knowledge of the world lies this awareness d 
antinomies which gives us a proper perspective on knowledge ,« 
can possess. The antinomies Jaspers has in mind are Kantian. Wt 
cannot conceive of the world as having a beginning or as not havin? 
a beginning. We cannot conceive of the transition from nothing 1~ 
something, and yet we cannot co~ceive of there not being such a 
transition. Thus the supreme achievement of thought is to rene.\ 
and to acknowledge its limits. Then we are ready to take serious!!· 
the fact that what is logically meaningless-e.g. the identity rl 
Being and Nothing or of Necessity and contingency-may nevertht'" 
less have to be presupposed. 

By setting up and negating every positive statement we can make 
about Being-itself, we get a glimmer of Transcendence d thereby B. . ,an 
realize the difference between emg-Itself and evt'r historical 
manifestation through which it op.eratcs. Strictly speakrng, Jaspe~ 
should negate, as well as affirm, his own term 'Transcendence,' for 
it too has spatial and relational connotations. 

What his position comes down to, then, is that Being-itself, al· 
though it transcends every finite mode, is nevertheless encountered 
in the midst of finitude. He insists that philosophy must incorporate 
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the existential factor, the concrete ways in which Being-itself is 
experienced, by means of what amounts to personal confession. A 
philosophical faith can keep us aware of the remoteness as well as 
the nearness of God, of His strangeness as well as of that kinship 
which makes Him 'my' Gael. That such an outlook distinguishes 
Jaspers' position from speculative rationalism is clear enough. But 
it leaves him open to attacks from two sides. Philosophers can claim 
that he has really abandoned their ranks by exalting faith and per­
sonal confession above rational discourse. And theologians can claim 
that he pilfers an essentially anti-philosophical position, mainly 
from Luther, and then puts it on display as the true essence of phi­
losophy. One of Jaspers' reasons for calling his faith philosophical 
instead of theological is that the latter speaks of God as personal and 
therefore falls into the mistake of regarding Him as a being. He 
also holds that if God ever literally appeared in history freedom 
would be destroyed. Only because He remains transcendent is man 
impelled to seek Him through free activity. If the answer to the 
meaning of life were available apart from search and struggle, man 
would have no part in making himself what he is to become. 

Because Being-itself is the ground of all existence, both terms of 
every antinomy are rooted in it. Hence both sides must enter into 
our search-the dark, destroying forces as well as the orderly, con­
structive ones. As Jaspers writes of 'the law of the day' and 'the pas­
sion of the night' he reminds one of Jung. Plainly, he wants to see 
those forces which issue in clarity, communication, and fidelity win 
out, but he believes that this can happen only if those other forces 
which want to break out of the confinements of order and stability, 
and which can plunge man toward nothingness and death, are in­
corporated into courageous faith. Sometimes this may take the form 
of a willingness to renounce the world in favor of death. In any 
case, unless the dark passions are allowed to come into the open 
where light can struggle with them, they will break loose in wholly 
destructive forms. Political and religious fanaticism show all too 
clearly how man's readiness for renunciation and sacrifice can serve 
nihilistic revolt under the guise of noble intentions. 
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We have already seen that the two approaches to Being-itself, by 
objective thought and by inward attitude, are inadequate. Only be­
cause man transcends Dasein and objective knowledge can he come 
into relationship with Being-itself, yet what he is thus related to 
also transcends him and his necessarily concrete, historical, subjec­
tive ways of approaching it. Jaspers seeks to ameliorate these dif­
ficulties by means of his doctrine of 'ciphers.' This usc of the word 
is derived from the fact that messages are sometimes put into codes 
which have to be deciphered. Jaspers holds that ordinary finite 
events can point beyond themselves in a symbolic manner, but the 
message must be decoded, and the key to the code 1·s t f f no a orm o 
knowledge. What is required is a free decision of tl h 1 . 

1e w o e man rn 
response to the message which comes from Being-itself 

Although what the cipher points to transcend 1· · . 
s ore mary expen· ence, one pole of the relationship always falls 'tl . . 

wr un ordm · perience. In principle anything and any event b ary ex· 
can ecom . l so long as it points, not to some other finit . e a crp 1er 

. . e entrty or e b Bemg-rtself. If the Transcendent has no . vent, ut to 
connection . l 

we would not even be aware of the inte . Wrt 1 the world. 
. rvenmg g lf 0 hand, to Identify Being-itself with anyth' fi . · u · n the other 

f h mg mte · h 
o t e world, is to remain trapped in im ' or Wit the totality 
freedom. manence and thus to dem 

Th · h · . 
. e Clp er IS a unique symbol. Ordinar . 

phr~osophy takes for granted lh t ~symbolism in science and 
whiCh, in princi )lc . . a the symbol indicates a reality 
knowledge I ' rnJght he known non-symbolic·\lly B tl 1 tt. 

We can t 1 t l ' · Y 1e a er 
syrnhol. But ,· h es lw auellllacy or the appropriateness of the 
poi1Jt to c· Clp crs cannot be verified in this way since what the\' 
. fiflll()t I I I l . 
srnm! ()t} ". , It reae Wl hy knowkl1~c. To assume that there is 
, LJ Wtty of gdliug at Transcendence, by means of which the 

r·Jplwr can ho {OHltld, Is to nlj(lct that daim of a particular experience 

Of event to lw a manif1 ~station of Transcendence-i.e. to reject its 
·t b , sc1f-·mthcnticating. The only 

dplwr-lwod. Thus the cipher mus c. '1 . 1. to Being-itself 
· then tiC re atwns up 

thing that can give us a more au . . 1 . . . enmne Clp ler. 
than an ostensible cipher ~~ a g bout the situation of being related 

When we try to commumcate 0 
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to Transcendence we naturally have to use universals, but the lan­
guage best suited to express being in the relationship is religious 
myth. Speculation which attempts to form a concept of Being-itself 
apart from ciphers makes the mistake of cutting itself off from the 
only way men can be related to it. On the other hand, an approach 
which studies all myths empirically but believes in none of them 
cannot remain purely empirical, for its own basic concept, Nature, 
is constantly employed as identical with or as a substitute for Being­
itself. 

Although Being-itself is independent of man, how it manifests 
itself is related to the responsiveness and perceptiveness of the self. 
The cipher cannot mediate, cannot be what it is, unless man is re­
ceptive. Hence we can take attitudes which block off and resist what 
Transcendence offers. vVe can stay within the confines of imma­
nence; we can set up rationalism as the sole test of truth; we can 
fall into a relativism in which nothing is regarded as unconditional. 
In all of these instances we are refusing to acknowledge and decode 
the ciphers. Receptiveness requires personal commitment, admission 
of the limits of knowledge, and search for the truth as 'the truth 
for me: 

Because the ciphers are historical, they reflect the way in which 
existence changes in its relationship to the eternal. Real fidelity to 
them requires a continual readiness to abandon one form for another. 
Only so can the finite, historical pole of the relationship be properly 
subordinate _to. Be.ing-itself. There_fore Jaspers insists that no cipher 
is final. But 1t 1s chfficult to reconcile such an attitude with his teach-
ing that the cipher is self-authenticating. How can h h t 

< e say t a no 
cipher is final without setting up a criterion not it If . 1 b ' se a c1p 1er, Y 
which the multifarious claims of myths and symbol b . d d? 

. h . s can e JU ge 
Does not the assertion that no c1p er 1s final pres 1 t" n uppose a re a 10 -
ship to Being-itself which is final? 

These questions are important because }asp , . bout 
. . . . d . ers teachmg a 

Ciphers 1s h1s substitute for a octrme of revelat· 11. eiteratcd 
1 . tl t "t 1on. 1s r h 

complaint against the attcr IS. 1a I makes claims of .finality whic 
ignore man's fallibility and fimtude, destroy op d put a stop enness, an 
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to the ceaseless quest. Yet revealed theology often occupies positions 
similar to Jaspers'. It also holds that God's essence is not objectively 
knowable. It affirms that He transcends and is real apart from man, 
even though we can only be related to Him in and through faith 
It declares that God manifests Himself in concrete, historical event~ 
and it can acknowledge that the myths and symbols through whid 
men have expressed the experience of being encountered undergt 
continual changes. It claims that revelation, like the cipher, is seU 
authenticating, and that the only adequate remedy for defecti~ 
religious beliefs is an authentic response to God Himself. Eves 
though most theologians admit that philosophical criticism can heJt 
us get rid of defective beliefs, it cannot of itself establish authentt 
response, which is really synonymous with saving faith. Theolog)' 
must admit, finally, that men are able to take attitudes which blod 
off or resist what God offers, although theologians differ in thek 
views on how grace overcomes this resistance, and their differences 
come out crucially in connection with the doctrine of predestination 

The one aspect of revealed theology which Jaspers cannot accept 
and which has no parallel in his doctrine of ciphers, is its clain 
to finality. More will be said about this matter shortly. Suffice it u 
say here that Jaspers is right in discerning that it is very difficut. 
to accept a final criterion in such a way that spiritual growth is con 
stantly fostered instead of blocked. It is difficult to hold any belief. 
doctrine, or formula in such a way that its historically conditioned 
character is always remembered and paramount importance is not 
attached to the human belief, but to the reality of God to which it 
points. Let us also grant that Jaspers may be right in feeling that 
revealed theology has for the most part failed to strike the delicatt 
balance which might overcome these difficulties. Nevertheless, are 
not these difficulties intrinsic in the human situation as Jaspers him· 
self has described that situation? Are they avoided by renouncing 
revelation? Does not Jaspers himself remain entangled in them so 
long as he asserts that his own doctrine of the ciphers is in any sense 
true? 

Perhaps Jaspers achieves a strange consistency by holding that 
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no positive cipher is final because the final cipher is negative. 'The 
ultimate,' he says, 'is shipwreck.' 4 It may be characterized as a situ­
ation in which no cipher appears, and by which all ciphers are to 
be tested. We come closest to Transcendence when all approaches 
to it have been shattered. Our attempts to construct a metaphysical 
system have dissolved into antinomies. Our attempts to find an in­
telligible pattern in history have been engulfed in the chaos of 
events. Freedom has turned against itself and destroys freedom. 
Even the religious quest has trailed off into silence and emptiness. 
The individual is in a state of inner collapse, frustration, isolation. 
No philosophical or religious 'doctrine' can help him. Something 
must happen inside him and yet it does not happen. This realiza­
tion of the utter precariousness of existence, when we have literally 
nowhere to turn, brings home as nothing else can the difference 
between our world and Transcendence. By cutting off every analogy, 
every meaning which might tempt us to think of Being-itself in 
familiar, manageable terms, it makes us aware of the unattainable 
character of what stands behind and above all our approaches. 
Where nothing is left to us, Being is there. 'The non-being of all that 
is accessible to us, that non-being which reveals itself in ship wreck, 
is the Being of Transcendence.' ~ 

Jaspers believes that the possibility of shipwreck is a condition 
of freedom. Unless human existence is thus precarious, we could 
domesticate ourselves in the world at the level of Dasein and cease 
to be fully human. The experience of shipwreck may teach us that 
our true destiny lies above the level of empirical events, and some of 
us cannot learn this until the course of empirical events has become 
utterly catastrophic. Instead of learning the lesson, however, we 
may simply confront meaningless destruction without hope. This 
moreover actually occurs. Suffering may lead to the complete de­
struction of the personality instead of to strength and wisdom; the 
death of a little child after long torment, the wholesale slaughter of 
warfare, the spiritual putrefaction of the concentration camp-none 
of these facts can be fitted into a meaningful pattern of history. 
Hence they make every philosophy questionable. The outcome does 
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not depend on the ability of a philosophy to provide explanations: 
these are unobtainable. It depends rather on the ability of the indi­
vidual to become related to Being-itself by means of shipwreck. Phl 
losophy, in all ordinary uses of the term, has come to a dead-end 
and personal faith has taken over. Yet the faith is not directed 
toward any object. 

As soon as we try to teach someone else, by means of language. 
how to cope with shipwreck, we have left the situation itself and 
passed into the region of universals and logical discourse. All Jaspe~ 
can say, by means of such discourse, is that destruction of the worl/ 
cannot destroy Being-itself. If my cipher can express this fact, if i 
can remain standing after all human potentialities have been sha~ 
tered, then it is authentically a window through which the light J 
Transcendence shines. But there is no way of reaching the peace d 
this affirmation except by passing through anxiety and hopelessness 

How does man have the power thus to stand fast? How does It 
have the courage to affirm Being? One cannot say 'through his free­
dom'; for the situation Jaspers has described is one where freedo!l1 
itself falters. Neither can one say 'by saving grace beyond fret" 
dam,' for then it is a puppet wl~o is .saved ins.tead of a man. J aspe!S 
believes that when we have relmqmshed all Illusions, all false 0 ti­
mism, all this-worldly hopes, all unrealistic confidence in our 0~ 
strength, then a new kind of strength comes to us because freedof.l 
can destroy itself but cannot destr~y its Ground. At that point we 
can enter freely into the faith wluch declares: 'It is enough that 
Being is.' a 

What Jaspers has described is at the opposite pole from a Freud· 
ian death-instinct which actively seeks and desires shipwreck. }. 
premature willingness to give up th.e ship pretends that tragedy 
does not matter because everything IS hopelessly obscure anyway. 
Shipwreck is authentically faced only when we struggle against it 

with all our strength yet still recognize that it cannot be avoided. 
There is no legitimate renunciation of the world which does not 
issue in a return to the world. One must really care about the values 
which are destroyed; one must be faithful to whatever is meaningful 
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and normative in life; and then one must face the destructibility of 
everything that can be cherished. It is only when, through struggle 
and sadness, we have let go of everything temporal and finite that 
the Eternal appears in temporality and finitude. 

5. Philosophy. Religion, and Faith 

Jaspers is convinced that all truth is one because it is grounded 
in Transcendence, but he is equally convinced that no one can reach 
this truth in a static or exclusive manner. Our approaches must take 
the form of a constant movement, and we must remember that all of 
them are historically conditioned. This throws the emphasis on the 
individual's search. Existential truth may come to us in 'exceptional' 
ways, i.e. which go against the general or universal patterns of 
thought and morality. What makes the Exception valuable is not his 
unconventionality; the deviant may be a criminal instead of a 
prophet. And it is possible to break with the conventional inwardly 
while outwardly living a quite orderly existence. The distinguishing 
mark of the Exception is that he finds himself subject to an uncon­
ditional claim which is not objectively demonstrable. A scientific 
truth remains valid whether we accept it or not. We do not appro­
priate it by means of loyalty, but by means of a rational process of 
verification which any other mind in principle can also follow. 

But fidelity to the unconditional claim should not encourage scorn 
for scientific truth or everyday moral standards. The Exception is 
compelled to go beyond them, but always with the agonizing aware­
ness that he may be wrong. And since persecution may befall him 
whether he is right or wrong, persecution cannot in itself be re­
garded as a vindication. Spiritual heroes and pioneers are often exe­
cuted by men who think they are defending order and civil right­
eousness against a dreadful threat, but usually the latter have some 
portion of the truth on their side which the Exception, in his single­
ness of purpose, has ignored. Moreover, it is misleading to divide 
humanity into two groups, the exceptional and the conventional. 
The struggle between these two can go on in the breast of any man, 

2:51 



EXISTENTIALISM AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

because everyone can share in collective responsibilities and yet 
everyone can also have a unique way of reacting to life which incor­
porates values that no one else can fully appreciate. 

Therefore the individual search must be balanced by a principlt 
which Jaspers calls 'authority,' meaning that through our traditiol'l! 
and communal heritages we receive riches far greater than any is(} 
lated individual could spin out for himself. Authority makes its 
impact not merely through rational suasion, but also through laws 
and institutions. The Exception may come into conflict with its C(} 

ercive power, but his revolt should be intended to reshape trad~ 
tions and institutions, not an attempt to annihilate them. The legiti 
macy of authority can be tested by the extent to which it is inwardlJ, 
freely appropriated instead of having to maintain itself throug\ 
threats and coercion. Indeed, the real test is the extent to whicl 
authority is based on Transcendence. Since this can never bt 
'known,' the scientific study of governments and cultures can mere~ 
describe how they operate; it can never tell us the extent to whid 
these patterns reflect the Eternal. Thus political judgments abott 
ends, as contrasted with technical questions about means, must bt 
based upon religious confession. The validity of these judgments can 
never be demonstrated; they can be implemented only by loving 
and serving what they imply. All too ~ften authority becomes tyran· 
nical, relies on force instead of devotion, and deifies itself in ways 
that are an outrage against Transcendence. Nevertheless, if the bear. 
ing of the reality of God upon human society is to be found at all. 
it must be found in connection with historical traditions and instj. 
tutions which seek to point to Him, and He must be served throug11 

serving relative, historical movements and earthly authorities. 
Thus in his search for truth Jaspers swings continually between 

two poles, unconditional faith and openness. Fanaticism arises when­
ever unconditional faith tries to base itself upon a truth which is 

regarded as objective and universally valid. In the attitude which 
Jaspers calls 'catholicity,' truth is regarded as static and finished, 
and as the exclusive possession of one group. He holds that existen­
tial truth cannot come to anyone in this form. It comes as 'truth for 
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me,' and therefore it is inconsistent to try to force anyone else to 
accept truth on the basis of dogma, demonstration, or in any other 
non-existential fashion. \Vhenever Christianity claims to have ex­
clusive possession of the final revelation, purports to be able to 
transmit it through creeds and doctrines, and then declares that 
those who reject it are damned, it is falling into 'catholicity.' Here 
authority has forgotten its proper role and has turned tyrannical. 
Finite, fallible men claim that they have come into possession of a 
finished truth, thereby forgetting that God transcends all the his­
torical manifestations through which He reveals Himself. 

Openness requires me to remember that my personal faith is only 
one among many. I must be ready to die for it, but only in the effort 
to convince others freely of its truth. I cannot serve it by killing 
them for rejecting it. Nevertheless, Jaspers has to face the question 
as to whether openness may not lead to a tentativeness which under­
cuts all vital faith. He contends that it does not if openness is incor­
porated as an essential ingredient in faith itself. Trust can include 
readiness to meet risk and change. Firmness can include willingness 
to enter into existential communication with alien points of view. 
Since my own faith can only be understood from the inside, it fol­
lows that I am not in a strong position for passing judgment on other 
faiths so long as I have to view them from the outside. Yet Jaspers 
does not suggest that by studying all religions sympathetically, we 
can arrive at a syncretistic view which is more adequate than any 
one of them; for the syncretist, if he is committed to none, fails to 
get inside any. The instant he gives his commitment to some ration­
alistic or eclectic amalgam, his so-called 'universal essence of reli­
gion' is really just one sect among others and at logger-heads with 
others. 

There is then no escape from historical particularity. Faith is 
always both absolute and relative. It is absolute in the sense of being 
unconditional; it is relative because it is individual and historical. 
The only way to meet this situation is to strive ceaselessly for com­
munication. Having no faith at all is not openness, but emptiness. 
Readiness for communication means that in some hitherto alien 
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outlook I may find a manifestation of God to which I have been 
blind. Nevertheless, Jaspers recognizes that an ideal solution is im 
possible. Today we confront substihtte religions which spread their 
ideologies not merely by means of sacred books, rites, and doctrines, 
but through dictators, storm troopers, and secret police. The conflid 
among faiths competing for the minds and souls of men therefort 
takes forms where loving communication is out of the question, esp~ 
cially when the opponent is a wartime enemy. Yet we become com 
pletely dehumanized unless, in fighting the war, we are strugglinJ 
to preserve or to re-establish the sort of human dignity and spiritu~ 
freedom which loving communication implies. 

It should now be apparent why Jaspers stands as a mediatinJ 
figure within the existentialist movement. There are existentialist! 
who have remained, however restively or iconoclastically, withiJ 
the traditions of revealed religion, Protestant, Roman Catholic, and 
Jewish. There are other existentialists who are atheists. Jaspers re­
jects both alternatives, seeking to transform aspects of each and to 
blend them together into a philosophic faith. His efforts give rise to 
a dialectic of defiance and surrender. If it is only through a full exer 
cise of freedom that man can enter into authentic trust, then tht 
doubts and questions which arise in our minds must not be silenced 

The first step must always be the achievement of independence. 
Only a man who has learned to trust hi~self can believe that Being­
itself is trustworthy. Any honest man IS so revolted and baffied by 
the tragedy of life that he is tempted to rebel against existence. By 
rejecting pseudo-solutions, he finds that there are no remedies for 
evil, suffering, and guilt except those ~hi~h. man can achieve by hiS 
freedom. If life can be made worthwhile, It Is not through practicin~ 
some sort of metaphysical or religious legerdemain which makes 
tragedy unreal, but through becoming something we can affirm de· 
spite man's precarious and vulnerable situation. There is, then, 8 

truth in atheism. I must become my own answer instead of expect­
ing the answer to be furnished by tradition, society, or the church. 
Here Jaspers finds atheism on the side of honesty when it refuses 
to call evil 'good' for the sake of retaining theodicy, and he finds 
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that conventional doctrines of God often go hand in hand with 
timidity and dishonesty. But he adds that insistence upon truthful­
ness is an authentic way of standing in the presence of God even 
when an individual, as an atheist, does not realize what he is doing. 
God, the ground of freedom, does not want blind and craven capitu­
lation. 

On the other side of defiance, however, lies a form of surrender 
which is strength, not weakness. Through an acute sense of right­
eousness and justice which prompts us to cry out against the world 
as it is, we come into communion with a righteous and just God. 
Through asking God the most embarrassing questions, we seek Him. 
Through rejecting rational or traditionally pious conceptions of Him 
that cannot stand the test of criticism, we express our need for an 
authentic relationship. At that point we realize that we could not 
defy God unless He had already given us the power to do so. By 
accepting and exercising this gift, the atheist accepts God without 
knowing it. Once we can affirm the source of that freedom which 
enables us to rebel, to doubt, and to make our own answers to life, 
we can be ready for whatever duties and tragedies may come to us. 

From Jaspers' standpoint, then, atheism is a complex phenomenon 
and it is superficial to reject it wholesale. At least three different 
attitudes may be found under the same label. The first strives to find 
sufficiency by complete domestication within the world. Instead of 
exercising the tragic freedom of entering into true selfhood, it im­
merses the self in immanence and settles for such goals as enjoy­
ment, prosperity, or power. This atheistic conduct of life can be 
found not only among those who consciously reject belief in God, 
but also among many who belong to churches and regard them­
selves as religious people. The second form of atheism is nihilism, 
and Jaspers' attitude toward it has already been discussed. Against 
the first form of adjustment to the world it has the merit of insisting 
upon the exercise of freedom, but it regards freedom itself as absurd. 
The third form of atheism, which may sometimes be combined with 
the second, is really a religious protest signifying, albeit indirectly 
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and unwittingly, the transcendence of God and man's yearning for 
truth, justice, and meaning. 

Jaspers' relationship to his own Protestant tradition is even more 
complicated than his attitude toward atheism. For purposes of ex· 
position we have sometimes used 'Being-itself' and 'God' inter· 
changeably in the foregoing because Jaspers comes close to doing 
the same thing himself. But the latter word has many religious con· 
notations which cannot possibly be read into his philosophy. This 
becomes clear if we examine his use of another term, Das Um· 
greifende, 'the Encompassing' or 'the Enveloping.' He applies this 
term to each of seven different horizons, from any one of whid 
we can look at the whole of reality. These are: (1) Empirical ex· 
istence ( Dasein); ( 2) consciousness in general ( Bewusstsein iiber· 
haupt); ( 3) creative mind (Geist); ( 4) existing in inwardness (Ex· 
istenz); (5) reason, as defined earlier (Vernunft); (6) world, as 
defined in connection with world-orientation; and ( 7) Transcend· 
ence. In an effort to simplify our discussion, these have been grouped 
under three main headings-world, self, and transcendence. Yet 
everything can fall within any one o~ the seven. For example, I can 
be viewed as incorporating the umverse, or the universe can be 
viewed as incorporating me. The world can be regarded as exclud· 
ing selfhood (and, as a cons~quence, selfhood may be ignored), or 
it can be regarded as includmg the ego. Nevertheless, 'that which 
envelops' really lies beyond any closed perspective. 

The most puzzling aspect of this scheme is encountered at the 
point where Jaspers treats the sev~nth, Transcendence, as primus 
inter pares. He seems to be indicatmg that if Being-itself holds all 
modes of reality together, we can never reach a unifying perspective 
from which we see how this is done. Being-itself is manifest to us 
through various unifying perspectives, but absolute unity-or, as 
some theologians might wish to say, God as He is in His essence­
forever transcends us, and the seventh mode can merely point to 
that fact. 

Jaspers himself recognizes certain affinities between his position 
and that of Plotinus when the latter speaks of the ineffability of the 
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One. Jaspers' meaning is that no predicates derived from the way 
we seek to organize knowledge and experience are applicable to 
Being-itself. We cannot legitimately speak of it as either personal 
or impersonal, detetminate or free. But since Jaspers does have to 
denote what he is speaking about by using one term, Being-itself, 
the question arises of whether the latter can then be differentiated­
as it must be, if it is transcendent-from connotations which make it 
merely a summary name for that in which everything real partici­
pates. If all ciphers are merely inappropriate, then Jaspers' affirma­
tion of transcendence, and his accompanying rejection of pure im­
manentalism, is undermined. No matter what conclusion we reach 
on this issue, we can at least understand why, when Jaspers uses the 
word 'God,' anthropomorphic connotations must be excluded. At the 
same time, because the relationship of the individual to Being-itself 
must be existential, our mode of approach cannot divest itself of 
anthropomorphic coloring. If someone reproaches Jaspers with hav­
ing ended with incoherence, since he says in effect that what he 
and every other man must do is at the same time inappropriate, I 
suppose he could reply that this situation illustrates precisely what 
he has been trying to call attention to all along-the inaccessibility 
of Being-itself. 

Now let us turn to the relationship between philosophy and reli­
gion. Jaspers recognizes that since both deal with the whole of life 
and with ultimate questions, commerce between them has always 
involved both kinship and enmity. He is willing to admit that phi­
losophy could not long survive, at least as a vital enterprise, unless 
religion trained people from childhood onward to orientate their 
lives toward transcendence. And he vigorously opposes efforts to 
reduce tension between philosophy and religion by arranging some 
sort of division of labor; he is not willing, as some philosophers are, 
to turn over such matters as faith, absolute commitment, and exis­
tential concern to religion on the ground that their presence is likely 
to interfere with the rigor of those methods which have first claim 
on the philosopher's allegiance. For Jaspers, precisely because phi­
losophy must be based upon a faith of its own, it cannot accept the 
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claims of special revelation nor submit to ecclesiastical authority. 
He rejects special revelation because he sees it as an attempt to 

turn something which must remain individual and existential into 
something direct, objective, and universally binding. He does no~ 
of course, reject the belief that revelation occurs in history; what 
he denies is that a particular cipher can at the same time be tht 
Transcendent. He also denies that religious truth can be appropri 
ated by accepting dogma, inasmuch as it cannot be passed on from 
one generation to the next as scientific truths are, nor can it be com 
prised in a rationally ordered system. Furthermore, whereas Chris­
tianity fixes on only one cipher as final, philosophy must try to set 
how all ciphers point to God. Whereas Christianity demands tlt 
acceptance of a particular book, institution, and Saviour, philosophy 
appropriates freely from any religious source without capitulati~ 
to exclusivistic demands. Thus, according to Jaspers, the philosophtf 
can remain more faithful to the transcendence of God than the the~ 
logian, for the latter always wants to identify Cod with someth~ 
finite. And where Christianity thinks it has some basis of certain~ 
which cannot be questioned, philosophy insists on questionin! 
everything and anything. 

The dilemma between openness and decisiveness thus appeal! 
once again. In order to ret.ai~ his P~ilosophical integrity, JaspeJ! 
must remain aloof from religiOus behef, yet to be genuinely opes 
and ready for communication he needs to be susceptible to such 
faith. He admits that in his effort to take account of whatever is trut 
in all religious traditions, the philoso.pher becomes incapable of 
entering fully into any. Therefore there IS no way out of the dilemma. 
If a man incorporates the value of one emphasis, he will cut himself 
off from direct experience of the value of the other, and there is n~ 
third possibility able to synthesize both. The split is not between 
philosophical detachment and personal commitment. A conflict goes 
on, within Jaspers, between two irreconcilable forms of existential 
faith. 'When either philosophy or religion loses its existential char. 
acter, it has deteriorated. The one may be led by endless question. 
ing into an intellectual and spiritual paralysis called suspended 
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judgment. The other can fall into mechanical, external belief in reve­
lation. But even when both are at their best, there is one ineradicable 
difference. The philosopher surrenders to God only via independ­
ence and autonomy; the religious man subordinates his freedom to 
some kind of superhuman guarantee. Jaspers clearly believes that 
the philosophical venture shows a higher kind of trust and comes 
closer to the truth by taking account of the threatening, as well as 
the affirming, character of Transcendence. In short, he seeks to 
retain and to reformulate what is best in Christianity by relinquish­
ing precisely those claims of certainty, finality, and uniqueness 
which many Christians regard as forming the indispensable core of 
their truth. 

Yet Jaspers would like to persuade philosophers that the Bible 
should permeate their thinking. He explicitly takes over the way in 
which it affirms monotheism, preserving a dialectical relationship 
between the transcendent and the historical. He also accepts, in his 
own way, the belief that man is created in the image of God. He 
holds that ethical distinctions are grounded in divine love which 
transcends moral relativism, and that history as a whole has mean­
ing and is not fragmented into particular moments and epochs pos­
sessing only transitory meaning. Although he regards most prayer 
as superstitious because it attempts to view God as a finite person 
who can be persuaded to satisfy our selfish desires, he holds that 
prayer, in a purified sense, is the only appropriate manner whereby 
man can 'think' of God. It is a Jiving relatedness to the Transcendent 
instead of talk about such a relationship. Thus prayer can mean the 
building up of one's strength through meditation on the source of 
creativity and freedom; seeking only an inward transfiguration and 
expecting no external results, it can save worship from being cor­
rupted by mixed motives. Closely related to this sort of prayer, to 
which the philosopher turns in times of stress and isolation, is 
Jaspers' conviction that suffering may become a means to com­
munion with God. He sees in the aged Jeremiah a man who has 
been deprived of all earthly support, who has encountered ship­
wreck, and who finds, nevertheless, that it is enough that God is. 
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Hence there is no doubt about Jaspers' receptiveness of the Bible. 
But he is convim;ed that inasmuch as revealed theology has continu­
ally blocked a free appropriation of the Biblical message, it is up to 
the philosopher to recover its living appeal by cutting through all 
accretions of dogma. As he undertakes this task, Jaspers is compelled 
to regard Christian belief in the Incarnation as incompatible with 
the absolute transcendence of God. 

He expresses his attitude sharply in the following passage: 'It is 
among the sorrows of my life spent in the search for truth, that dis· 
cussion with theologians always dries up at crucial points; they fall 
silent, state an incomprehensible proposition, speak of something 
else, make some categorical statement, engage in amiable talk, 
without really taking cognizance of what one has said-and in the 
last analysis they are not really interested. For on the one hand they 
are certain of their truth, terrifyingly certain; and on the other hand 
they do not regard it as worth while to bother about people like us, 
who strike them as merely stubborn. And communication requires 
listening and real answers, forbids silence or the evasion of ques· 
tions; it demands above all that all statements of faith . . , should 
continue to be questioned and tested, not only outwardly, but in­
wardly as well.' 7 

Jaspers rejects special revelation, therefore, on the ground that 
it blurs the distinction between finite things and God Himself. Pre· 
cisely because the Word of God is not the word of man the Chris­
tian doctrine of the God-man is unconvincing. He admit; that often, 
in the conflict between faith and reason, Christianity has rightly 
reminded philosophy of polarities which the latter was trying to 
ignore. He admits that instead of purifying religious truth, much 
philosophical criticism has made the mistake of trying to destroy it. 
But he steadfastly resists the exclusivistic claim of Christianity on 
the ground that it tries to treat the content of faith as though it were 
universally true. The theologian has to claim that revelation has 
lifted him above the exigencies of human finitude and fallibility. 
Thus will-to-power is introduced into a religion which supposedly 
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nurh1res the opposite. ·when this happens, philosophy cannot remain 
neutral. To do so would imply that intolerance is harmless. 

Belief in the Incarnation is incompatible not only with Tr-.mscend­

ence but with freedom. Since the center of value is in the indi­
vidual, not in the genus, the primary task of becoming oneself must 
not be made subordinate to a universal model of perfect 1\'lanhood. 
To regard Christ the Pattern as of supreme importance is to treat 
the individual as though he were expendable, and to violate the 
principle that every man is an end in himself because he is a source 
of ethical creativity. The most any human being can do is point to 
Transcendence. No man can be God. If there were an event in his­
tory where God had finally revealed Himself, then man would no 
longer be called to the venture of finding his own way through the 
darkness of life. He would merely need to accept, as universally 
binding, what the God-man tells us to do, and to receive, through 
atoning transaction within the Godhead, a salvation which makes 
struggling and groping superfluous. Hidden beneath the doctrine 
of the God-man, Jaspers feels, is a fear of freedom and a contempt 
for humanity. Indeed, theology can take a form akin to nihilism 
when it relinquishes the faith that God can work creatively in his­
tory through all men. Then the belief that He can bring about salva­
tion through a special, sinless man, who as such cannot really be part 
of our dark and tragic history, is merely a device for escaping the 
hopelessness which attends the initial defeatist attitude toward man. 

Once the elements which he regards as idolatrous have been re­
moved, however, Jaspers affirms that the spirit of Jesus can help 
each man reach his own authentic selfhood. But this spirit appears 
in many other ways in human history and Jesus has no monopoly 
on it. Jaspers cites Matthew 19:17 where Jesus asks 'Why callest 
Thou me good?' as an attempt on the Master's part to reject the 
attribution of deity to Himself. Jesus, like other prophets and mar­
tyrs, was an Exception with a special vocation. But we cannot make 
Him into a standard picture of the whole man for every man. He 
refused to take up the ordinary duties of marriage and the state, 
and He paid but scant attention to knowledge and culture. Thus 
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there are many values we have a right to pursue which a rigid wor­
ship of Him would exclude. Finally, a literal following of Him be­
comes not a way of life, but a way of death. He stands as a symbol 
for the fact that man must be ready to suffer and die for his faith, 
but this readiness must be combined with a responsible attitude 
toward the on-going processes of history, political action, and insti· 
tutions. The message of Jesus must be freely, not slavishly appro­
priated. By criticism and independence the philosopher can serve 
the cause of Transcendence, which Jesus also served, against those 
who have turned belief in Him into idolatry. Philosophy must con· 
tinue to fight revealed theology in so far as the latter results in de­
fensiveness and special pleading, puts a stop to critical inquiry, 
destroys communication between believer and unbeliever, stresses 
eschatology at the expense of historical endeavor, and tends to in· 
duce a martyr complex. 

6. Critique 

Jaspers' criticism of theology applies with considerable force 
whenever a doctrine is not held in a genuinely existential way. Thus 
it can apply to a theological outlook originally existential but sub· 
sequently hardened into a form of dogmatism which tries to treat 
the supernatural or the supra-rational as furnishing a form of objec· 
tive certainty. A doctrinal scheme can be as rigid as any speculative 
system, whether it rejects philosophy (e.g. Barthianism) or whether 
it regards philosophy as compatible with revelation (e.g. Thomism ). 

The problem remains as to whether Christianity, in being faithful 
to itself, must take forms which Jaspers rejects. He contemplates 
only two possibilities. The first is universally valid, objective knowl­
edge, which is confined to phenomena, non-existential, scientific. 
The second is unconditional commitment, which is 'absolute' in the 
sense that it calls for total response on the part of the whole man, 
but which is at the same time inescapably individual historically , 
conditioned, and engaged in endless striving. He holds that the 
Transcendent manifests itself through various historical media, but 
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points out that our individual apprehension of God is only one 
among others, that our religious tradition is only one among others. 
Yet as we have seen repeatedly, it is impossible for Jaspers to regard 
his own philosophy, in so far as it is true, as falling under either 
of these alternatives. Clearly he does not claim for his statements 
about Being-itself the sort of universal validity which characterizes 
scientific propositions. Neither does he put them forward merely as 
private opinion which reflect the peculiarities of his individual sub­
jectivity. What, then, is their status? Even if he could succeed in 
confining himself entirely to the via negativa, his negative state­
ments, in order to be true, would have to occupy a position which 
avoids both alternatives. 

In short, Jaspers must presuppose that, in his case at least, some 
sort of fusion has taken place between the universally valid and 
the existential. He cannot assume, without undermining his own 
philosophy, that because all individuals are historically conditioned 
they are equally far from a right orientation toward Being-itself. It 
is difficult to avoid the force of Joseph de Tonquedec's remark: 
'Jaspers deprecates every "philosophic system," every universally 
valid "doctrine," every teaching that can be objectively transmitted. 
And after having made these statements, he writes three volumes 
of philosophy. Whether he admits it or not, he certainly attempts 
to teach his contemporaries the one and only way of huth, the only 
correct attitude regarding reality, the only way to attain to being 
and to relate oneself to Transcendence.' 8 

The general difficulty in which Jaspers finds himself at this point 
has a direct bearing on his remarks about Christology. He teaches 
that Being-itself can be discerned with varying degrees of adequacy 
through the ciphers and that the eternal and the temporal can be 
joined in the Moment. But he regards it as incompatible with the 
nature of both Transcendence and history to say more than that 
they can be connected. He holds that to regard them as pervasively 
identical is pantheism, and that to believe they are identical at one 
unrepeatable point is arbitrary. One must acknowledge, in his de­
fense, that many arbitrary and foolish beliefs are impossible to dis-
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prove. But if he believes that Being-itself is manifest at all in history, 
why does he assume that no such manifestation can take the form 
of identity (God-manhood)? Here he brings 'already finished' as· 
sumptions about the nature of Transcendence and the nature of his· 
toricity to bear upon the Christological problem. How did Jaspers 
reach them? How can he hold that one cipher may be more adequate 
than another, but that no cipher is final, without claiming for his own 
views concerning the possible connections between Transcendence 
and history some sort of real finality? How has he attained enough 
certainty about Being-itself, despite his own finitude and fallibility, 
to declare that no man can be God? 'Why is it consistent with hu· 
mility and freedom to subject all searching and faith to the tran· 
scendent illumination of Being-itself, which must reach me in history 
if it is to reach me at all, yet inconsistent with these same qualities 
to subject searching and faith to the Transcendent as Incarnate in 
history? 

Jaspers takes the statements in which Jesus points beyond his 
humanity to God the Father as irreconcilable with belief in His 
deity, whereas for some of us these same passages enter directly 
into the conviction that here humanity has become a transparent 
medium through which deity shines. Thus, for example, Paul Tillich 
writes: 'Final revelation does not destroy reason; it fulflls reason 
... In the New Being which is manifest in Jesus as the Christ, the 
most concrete of all possible forms of concreteness, a personal life, 
is the bearer of that which is absolute without condition and re­
striction . . . Final revelation is not logical nonsense; it is a con· 
crete event which on the level of rationality must be expressed in 
contradictory terms . . . The paradox of final revelation overcom· 
ing the conflict between absolutism and relativism, is lov~ . . . The 
absoluteness of love is its power to go into the concrete situation. 
to discover what is demanded by the predicament of the concrete to 
which it turns. Therefore, love can never become fanatical in a fight 
for an absolute, or cynical under the impact of the relative.' 0 

Jaspers is right in holding that the doctrine of the Incarnation has 
been put forward in ways which violate freedom, obscure the pre. 
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cariousness of human life, put an end to search, and falsely deny the 
element of risk. But these ways of holding the doctrine can be criti­
cized just as sharply on the basis of revealed theology as they can on 
the basis of his philosophy. Indeed, so long as theology remains exis­
tential, its fusion between Being-itself and historicity is comparable 
to that fusion which Jaspers has to presuppose for his own •truth.' 

He excludes God-manhood on the basis of a general notion concern­
ing connections between Transcendence and history, which cannot 
be reconciled with his insistence that there is no finality. 

The Christian theologian, if he i11 wise, claims finality for Agape, 
not for his propositions about it nor for his personal measure of par­
ticipation in what Agape is. The Christian position is not a trick 
whereby one remains •terrifyingly certain' and arrogant while pre­
tending to be very modest about the claims one makes for oneself. 
In God's presence every claim we make for our beliefs and our lives 
becomes precarious indeed; the task of actually participating in 
what we talk about becomes endless, and faith in Christ offers not a 
substitute for living out our lives, but a call to self-realization. The 
forgiveness, the release from guilt, the entrance into fellowship with 
the Eternal which Christ offers cannot be actualized in me apart 
from me. If Jaspers really believes that Being-itself manifests itself 
in history, and does not regard commerce between man and Tran­
scendence as a one-way process in which man must do all the search­
ing and climbing alone, then he has already assented to what might 
fairly be called the Christological principle. Finitude, sin, and the 
on-going process of life mean that we never reach ·finality' in the 
sense that the way we hold or embody the truth is perfect or legis­
lative for other men. 

But what about the truth itself? If it is manifest to us at all, it is 
manifest in the midst of these conditions, for we cannot jump out of 
them. And if Being-itself in any sense takes the initiative, so that 
there is a two-way process of meeting which man may accept and 
which he may also resist or evade, then how does this initiative ex­
press itself and what sort of God does it reveal? ·Being-itself savingly 
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manifest in history' is a religio-philosophical phrase not wholly in. 
compatible with Jaspers' views. One suspects that it is neither con. 
sistency nor his admirable and persistent honesty which prevents 
him from translating this as 'the '¥ord became flesh.' Apparently 
theologians have successfully blinded him to the possibility of a 
form of Christian faith which might cure what is, in Jaspers, a really 
intolerable form of indecisiveness without destroying the commend· 
able aspects of his openness. All our symbols and doctrines may be 
inadequate, just because they are ours, to express God's self-revela· 
tion in history. But it does not follow from this that God has not re­
vealed Himself in History, uniquely, in Christ. And if He has, that 
does not mean that all non-Christian doctrines and symbols are 
repudiated and destroyed. It means that they, along with non· 
Christian doctrines and symbols, can be illuminated and judged by 
what He is. Accordingly, a pagan or an atheist who seeks the truth 
in love can undeniably be nearer to God than a Christian theologian 
with a proprietary attitude toward the deity and who utters Biblical 
doctrine with arrogance toward his neighbor. This can be the cast 
precisely because God is present to man as love and in love. 

Jaspers' position really implies that although human love may 
collaborate with the ultimate in various ways and at various levels 
in history, the two are never fully united. From a Christian stand· 
point, this is the same as saying that God has never fully expressed 
His love. To this one can only con~lude by replying that if Jaspers 
is right, it must be just as frustratmg to be Being-itself as it is to 
be human. 

NOTES 
1 .. Translated by R. Manheim; published in New York by Philosophical 
Library, 1949. 

2. In English, in addition to the work cited above, we now have these 
other works by Jaspers: Man in the Modern Age (London: Routledge, 
1933), The European Spirit (London: Student Christian Movement press, 
1948), The Way to Wisdom (New Haven: Yale, 1951), and TragedY Is 
Not Enough (Boston: Beacon Press, 1952). 
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3. Jaspers' distinction between Dasein and Existenz may be noticed pri­
marily in Plzilosophie (Berlin, 1932), pp. 15-23, and in Von der Wahrheit 
(Munich, 1947), pp. 77-9. 
4. Philosophie, m, p. 220. 

5. Ibid. III, p. 234. 
6. See, for a further development of this important point, Tragedy Is Not 
Enough, pp. 41-2. 
7. The Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p. 77. 
8. Une Philosophie Existentielle: L'Existence clapres Karl ]aspers (Paris, 
1945),p.100. 
9. Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, I, pp. 150, 151, 152. 
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CHAPTER VII 

MARCEl 



1. His Life 

Gabriel Marcel was born in Paris in 1889. His father, an official 
in the French government and at one time ambassador in Stock­
holm, belonged to a Roman Catholic family but early became an 
agnostic. Because Gabriel's mother died when he was four, he was 
looked after by an aunt. She was of Jewish stock, although her 
family was indifferent to religion; finally she adopted a non­
dogmatic form of liberal Protestantism which placed great stress 
on self-discipline and service to others. As he looks back on it, 
Marcel attributes tlu-ee characteristics of his thought to the circum­
stances which surrounded his childhood. First, the differences of 
temperament and opinion to which he was exposed in his family 
made him realize that some of the deepest incompatibilities in life 
cannot be reconciled merely by means of intellectual formulas. 
Second, the religious aridity of his environment at home and at 
school aroused in him an obscure discontent which set him forth 
on a spiritual quest which was finally to culminate in his conver­
sion to Roman Catholicism. Third, the fact that his mother 're­
mained present' with him, despite her death, gave rise to an aware­
ness of 'hidden polarity between the seen and the unseen' which 
he regards as a major influence in his writings.1 

Although he was a brilliant pupil, Marcel was repelled by the 
academic approach to life because it tended to stifle creativity. Too 
much importance was attached to his grades, and he came to feel 
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that he was being valued for his scholastic output instead of fa 
himself. He found his relationships to courses, teachers, and fellO'il 
pupils ·abstract' in the sense that they were remote from his inwaf. 
needs for growth and expression. The methods of instruction ec­
ployed in the classroom often made a great book seem disgustit! 
instead of attractive. The same discontent followed him when It 
took up the study of philosophy. An opportunity for travel 1uJ 
given him a chance to explore some of the beauties of the woM 
and the meaning of friendship at first hand, yet his personal quest 
seemed to have little connection with the textbooks. At the aged 
eighteen he wrote a thesis on Coleridge and Schelling, and sublf" 
quently became a teacher himself. Yet he has steadfastly refused 
to write systematic works. He began his own line of reflection by 
keeping a ·Metaphysical Journal; and most of his other books cot 
sist either of journal entries or of essays and lectures which resd 
as though they have been built up from meditations written ins 
notebook. This is true even of his two volumes of Gifford Lectures 
on The Mystery of Being, which provides the most comprehensil~ 
and consecutive statement of his philosophy. 2 Perhaps his m~ 
•academic' book is a study of Royce's metaphysics, written in 1917. 
not yet translated. 

In his philosophical studies he was influenced by the idealism cf 
Hegel, Bradley, and Royce, but their preoccupation with tbt 
epistemological problem of the reality of the external world and 
their search for solutions to order and rearrange the content ~ 
thought, seemed to him to overlook the central issue, that of tbt 
real existing of the person. He became suspicious of system-buildin; 
and tried to find a point of departure in sense experience, but }It 

discovered that empiricism could be as heedless of metaphysic~ 
implications as idealism is of concreteness. His interests, then, we!f 
both existential and ontological, and since at this time he had n~ 
read Kierkegaard, Heidegger, or Jaspers, he was obliged to launc) 
out on his own. One of his main concerns took the form of trying 
•to discern the transcendental conditions of faith . . . without com· 
mitting myself in any way or prejudging . . . the metaphysic~ 
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value . . . of such faith.' 8 As he looks back on it, he realizes that 
he was trying to discover whether there is an essential core in faith 
which cannot be explained away by psychology and sociology. He 
never expected that, if such a core could be found, it would turn 
out to be anything but intimately personal. He was not searching 
for some sort of Glauben iiberhaupt standing beyond confessional 
differences as Esperanto stands beyond all living languages. At the 
same time, he felt that faith actualizes a linkage between man and 
reality which transcends the empirical self. Faith cannot be treated 
merely as a mode or aspect of the empirical self because our knowl­
edge of the latter is at many points objectively determinate. 

The shock of the First World War gave new urgency to his re­
flections. Like most of his European contemporaries, he was sud­
denly made to realize that the material and cultural conditions of 
life which had seemed so secure were actually very precarious. Be­
cause his physical condition excluded him from military service, 
Marcel worked for the Red Cross, and part of his task made it neces­
sary for him to inform relatives about those who were killed or miss­
ing in action. His revulsion against everything which seems to treat 
human beings as data on a file card or as statistical groups stems 
partly from these experiences, and it has, of course, been greatly 
deepened by the developments of the ensuing decades. 

Among the other influences which inspired his version of existen­
tialism was Bergson's philosophy, from which he learned to accept 
a stress upon intuition and creativity without going as far as Bergson 
in the direction of anti-intellectualism. Marcel also became intensely 
interested in parapsychology and spiritualism, and he still regards 
them as useful safeguards against several prejudices to which phi­
losophers are subject. One such prejudice tries to regard the self as 
a closed, rational entity. Another takes a narrow, confident view of 
what is natural and normal and then tries to hold its definition of 
reality strictly within these limits. Yet if parapsychological data are 
valuable because they break through such assumptions, they may 
also give rise to a danger-that of thinking that the interior trans­
formation on which religious fellowship rests can be brought about 
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by a technique and come entirely under human control. 'The on~ 
genuine inward mutation,' Marcel adds, 'is ... inconceivabt. 
without . . . grace: 4 

He is also a dramatist and a musician. His philosophical thell(S 
are often illustrated by analogies drawn from aesthetic experiellCi': 
he sees man's religious response within the setting of creativity ge:· 
erally; a playwright's instinct prompts him to keep as close as P'l" 
sible to specific situations and individuals; and his musical sens:­
tivity keeps him aware of meanings which go beyond the causal, Itt 
visual, and the verbal. Hence his attitude toward art is more posith: 
than Kierkegaard's. To be sure, Kierkegaard held that faith mere.~ 
dethroned the aesthetic and did not destroy it, and Marcel wou!:. 
certainly grant the peril of remaining at the aesthetic level. But ir. 
Marcel's writings art blends effortlessly into philosophy and religio:. 
As he says, 'the dramatic mode of thought ... illustrated and cot· 
firmed in advance all that I was later to write on the purely phil~!­
sophical plane concerning knowledge in its capacity to transcen; 
objectivity: s In general, however, his plays are more somber tha:: 
his philosophical books. It is as if through the plays, which he beg-..: 
writing at the age of eight, he located the issues concerning lone:­
ness and frustration which he later dealt with more reflectively 0 
his journals. 0 

Marcel's conception of his philosophical task is best expressed il 
his own words: 'The supreme mission of the philosopher cannot con­
sist in proclaiming a certain number of official truths liable to raJh· 
votes at international congresses · · · The imperishable glory of~ 
Kierkegaard or a Nietzsche consists · .. mainly in this, that the( 
have proved . . . by their trials and by their whole life, that a phl 
losopher worthy of the name cannot be a man of congresses, and 
that he deviates from his path every time that he allows himself to 
be tom from the solitude which is his calling ... In an [academic] 
examination there are clearly formulated rules and the stage has 
been set in advance, whereas in the real world ... there is nothing 
of the kind. The stage always remains to be set; in a sense every. 
thing always starts from zero . . . The temptation for a congress 
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man is always to refer to an earlier congress where it was established 
that . . . This pcrpeh1al beginning again, which may seem scan­
dalous to the scientist or the technician, is an inevitable part of all 
genuinely philosophical work . . . The conviction that reality can­
not be "summed up" [in a work which] needs only to be expounded 
and memorised paragraph by paragraph . . . came to me very 
early ... My effort can be best described as an attempt to estab­
lish [an ontology] which precludes all equation of being with 
Di11g ... 1\'ly aim [is] to discover how a subject ... is related 
to a reality which cannot in this context be regarded as objective, 
yet which is persistently required and recognised as real . . . The 
undertaking [has] to be pursued within reality itself, to which the 
philosopher can never stand in the relationship of an onlooker 
to a picture . . . Experience . . . has to become . . . its own be­
yond . . . The error of empiricism consists only in ignoring the 
part . . . of creative initiative involved in any genuine e":perience 
. . . Its error is to take experience for granted and to ignore its 
mystery ... The deepening of metaphysicall"llowledge consist[s] 
in the steps whereby experience, instead of evolving technics, turns 
inwards toward the realization of itself.' 1 

In 1928, Marcel found that this sort of perspective placed him 
on the side of religious faith in a debate with Leon Brunschvicg. 
Then Francrois Mauriac wrote him an open letter, saying, ·come, 
Marcel, why are you not one of us?', and through this question 
Marcel, recognizing a personal call, decided to seek baptism into 
the Roman Catholic Church. 8 He has retained his intellectual inde­
pendence, however. He regards his work as strictly philosophical, 
and though naturally he thinks it is compatible with revelation, he 
acknowledges that other thinkers can share many of his philosophi­
cal views without accepting Christian theology. Often he is quite 
critical of Thomism, and one constantly has the impression that 
he is pursuing his reflections wherever they may lead, without wor­
rying about the orthodoxy of the outcome. At the same time his 
Roman Catholicism goes hand in hand, as we shall see, with many 
of the distinctive emphases of Marcel's rendition of existentialism. 
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2. The Ontological Mystery 

His essay 'On the Ontological Mystery' may well serve as • 
introduction to his thought as a whole. In this essay what he meSs 
by 'Being' is suggested rather than stated. It is suggested posithd! 
by the qualities which are associated with a 'sense of being,' at! 
it is suggested negatively by the conditions which arise when I!ID 

fails to exercise this sense or has lost awareness of it. Marcel ftd! 
that, generally speaking, modern man has cut himself off from till 
ground of creativity, freedom, and meaning, and that many of till 
most disturbing psychological and social conditions of our age ~ 
be understood only by restoring awareness of this ground. b 
other words, the main trouble is not that men find it difficult t~ 
adapt themselves to certain environmental and cultural conditions: 
the main trouble is, rather, that these enviroflmental and culnusl 
conditions themselves often prompt men to ignore their deepest 
spiritual needs and to repress that sense of significance and valut 
which is indispensable to being a person. 

Marcel gives three illustrations of the estrangement he is seekW 
to describe. In the first place, 'the individual tends to appear boO 
to himself and to others as an agglomeration of functions.' 0 Marcd 
does not question the applicability of scientific methods to the stu~· 
of individual and group behavior, but he suggests that if this ap­
proach is the only one adopted, the net result is to see man as 0~ 
through whom physical, biological, economic, and political forces 
work, and to regard the personality as a mere resultant of thest 
forces. 

The second illustration is more concrete. It pictures a man-a cQII" 
ductor on the subway-who is virtually identical with his function.t 
His existence is almost wholly routinized. It is that of a timetab~. 
not only in his job, but in his role as a member of a union, in }Ji! 
voting, in his habits of eating and sleeping. An expert on industri~ 
hygiene might even be able to specify how much recreation ht 
needs, what kind and at what hours, in order to function well. ()l 
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course sic'k-ness and accidents can disturb the routine, but even then 
there are hospitalization schemes for overhauling and repairing this 
machine-man. And when he dies, the company replaces him much 
in the same manner in which it might replace worn-out machinery. 
Probably the most 'human' characteristic of this man is an obscure 
unrest which lurks in his heart, indicating that the patterns of mod­
em life violate his own nature. His existence is essentially empty; 
hence despair, or the need to avoid falling into despair, appropri­
ately reflect the fact that some appalling mistake has occurred and 
that our so-called civilization tends to stifle instead of to nurture 
what is distinctively human. 

The third illustration describes the way in which modem men 
approach life exclusively in terms of problems and allow no room 
for mystery, and this distinction between problem and mystery is a 
most fundamental one. The problematic approach assumes that 
everything which occurs is 'purely natural' and that in so far as 
events can be understood they fit into a cause-effect pattern. Such 
an outlook, when applied to birth, love, and death, goes hand in 
hand with the attitude which was described in the previous exam­
ples. These phenomena are regarded as understandable because 
they represent the performance or the cessation of certain functions. 
Naturally, anyone has to admit that there are some things we do 
not fully understand and hence cannot fully control. But the prob­
lematic approach assumes that the proper way to handle difficulties 
is to press forward along the lines already laid down by scientific 
discovery in the hope that by means of further research and new 
technical developments, present maladjustments and unforeseeable 
disturbances will be gradually eliminated. 

What Marcel means by 'Being' involves a reaction against this 
whole pattern. In the 'brave new world' the person has disappeared 
and so has the sense of wonder. Existence is basically empty in­
stead of full. The need for Being is a need to participate, as con­
trasted with fitting into a routine. The despair which lurks below the 
surface of modern life and sometimes breaks through into conscious­
ness signifies that such participation should be possible although, in 
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the circumstances, it is not. Participation in what? Marcel answer 
that 'Being' is what remains standing after we have checked off (br 
analysis) all the elements of experience which do not possess it 
trinsic significance and value. If one says that, in view of death. 
nothing can withstand this test, then the result is an absolute denial 
of Being. 

Marcel notes that contemporary positivism takes a negative atfi. 
tude toward Being by renouncing all metaphysics, but that in the 
process of ignoring the transcendent, it is also compelled to ignme 
the personal and the tragic. Indeed, there is outright collision be­
tween what Marcel regards as 'meaningful' and the connotations 
which logical positivism attaches to the same word. The latter c()ll' 
fines itself to verification by means of technical operations which 
refer to the external world. Thus it fits in with the dehumanizing 
patterns which have already been illustrated. On the other hand 
Marcel holds that functions and operations, being instrumental aJt 
quite literally meaningless unless they serve some value to w'rucb 
they are subordinate. Thus 'meaning; for him, is directly connected 
with what he calls presence-the disclosure of ends-in-themselves. 
Awareness of and response to such presence is at the opposite pole 
from verification by an examination of sense data, even though 
neither the presence nor the response is disembodied. The difference 
arises, rather, because awareness of presence requires an inwrud 
realization through love. Marcel acknowledges that his remarks rue 
more an appeal than an argument. They are a protest against an 
arbitrary definition of 'meaning' which, when carried through, muti· 
lates the life of the spirit. They will not, therefore, have much force 
with someone who has no inkling as to what he means by the life 
of the spirit. 

Precision at this point is difficult because the methods we use :iJ1 

argument are well suited for dealing with problems, but not for 
dealing with mysteries. When we formulate problems, the knowing 
subject stands over against what he is thinking about. In the case 
of Being, however, this is impossible. I cannot stand over against it 
or outside it. Hence, I cannot deal with the ontological question 
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without at the same time dealing with the question Who am I?' 
Since the latter has to do with the whole self-its feelings, its body, 
its will-instead of with the ego merely as an organ of cognition, 
Descartes' cogito does not help at all. Descartes' method presup­
poses a thinking subject standing over against objects, whereas we 
are asking about the whole self as contained in, not over against, 
Being. In short, the bond between the self and Being cannot be 
uncovered by means of the problematic approach, for this bond is 
sundered as soon as the subject-object split arises. The nearest 
analogy, perhaps, is direct communion between one person and 
another, but even this analogy is defective because I cannot fully 
be contained in the life of another person. At any rate, Marcel is 
postulating the primacy of Being over knowledge. In metaphysics, 
such thought as we can engage in must derive from what is already 
given through participation in the bond. 'Knowledge is, as it were, 
environed by being; it is interior to it in a certain sense . . . Knowl­
edge is contingent on a participation in being for which no epis­
temology can account because it continually presupposes it: 10 

These remarks throw light on what Marcel means by 'mystery.' 
It is different from a 'problem' because I am involved in what I am 
trying to understand and therefore cannot stand over against it. One 
example is the union of soul and body. Here one's starting point is 
an indivisible unity. I can, to be sure, regard my body as one object 
among others, but I can do this only by artificially abstracting from 
the crucial fact that what makes it different from all other objects 
is that I am present to myself in it. Then, by similar abstraction, I 
can treat the mind-body relationship as a 'problem' and seek a uni­
versally valid answer. Indeed, almost any mystery can be treated 
as though it were a problem. Take the so-called 'problem of evil,' 
for example. The philosopher or the theologian reflects on disorders 
which he views from the outside and for which he tries to discover 
the causes. He may conclude that the disorders are to be found 
primarily in the operation of the world or primarily in man's point 
of view. In either case, his attitude is that of the observer seeking 
explanations. 'But the evil which is only stated or observed is no 
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longer evil which is suffered . . . I can only grasp it as evil in the 
measure . . . in which I am involved: 11 

Perhaps the best illustration of mystery is that of love, which 
obviously cannot be real unless I am involved. Yet the problematic 
approach may be applied to it also. The personal reality of being· 
in-love can be replaced by a discussion of how psychosomatic enti­
ties carry out the functions of the libido, will-to-power, etc. But 
none of the deliverances of the problematic approach can constitute 
the personal reality, and they should not be permitted to devalue il 

Consider one final example, that of an encounter with another 
person which has become a deep and lasting influence. 'Causal' es· 
planations as to how the two persons happened to meet may be 
offered; they may have been drawn to the same spot by a similar 
taste in scenery, or they may have struck up an acquaintance which 
flowered because of temperamental affinities. But one cannot really 
stand outside such a relationship, weighing the respects in which it 
looks as though it were predetermined or the respects in which it 
looks like a lucky accident. For the meaning of the relationship is 
not grasped through such reflections. It is grasped only by being 
the person who in some measure has been fashioned and brought to 
self-realization through this encounter. 

Let us follow this analogy for a moment. Response to Being is in 
some respects like the inward development which occurs when 1 
enter fully into a relationship of participation with another person. 
Have we any right to suppose that the connotations thus aroused 
are legitimately applicable to Being? If so, Being must be more than 
an abstract idea and it must be more than a content of thought de­
rived from sense experience. To recover the bond which modern life 
tends to break or to ignore, an inward development must take place. 
One must be capable of recollecting himself, i.e. of taking hold of his 
life instead of being at the mercy of it. Marcel stands in what might 
be called 'the ontological tradition' because he holds that in the case 
of Being, and in this case alone, we cannot dissociate the idea froiil 
the reality. 'Because this idea is certainty, it is the assurance of 
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itself; it is, in this sense, something other and something more than 
an idea: 12 

But, unlike the traditional ontological argument, Marcel's appeal 
is not to the nature of rational thought, presupposing its relationship 
to the order of Being. His appeal is rather to a recollection of the 
self as a unity wherein awareness of the bond with Being is re­
stored. It is only from the vantage point of such an inward recol­
lection that the priority of Being over l'llowledge, and the conse­
quent re]ationship between 'the real' and 'the idea,' can be appreci­
ated. His version of 'the ontological argument' is neither rationally 
coercive nor is it an argument. It is rather an attempt to point to a 
relationship which underlies all knowledge and argument in phi­
losophy, and which quite transcends the split between subject 
and object. 

In one sense it is impossible to convey what he means, because 
he must try to communicate it through words as though the onto­
logical bond could be an item of knowledge. Nevertheless, by de­
scription he can hope to evoke a response of recognition in the 
reader. Accordingly, he describes recollection as both an act, and 
as 'relaxation and abandon: 13 My 'being,' as participating in Being, 
is not simply the sum of my empirical life. I can judge my empirical 
life because I encounter, within recollection, Being beyond all pos­
sible judgment and representation. Two further comments throw 
some light on the matter. In the first place, what Marcel means by 
recollection is the opposite of self-sufficiency. Since 'my being' can 
be entered into only through its bond with Being, the 'I' ceases to 
belong to itself. He quotes with approval the words of St. Paul: 'Ye 
are not your own' (I Cor. 6:19). On the other hand, Marcel does 
not believe that we have an intuition of 'Being-itself which is distinct 
from other intuitions and from other items of knowledge of experi­
ence. We are dealing, rather, with an assurance which all thought, 
intuitive and discursive, presupposes. He calls 'primary reflection' 
the sort of thinking whereby we deal with experience as it comes 
to us. He calls 'secondary reflection' the act of recollection whereby 
we seek to become aware of that bond which makes the first sort 
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of thinking possible, and which such thinking presupposes without 
knowing that it does so. 

The ontological need can deny itself. 'Despair is possible in any 
form, at any moment and to any degree, and this betrayal may seem 
to be counselled, if not forced upon us, by the very structure of the 
world we live in. The deathly aspect of this world may, from a given 
standpoint, be regarded as a ceaseless incitement to denial and to 
suicide.' u Yet neither academic philosophy nor modern science can 
cope with despair. Academic philosophy cannot help at this point 
because in its discussions 'tragedy has simply vanished.' t5 And the 
scientific outlook, by fostering optimism concerning technid 
progress, has unwittingly contributed to a form of disillusionmec! 
which becomes a sort of trap. Let us. see how this occurs. Despite 
the triumphs of technics, we now reahze that man cannot save hlln­
self by such means. Actually, man is 'increasingly incapable ... oi 
controlling his own control.' 16 Yet having started down the pathwaY 
of technics, it is as though man cannot turn back. He admits thCit 
are areas outside his control, but he clings to the assumption that be 
has good credentials for obtaining as much control as possible and . , 
he takes it for granted that if he can gam greater technical mast~· 
over objective phenomena, he will use such power well. This outlo~ 
is really based on an illusi(Jn, and the only way to remove the illusio.'l 
is to take a totally different view of reality, one which is not limited 
to the world of objects and which recaptures the significance of the 
person by recovering man's bond with Being. 

In other words, the real victory over despair must in the first in· 
stance be inward. I can be in despair concerning reality as a whole 
just as I might be in utter despair concerning a person; similarly 1 
can hope in Being as sustaining the worth of whatever deserves mr 
wholehearted allegiance. Because the struggle between despair and 
hope takes place at the level o[ ~: c;edom, we cannot assume that the 
rightness of either can be demrmstrated in advance. So far as the 
objective structure of the world is concerned, we can only say that 
it both permits despair and can ;-rive rise to an unconquerable hopr. 
Sometimes the loftiest affirmatioa comes about only through being 
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prepared for and elicited by despair. It must be made clear, bow­
ever, that since hope is here directed toward Being, it rises beyond 
the plane of empirical eventualities; it is directed toward salvation, 
i.e. the affirmation that man can be meaningfully related to Being, 
as contrasted with an attitude which makes hope depend upon some 
specific and eventual success. For example, when I hope for a friend 
who is seriously ill, my fundamental affirmation is that reality can­
not be indifferent to this stricken person. Of course I also hope spe­
cifically for his recovery, but the fundamental affirmation is not de­
stroyed if my friend does not recover. 

Now contrast such an attitude with the problematic approach 
when the only relevant questions are factual. On the basis of the best 
medical information available, I form an expectation concerning 
whether my friend will survive the disease. I must not allow wishes 
to distort my expectations. From such a standpoint, which is entirely 
appropriate for the spectator, a great deal that is called 'hope' is 
merely desire wrapped up in illusions. But when I ask about the 
value of my friend's life, I am at the same time asking about the 
value of my own life, and on both counts the spectator attitude is 
transcended. The hope which arises at that point goes far beyond 
both factual information and illusions concerning empirical eventu­
alities. 

Hence it is possible to characterize quite succinctly the difference 
between technological and ontological hope. The former is confined 
to results which man can bring about by manipulating the objective 
world. The latter 'does not depend on ourselves'; it is 'hope spring­
ing from humility and not from pride.' 17 By pride Marcel does not 
mean (as he takes Spinoza to mean) an attitude wherein we have 
an exaggeratedly good opinion of ourselves. He defines it rather as 
consisting 'in drawing one's strength solely from oneself. The proud 
man is cut off from a certain form of communion with his fellow 
men.' Pride, as so defined, 'is in no way incompatible with self­
hate.' 18 

Then is practical action to be condemned because it implies a 
human .>elf-confidence which is akin to pride? Does Marcel's onto-
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logical hope lead to a form of quietism? He answers that the_ i~et 
of inert hope is contradictory. It 'is not a kind of listless wmtin~ 
it underpins action or it runs before it ... Hope ... is the pro­
longation ... of an activity which is . . . rooted in being.' 19 It 
arises when the whole of one's will comes to bear upon what doei 
not depend on man. Instead of being a Stoical stiffening of the soul 
it is relaxed and creative. The real contrast is that between a with· 
drawal into self-sufficiency and a forthgoingness which results frotn 
a renewal of the bond with Being. All creative work, both scienti£c 
and artistic, really excludes self-sufficiency. It requires a free dedi· 
cation of those powers of knowledge and initiative, which man ir.: 
dubitably possesses, to that which 'does not depend on ourselv6 

Thus Marcel seeks to cut through the antinomy between seli· 
sufficiency on the one hand and slavish dependence on the other. 
As we shall see, this attempt has an important bearing on his discei· 
sian of freedom and grace. He also seeks to cut through the an~· 
omy between spontaneity and deadly conformism. His key conce~· 
in the latter connection, is the idea of fidelity. Fidelity to Being rt 
quires the active recognition of something permanent, but sinct 
what is thus permanent is a presence rather than an abstract, tiJ!lt' 
less idea, we may easily ignore or forget it instead of maintaininf 
communion with it. Inert conformism arises when we try to tJtl! 

this presence as though it were a principle. Then in religion, moral· 
ity, and all other spheres, men try to claim that certain actions cr 
beliefs follow necessarily from the principle. Marcel does not he:!· 
tate to say that such an attitude is idolatrous. It takes what is real~' 
powerless apart from my affirmation of it and tries to represent tlii 
same principle as though it made any decision on my part super· 
fluous. It replaces the continuous, active struggle to be faithful toS 
presence, a Thou, with the sclerosis of habitual conformity to somt 
thing which is, so to speak, settled once and for all, regardless of nt~· 
response. 

Genuine fidelity is like the endless effort to understand anotJtl 
person in give-and-take conversation. Therefore it includes ackno\1'\· 
edgment of a mysterious incitement to create, to have drawn fo~ 
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from the self fresh forms of recognition. Besides being like Jaspers' 
existential communication, it is also like artistic creativity. The world 
is not present to a painter merely in the sense that he can stare at 
it as it stands over against him; it is present to his heart and mind 
within him, participating in a bond with him which stirs a vision 
that he can either strive to express or can suppress and fritter away. 
Thus 'presence' stands for an impact which is made upon us, and 
in this sense its uncircumscribed initiative lies beyond our control. 
But its claim does not destroy freedom and throw us into passivity, 
for through fidelity we can be deepened and refashioned in our re­
sponse to it, and through lack of fidelity we can negate its effects 
and refuse its call. 

Our relationship to a dead loved one illustrates how we are able 
to maintain or obliterate the presence of Being. One can of course 
think of the death of a person in solely biological terms, as one may 
do when he reads the obituary notice of some utter stranger. One 
can also remember the loved one in a wholly subjective way by re­
taining some picture or effigy of him. But to be permeable to the 
continuing presence of the loved one is quite different, because in 
this case there is a mysterious interchange between my free act of 
fidelity and the gift granted in response to it. The latter, the gift, 
is something which I cannot create. It is only at the level of mystery, 
rather than at the level of a problem, that the notion of influence 
from a dead person can possibly be admitted, for what Marcel means 
by 'influence' is not exhausted by my awareness or memory of the 
deceased. At the problematic level we can only talk about an influ­
ence which comes either from the outside or the inside. Marcel is 
trying to describe a situation, based no doubt on his own relation­
ship to his mother, where the dead person can be 'with' me without 
trying to claim that the deceased is surviving somewhere in space. 
If one were to hold that the situation he describes can be explained 
quite adequately by means of the psychology of memory and of 
wishful thinking, he would reply, I think, that the 'adequacy' of such 
an explanation presupposes the finality of the subject-object split 
and of the cause-effect pattern which, as his philosophy attempts 
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to show, cannot exhaust the nature of the personal and its relation 
ship with Being. 1 

If this example of 'presence' seems to make his outlook credu ous 
or superstitious, there is another which may be more easily accepted 
The latter example is furnished in connection with his attempts to 
characterize 'spiritual availability' ( disponibilite). He says that the~ 
are people who can be 'present,' at our disposal, in time of paill 
or need, while others, despite goodwill, simply cannot. Even a ve!f 
attentive listener may not be able to 'make room for me in hiln' 
self.' 20 There is a way of listening which is a giving of oneself, and 
another way of listening which is a withholding of oneself. 'Pre5' 
ence' reveals itself unmistakably in a look, a smile, an intonatioJI. 
And for the one who can give his whole self, I am, in return, 1 

presence. One of the difficulties about speaking of person-to-pers<' 
relationships is that the same principle can cover both '1-Thou' and 
'1-He' (or 'l-It') situations. In the latter case, where the other persotl 
observes me as a sequence of phenomena, he is really treating rot 
as an object rather than as a presence. 21 

Unavailability is rooted in some measure of alienation. For e'S: 

ample, I may see that sympathy is appropriate, but be able to offd 
it only with my mind; I may even be sorry that I cannot offer more. 
In any event, I am unable to treat the other wholly as a presence 
Those engaged in humanitarian work, who have to confront an end­
less number of 'cases' and who have to deal with social problem! 
by means of statistics, continually find themselves in this predica· 
ment. Yet the fact remains that if the other is a 'presence' he cannot 
be a 'case'; and although he presents a problem which falls into • 
statistical pattern (e.g. the fifteenth alcoholic admitted to the bos· 
pi tal that day), the sense in which his problem is 'he' cannot bl 
dealt with statistically. Because it is impossible to deal with every· 
one we meet in a fully personal way, each of us-not only doctor. 
and ~ocial Workers-secretes a kind of shell which gradually harden! 
and Imprisons us. Fortunately the reality of the personal is sud 
that at any moment real encounter may overturn our habitual pet· 
spectives and attitudes. Often when something breaks through oUJ 
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armor, we withdraw immediately. We may be terrified because this 
gap in our defenses endangers the stability of our established pat­
terns of thought and feeling. Nevertheless these encounters are ex­
ceedingly precious, for they are glimpses of the real which lies 
beyond the confines of what we call normal. The truth is that human 
life has a certain sanctity. It is only by maintaining our impervious­
ness that we can believe we are getting at reality when we learn 
methods and formulas which reduce other persons, and therefore 
also ourselves, to ·natural' processes and functions. 

Marcel's critique of self-sufficiency is also relevant at this point. 
For him the word connotes a person who is opaque rather than 
transparent to others; it also connotes a continual condition of in­
security. In order to remain self-sufficient, a man must keep aloof 
from those forms of relationship and awareness which might disturb 
his equilibrium. Yet this defensiveness actually makes the insecurity 
worse, for it leads to constriction, and it cannot succeed in shutting 
out death. Therefore pessimism (sometimes in an unconscious form) 
goes hand in hand with inability to be at the disposal of others. The 
man with an open soul is safeguarded against despair because he 
knows his life is not nis own'; he knows that the most legitimate 
use he can make of freedom is to recognize this fact. 

Thus far Marcel has been putting forward an existential ontology 
without making any direct references to Christianity. How is his 
philosophy related to theology? In so far as theology follows a 
problematic approach, as it often does, he is of course critical of it. 
Several contrasts between such theology and Marcel's own outlook 
might be developed: the contrast between •giving doctrinal answers' 
and ·entering into communion with God'; the contrast between fol­
lowing tradition slavishly and being faithful to a permanent Pres­
ence Who incites creativeness; the contrast between producing a 
sacrilegious theodicy in answer to the ·problem' of evil, and engaging 
inwardly in the struggle between despair and hope over 'reality as 
a whole.' He also wishes to make it clear that when he refers to 
mystery, he does not mean that it is utterly impenetrable by philos­
ophy. In short, Marcel refuses to accept a simple contrast between 
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knowledge and faith. He insists instead that there is a form of onto­
logical knowledge which can be reached only by adopting an ap­
proach different from the problematic. It may be intimately related 
to revelation without being altogether identical with it. 

He is willing to admit that the notions which characterize his 
philosophy could not have been formulated apart from Christian 
influences, but he denies that they explicitly presuppose Christi· 
anity. 'We cannot reason ... as though there were not behind us 
centuries of Christianity,' he asserts, but adds that he worked oul 
his leading concepts twenty years before he became a ChristiaJI. 
Since revelation is inconceivable except as addressed to a being wb'! 
is involved and committed, a philosophy which stresses these atti­
tudes can become congruous with Christian faith. Its findings are 
not to be confused with revelation itself, however, nor is revelatioll 
to be regarded as some sort of 'flowering' of such an existential all" 
tology. Hence Marcel's approach can be adopted without adhering 
to any given religion. Yet anyone who follows it will have to adroit 
the possibility of revelation; he cannot exclude this possibility iD 
advance or ignore it. 

8. Two Types of Truth 

Many of these same ideas are developed in greater detail, alo~ 
with the addition of some new concepts, in Marcel's Gifford LeC' 
tures, The Mystery of Being. In order to make good his claim that 
his existential ontology rests on a form of knowledge, he must coun· 
teract the assumption that knowledge is confined to objective trutll! 
which are in principle anonymous and stand in contrast to private. 
subjective ideas. The greatness and the limitation of scientific know~ 
edge, he says, consist in the fact that a discovery can be cut asundt'f 
from the personality of the man who made it. It is publicly verifiable 
in the sense that anyone properly equipped can get the same result. 
In an existential philosophical investigation, on the other hand, the 
outcome, the truth discerned, cannot be anonymous; it cannot bt 
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separated from the inner struggle and the spiritual development of 
the individual philosopher. 

For example, this outcome may involve primarily a transition 
from inner conflict to inner harmony without any alteration in the 
objective data at all. Yet this does not mean that it is subjective in 
the bad sense. There can be aesthetic judgments which are intensely 
personal and emotional, yet they are not merely private. The fact 
that there are obtuse people who fail to respond aesthetically does 
not mean that such judgments are arbitrary. Similarly, there is a 
form of philosophical knowledge which cannot be verified by 'just 
anybody' who is able to think straight and to make the necessary 
experimental observations, as in science. For in order to reach such 
knowledge the whole self must be engaged in a search which is as 
much inward as it is outward. 

One way to characterize this philosophical search is to say that 
it is a response to a universal nostalgia which modern civilization 
has both intensified and ignored. We have to specify its aim by 
calling attention to the disruptions caused by its neglect. The sci­
entillc definition of truth is, perhaps unwittingly, so much in alliance 
with these disruptions that it cannot provide us with an adequate 
conception of their cause and cure. The disruptions might be char­
acterized as both isolation and collectivization. The scientific out­
look can contribute to isolation by depicting the external world as a 
process in which the human spirit can find no home. It can also go 
along with the drift toward an 'ant-hill' society run by means of 
technology, where the only criterion is efficiency and all human 
passion and creativity have been subjugated. The corrective, where­
by the individual rediscovers what he is in himself-as contrasted 
with being a cog in a social machine-is at the same time directed 
toward a rediscovery of a sounder communal ethic. 22 

Borrowing a phrase from Heidegger for the moment, let us say 
that the philosophical truth which Marcel is trying to characterize 
'recalls man to himself.' The main point is that it is not objective 
in the scientific sense, but neither is it private. The surest indication 
that modem life has broken a bond is the protesting, restive condi-
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tion o£ the human creature as he has to exist amidst isolation and 
collectivization. Marcel does not claim, of course, that estrange­
ment and anxiety are peculiar to modern man. Human life has 
always been subject to them. But he does declare that the scientiBc 
outlook and the conditions of contemporary technological culture 
have made our spiritual illness especially acute, and have also made 
especially difficult the kind of philosophical endeavor which ai(JIS 
radically at recovery. The last fifty years ought to have made it 
obvious that the whole enterprise of an autonomous, man-made 
culture is a crashing, perilous failure. Yet we persist in retaining 
those methods which make self-destruction increasingly likely, and 
by an immense refusal we resist the sort of 'secondary reflection' 
which would seek a solution on a wholly different level-based upon 
and drawing strength from the transcendent. 

Man's need to heal the inner breach which results in emptiness. 
dehumanization, and despair is at the same time a need for trail" 
scendence. Marcel regards man's linkage to the ground of meanir.~ 
beyond himself as an essential element in the structure of huma:l 
nature. It cannot be eradicated by means of scientific discoverieS­
for it is different in principle from biological and psychologie.l\ 
needs. The latter cease at the moment when I have obtained wh~\ 
I require, but the need for transcendence resists coming to rest whe:l 
creaturely demands have been met. Once again, the creative artill 
provides an example. There is in him an urge to produce, regardle5i 
of whether his needs for food, sexual gratification, or economic seco· 
rity have been adequately met. He has a sense of vocation whicb 
involves the co-operation of a whole swarm of conditions, not all ~ 
which are within his control. And when he 'gets it right,' in produc­
ing a poem or a painting, he feels that he has created at a levd 
above himself. 

In keeping with his effort to go beyond the subject (private} 
object (public) contrast, Marcel declares that although linkage to 

transcendence unquestionably falls within experience, this does not 
mean that what we are talking about falls within the scope of tht 
self. It is the intrinsic character of this experience-i.e. of the need 
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for transcendence-to point beyond itself, and we encounter this 
reference within experience. To say this is not to indulge in a fonn 
of special pleading. All knowledge involves consciousness ot some­
thing other than itself. But much modern philosophy makes the 
mistake of assuming that all knowledge must be similar to sensation 

where the knower is conscious but the 'lmown' is a thing. In con­
nection with transcendence we must think, rather, of an illumination 
which is not wholly within our control, since it depends upon the 
self-revelation of the known. 

At this point Marcel's views remind one of Heidegger's essay 'On 
the Essence of Truth.' Both are suggesting that the way to break 
through the dead-end, to which modern epistemological disputes 
usually lead, is to turn to an ontology based on active interplay be­
tween the nature of man and the nature of Being. In such an ontol­
ogy, man's responses in terms of anxiety, concern, guilt, and decision 
will not be extruded from the sphere of 'knowledge by confining the 
latter term to dispassionate operations whereby our sensory-intel­
lectual apparatus is brought into conformity with phenomena. On 
the contrary, such 'existential' attitudes will be explored with the 
thought that they may be indispensable preconditions for appre­
hending ontological structures within which phenomena occur. 

Furthermore, if the notion of interplay is taken seriously, then 
knowledge cannot be actualized without initiative or self-unfold­
ment on the part of the 'object' which complements the subject's 
activity of apprehension and interpretation. A general pattern which 
attributes self-unfoldment to the 'object' can make an appropriate 
place, within the total scheme, for the sense in which an event 
makes its impact via sensation, without indulging in any pathetic 
fallacies that seem to attribute volition to inorganic entities. Yet 
when those levels are reached at which meaning can be communi­
cated only through the self-unfoldment of personalities or significant 
structures, this general pattern is spared the necessity of trying to 
reduce such communication to the model of a sensory apparatus 
taking in and interpreting impressions derived from physical objects. 

In a word, the sort of ontology Heidegger and Marcel suggest can 
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make room for different levels of knowledge, whereas much modem 
philosophy has employed a restricted aspect of knowledge as a dic­
tator, and looks to this dictator to pass judgments concerning what 
is to be admitted as real or excluded as unreal. Marcel adds that 
his approach is really more faithful to the concrete situation than 
the so-called empiricism which offers a collection of anonymous 
findings. Even in connection with sense perception, knowledge in· 
valves being illuminated. The information which science puts at our 
disposal can be carried with great advantage into the situation where 
lmowledge is firsthand. But since, in the nature of the case, anony· 
mous results are secondhand, they are no substitute for that concret~ 
illumination which is not wholly within our power inasmuch as ~ 
depends upon the self-revelation of the known. When one thinks 
of experience as a whole, realizing that it contains much more than 
sense perception, the failure of empiricism to be genuinely faithhli 
to it becomes scandalous. For the actual situation of the self is one 
of encounter with truth revealed from beyond the self· a dired 
interplay is continually carried on in terms of W eltan~chauun~ 
standards of value, response, and refusal. Empirical studies which 
compile information about laws of individual behavior and group 
reactions may indeed be relevant to this concrete situation but theY 
consist of abstractions from it; they constitute no substi;ute for it 
and they do not in the least justify ignoring or denying the centraM 
of its importance. 

Let us contrast once again two different views of truth. The fir~ 
concentrates upon the adequacy of ideas to things known. The sec­

ond has to do with 'truth,' where the meaning of life is at stake, and 
where o~e is ~eeking what he_ ~an l_iv~ or ~ie for. Quest for truth, 
as conceived m the first defimtion, IS m pnnciple unattainable be­
cause new events are continually unfolding which may necessitate 
the revision of any system of interpretation previously reached. }3ul 

a man whose thinking perfectly coincided with tn1th as thus far 
established, according to the first definition, and who was therefore 
entirely free from illusions might nevertheless be a person who was 
suHering from spiritual denudation and insensibility because he bad 
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failed to pay attention to the quest for truth in the second sense. 
Indeed, what makes the lives of some people tragic is that they 
seem to find existence tolerable only by evading the challenges and 
agonies connected with this latter quest. 

Yet the power to come into touch with truth in the second sense 
does not come from outside the self. It comes from within the self 
as derivative from the transcendent source. What Marcel is talking 
about here is freedom, and it gives rise to a basic distinction within 
the self. Part of a man can run away from illumination, trying to stay 
at the unauthentic level. Another part welcomes illumination 
through those possibilities which reach beyond what he is at present. 
Yet both parts are 'I.' Notice that in describing the part of the self 
which is open to illumination, Marcel speaks both of an active quest 
('welcoming') and of a passive receiving from beyond. Both expres­
sions are indispensable, and we should not emphasize one to the ex­
clusion of the other. For example, facing the truth about ourselves 
implies a kind of activity, such as courage. Yet the element of ines­
capability is present also. If the truth is an unpleasant one it makes 
its impact upon us despite ourselves. Nevertheless, if the receiving 
of this unpleasant truth were inescapable and automatic, there 
would of course be no point in talking about the obligation to face it 

Whatever resistance I put up is directed not merely against facts, 
though this may be involved, but against myself, i.e. the 'truth-see­
ing' part of myself. Why should man be so constructed that he can­
not reach genuine serenity until he gives up this resistance? Why 
should even the willful, blind part of the self feel a strange satisfac­
tion and relief in its own defeat? Here the breaking in of truth-in­
the-second-sense goes contrary to the way I want things to be, yet 
there is a marked contrast with the manner in which truth-in-the­
first-sense may comprise impersonal facts that go counter to my 
wishes. In the latter case we get rid of illusions by means of accurate 
information and logical thinking; in the former case we get rid of 
them only through inner purification, resulting from a power given 
to us in exchange for the difficult act of opening ourselves to it. 

Admittedly the contrast disappears wherever scientific love of 
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truth takes on a religious quality; where openness to fact involves 
a dedication similar to openness to revelation; where being williug 
to die for scientific truth endows it with a sanctity comparable to tit 
claims of one person upon another. But such attitudes operate un­
consciously in most modem scientists, if indeed they are prese3ll 
at all, and they often go counter to the scientists' professed vie\\'S 
concerning what is real. Moreover, the theoretical possibility ri 
combining objectivity with personal dedication does not carry us 
very far. Since in practice one can so easily undermine the other, 
the really important question is not whether a combination is the­
oretically possible, but whether a man is actually struggling to reach 
that difficult form of fidelity wherein his desires are made subJ· 
dinate not only to fact from without, but to spirit from within. or· 
tainly we cannot assume that dedication to truth in the first seJI!t 
automatically produces dedication to truth in the second. 

What Marcel calls primary reflection can be virtually equated 
with the scientific attitude and with the search for truth-in-the-fiJSI· 
sense. The distinction between primary and secondary reflection maY 
be clarified further in connection with the so-called mind-body prob­
lem. Primary reflection tries to treat my body as one among manY• 
and it tries to be detached about the fact that this particular bod!' 
happens to be mine. It sees that my body follows the same natuJ 
laws as all others. Thus information about my behavior might bt 
extended indefinitely without incorporating my own firsthand kno,d­
edge of what it is like to be myself. Inasmuch as primary reflectioll 
severs the unity of self and body, we cannot look to it to do tbt 
reuniting. Philosophy has wasted a great deal of time trying to eS' 

plain this divorce away by using the analytical methods whi~ 
caused the divorce in the first place. Hence Marcel challenges tJJe 

whole mode of thinking that tries to regard mind and body as t:\\~ 
'somethings' that must be related to each other. At the level of olr 
jective thinking there is no answer to the question of how I can b8 
an incarnate self. For my body, in so far as it is mine, is not in the 
B.rst instance an object. I is not other than myself in the way that 
the rest of the external world is. I cannot stand over against it, as 
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I can stand over against objects, except by an act of abstraction 
which does not really break the underlying unity. 

Therefore, although I can take a detached attitude toward my 
body and treat it as a problem, such an attitude never can get at 
the whole truth, and results in distortion unless there is a continual 
awareness of that direct linkage between myself and my body. 
Furthermore, since my body exists in the world, it constitutes a 
direct linkage with Being which is ulterior to any gap between 
subject and object. In short, there is a way of knowing both my 
body and, through it, Being, which can only be recovered by sec­
ondary reflection. The best way to characterize it is to speak of 
'participation' as contrasted with 'forming ideas about external ob­
jects.' Admittedly, I can regard my body in a utilitarian way-similar 
to the way in which I look upon possessions or tools. But besides 
being something which I have, my body is also something which I 
am. Since it is not merely a possession or a tool, I cannot treat it 
merely as a means without treating myself, and therefore selfhood, 
merely as a means. Once again we come upon the principle: 'Ye 
are not your own.' In one sense we may have the freedom to do 
anything we want with ourselves, including committing suicide. 
But because the incarnate self is not just an instrument, freedom 
violates its own source whenever it tries to treat any man, including 
oneself, as though his body and his life were wholly at one's dis­
posal. To emphasize the sense in which 'I am my body' may sound 
like materialism, but for Marcel the unity of self and body means 
that, in a very important sense, the body is not an object, whereas 
materialism tries to regru·d man wholly as an object and leaves no 
room for what Marcel means by 'self.' 

The category of incarnation is the only one which can do justice 
to the sense in which my body is not an object but a subject. This 
category applies exclusively to a being whose subject-hood is funda­
mentally and not accidentally in a body. It brings out the fact that 
if I think of my body on the analogy of subhuman physical events, 
I am not thinking of it as it is. This body is a person. What is more, 
it is not just any person; it is I. 
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Now let us apply this result to the problem of sensation. A phyR­
cal event, prior to sensation, is not a datum of my experience at all 
How is the gap bridged between something which is not a datum 
of mine and something which is? One cannot say: 'By means rJ. 
sense data,' for these stand on one side of the gap. Once again, in­
stead of trying to solve this problem by means of primary reflectioo. 
philosophy should challenge the traditional approach in toto. Wheo 
I talk about a physical object as at one spot in space and tiJDt, 
giving off impressions that are related to a receiving apparatus at 
another spot in space and time, I am not talking about myself. AJ 
soon as space and time and their contents are related to my bod!' 
they are no longer items in an objective continuum. They constitult 
my personal existence, for I exist only in the here and now. TbUS 
the relationship between a physical object and a receiving apparabli 
presupposes my existence. The fu!ldamentallink is not one of traJIS' 
mission but of participation. Unless my knowing were already withiJI 
reality, no message could ever be transmitted. The approach of pri­
mary reflection assumes that there is some sort of break between tht 
knower and the objects. But Marcel argues that at the level of feel­
ing we never are cut off from the known. What participation meaJI!. 
therefore, cannot be described solely in terms of awareness of es· 
temal objects. For example, what the soil means for a peasant~ 
connected with his inner being, his sufferings as well as his ac!S­
Furthermore, the same piece of countryside can be participated ill 
by a peasant in one way and by an artist in another. 

We have already noted how relationship to being transcends tbe 
opposition between activity and passivity, and these illustratioJIS 
serve to reinforce the point. Participation on the part of the peasaJJI 
or the artist is active, because it involves the feeling that one is beillS 
carrie~ along and incorporated. From such a perspective, the pure!>' 
techmcal or controlling approach to the world turns out to be s~C' 
rilegious. For it tries to attach primary or exclusive importance to all 

attitude which is appropriate only for dealing with non-sentient 
entities and which, even then, produces a restricted kind of }cnowl· 
edge. 
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These remarks prompt Marcel to add that the familiar contrast 
between a spectator attitude and a participant attitude rests upon 
an oversimplification. The man who wants to control is not a mere 
spectator; and the participant is not simply swallowed up in his 
emotions. As a matter of fact, what he calls 'contemplative participa­
tion' must be distinguished not only from the spectator's and the 
technician's approach, to which it is opposed, but also from the 
romantic approach, with which it may easily be confused. Con­
templative participation heals the breach between the external and 
the internal by a method different from epistemological theory. The 
method is one of recovering an unbroken affinity which all subject­
object knowledge presupposes, and therefore cannot be grasped as 
an item that falls within the pattern of subject-object knowledge. 
For example, in so far as I really contemplate a landscape, a certain 
togetherness grows up between the landscape and me. This involves 
drawing near to the concrete uniqueness of the scene and drawing 
near to myself. Which self? The self which is able to rise above rage, 
pettiness, and distraction. What is going on is not so much a piece 
of introspection as it is a kind of entering into the depths of myself, 
which at the same time means being able to get out of myself. This 
way of apprehending reality stands in sharp contrast with traditional 
metaphysics because the latter assumes that I must strip off the 
empirical husk so as to isolate a nucleus of pure reason which lies 
buried beneath it; or it assumes that I must rise above concrete ex­
periences so as to establish a link between my mind and intelligible 
structure. So far as Marcel is concerned, philosophy should stay close 
to concrete experience and the concrete self; its task is to do justice 
to them in a manner which objective thinking never can rival. 

4. Personality and Freedom 

We should not think of concrete circumstances as having inde­
pendent existence outside the self. They come into our lives only in 
connection with our free activity, to which they offer obstacles and 
opportunities. Moreover, the way we handle these obstacles and 
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opportunities must not be thought of in terms of cause-effect ne~ 
sitation. For example, an artist may have to paint a given scenem 
a special way; but to say that the scene caused him to produce this 
particular painting is nonsense, for if the man were merely a repiO­
ducing apparatus he would not be an artist. Omit his inwardness 
and you have passed from aesthetics to physics. In all genuinelY 
personal experience, when we encounter a friend or a beautiful 
scene or compose a piece of music, the opposition between cOD­

tingency and necessity is inapplicable. What happens is not a casud 
accident. I am possessed by admiration, or beauty, or creathi~ 
in such a fashion that I am not purely autonomous. But certainJ5l 
am not operating at the level of necessitation; for in such mome!i~ 
I am at the opposite pole from being an automaton. 

Similarly, the unrealized potentialities I call upon when I t1JIII 
inward are neither indeterminate nor fateful. A personal vocation~ 
involved. I cannot become ·just anything'; I must become myself· 
Yet this is not imposed on me as fate; it is addressed to me as sJl 

appeal. Thus I may be led to condemn the very life which, up to tit 
present, I have been leading. Likewise a person-to-person encounter 
is neither an accident nor a necessity, but the beginning of a poten· 
tially creative development. 

Our belief in the worth of personality should rest on direct awaf. 
ness instead of upon abstract doctrine. Creativity is basic for etlJili 
in the sense that if my conduct is to be relevant to another man aJlJ 
his situation, he and I must enter into communion. Since the wo~ 
·creativity' is ambiguous, however, we must try to specify what 
Marcel means by it. As he uses the term it does not mean ·seu-es· 
pression,' as though the individual were a monad; rather, it mea!15 

growth toward open community. At the same time, the creativitY 
that goes into self-discovery and discovery of others is more like 
reconnoitering than it is like logical thinking. A man with a ve~ 
clear mind may be quite unskillful in the art of finding his wa) 
through life when it comes to personal relationships. He may baSI 
his life firmly upon a certain set of assumptions, so that every judg· 
ment he makes is consistent; yet if his assumptions are sterile, hi! 
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sense of what is important may be completely distorted. Such a man 
may easily impose wearisome demands on himself without realizing 
that the demands are in a sense fictitious, and that he would be far 
truer to himself ii he had the courage to relinquish his constricting 
assumptions. He may take pride in his conscience as a champion of 
ethical values; but actually this has the anti-ethical effect of prompt­
ing him to subordinate persons to principles. Since he also subordi­
nates himself to its principles, conscience has thus become in him a 
mechanical tyrant, whereas, properly, conscience is always a call to 
self-discovery. 

We are free in so far as we can handle circumstances creatively, 
but this does not necessarily mean ·action' in the sense of getting 
things accomplished. A paralytic on a bed may be creative. Neither 
does freedom mean that we are autonomous; the freer we are, the 
more open we are to ideas and impressions which we cannot com­
pletely control and predict. Openness means being able to under­
stand a new idea without necessarily adopting it; and it is a mark 
of the insanity of our times that this distinction is rapidly disappear­
ing. For example, in education the student must get his results as 
quickly as possible, by whatever short cuts, so as to obtain a degree 
and a job. Thus education is set up in such a way as to defeat the 
flowering of free intelligence. Openness stands above the dichotomy 
between blind commitment and skeptical detachment, rescuing 
intelligence from slavery on the one hand and from irresponsibility 
on the other. 

The inadequacy of objective thinking comes out most clearly when 
I try to answer the question: ·who am I?' No other human being 
has the inner data to answer the question. But neither do I. I grasp 
my past in such a way as to see things which the child did not; but 
I also overlook things which the child saw and felt. I cannot grasp 
my life just as it happened. In trying to do so, I am like the person 
who tells the story of a journey; his account of the early events is 
colored by what he now knows is coming. If I try to answer the 
question ·who am I?' by pointing to the sum of my achievements 
and actions, what they mean is inseparable from the responses and 
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interpretations of other people. Who, among them, can be said tl 
get at the core of the ·real' me? And are they to judge me by tf 
habitual line of conduct, or by exceptional acts which rise ab!Jit 
or sink below the average level? By my finest accomplishmentslli 
my worst failures? To be sure, I hold my life together by sO!lll 
vague sense of purpose; but I cannot really define what it is. E1t~ 
when I seem to get a clear glimpse of this purpose, my creatir: 
activities in relation to it can easily slip into professional rouli¢· 
and my interest in it can become blunted by weariness or gril 
What does give meaning to the lives of people? For some, the anSI'~; 
does not seem to extend much beyond the functioning of their 011~ 
bodies. For others, it does not extend much beyond a rather pelt: 
circle of familiar and routine experience. And all of us, in our frci· 
dom, repeatedly reject calls made upon us to rise out of t]tt"l' 
poverty-stricken meanings. We think of life as like an account attl:= 
bank which we can spend if we feel like it. \Ve count on having' 
certain number of years. But it is not really so. We do not have e11~ 
a given day with any certainty. 

It is only at the level of sacrifice that I begin to realize that &.1 

answer to the question ·what is my life?' is not wholly mine to gil~· 
But sacrifice is a baffiing phenomenon, for here the individual gr 
his life by letting go of it. This seems a flat contradiction and i 
begins to make sense only if we interpret shrinking from ;acr~~ 
in terms of running away from what we were meant to be. Obf 
tively and externally there may be no difference between self-sacJ!· 
.lice and suicide. But inwardly the two are at opposite poles. II 
appears absurd to say that I realize my own nature most completel) 
by becoming a corpse. Yet since the statement can be true the ful 
fillment it refers to must take place at a level where the con~inuatio: 
or cessation of physical existence is not the decisive factor. 

Thus the meaning of my life transcends my conscious grasp 3 

any given moment. I am always partially a stranger to my 0''1 

depths. And I can fully discover myself only in so far as I respoll1 

to a call which comes from beyond what I now am. Yet this calli 
not imposed upon me from the outside, and I can either respon' 
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to it or reject it. Even if I decide that life is pointless, the fact that 
I can raise the question presupposes that life might have a point. 
I may feel like an actor who begins reading a play on the assumption 
that the present lines, which seem silly, must have some function 
in tl1e total pattern of the drama. Yet the comparison is inexact. I 
am more like one who has to go out on the stage and improvise; 
and everything can happen as though there were no director at all. 
Sartre assumes that I am indeed like an improviser who has to go 
against the grain of a fundamental pointlessness. But Sartre runs 
into a contradiction. How can I create meaning for my life through 
total engagement, if the over-all pattern in which I participate is 
meaningless? 

There is no remedy so long as I picture myself as an isolated ego 
who has to make life valuable; and there is no escape from isolation 
so long as real communication with others is blocked by hostility. I 
do not begin to become a real self until antagonism is replaced by 
an inner bond, so that I can stop being self-conscious and begin to 
be incorporated into shared ideas and shared feelings. Entering into 
this selfhood is at the opposite pole from trying to become an ob­
server who watches the stream of e"'Perience How past like a movie 
film. Thus becoming my true self involves two things: First, a point 
where my past and my future mysteriously clasp hands in what 
might be called 'the absolute Moment'; here eternal meaning, though 
it transcends me, is neither static nor abstract; it is intimately per­
sonal and it is operative in time. Secondly, entrance into that inter­
subjectivity of communal participation which is more our true home 
than is our physical environment. 

The fact that men no longer think of life as a gift has made the 
second meaning especially dim; for instead of realizing that I cannot 
become myself apart from the family bond, I regard life in such a 
world as a penalty, pronounced by nobody and for no identifiable 
crime. Thus fatherhood and sonship have lost their meaning. The 
begetting of children becomes a matter of throwing into life infants 
who never asked to be born. The point Marcel is making is not pri­
marily moralistic; he is claiming that the essence of fatherhood is 
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. 's keep-care for the selfhood of the young hfe that comes under one aJi. 
ing, and observance of the rules of monogamy docs not autom oal 
cally guarantee that such care will be present. The physical-perso. 
bond of the family is a good symbol for man's bond with Be~ 
because it is only within the 'We' that anyone ever becomes 'bit­
self.' Thus, in Marcel's terminology, the family bond is a rnystBY· 

Some may feel that since objective information about the histm>; 
and present functioning of the family is available, the word 'rnystel1 
is inappropriate; to which Marcel replies that a novelist or dr~ 
tist can make us aware of what he means, even though a sociologil 
may not. The presence of a loved-one in the family bond must~ 
distinguished from anything that has to do with spatial relati~ 
For example, a man in the same room with me may be so ali' 
that I cannot feel his presence. He understands my words, but ;J. 
me; and if he repeats my words to me they may even be unredt 
nizable. I cannot be myself while I am with him. When the opp()!i\t 
occurs, I can be responsive to the presence of another, whetherbr 
is near or far in the spatial sense, and he makes me more f~ 
myself than I could be when alone. Hence the way we incline (jJ1' 

selves toward a presence is essentially different from the way ~ 
grasp an object. Presence can only be welcomed or rebuffed. It c:J 
for a response on our part, not a mere noticing. But to say that t)! 
family bond and presence are mysterious does not mean that tb'f 
are unknowable. The unknowable is what lies beyond solution bY 

the problematic approach; but a mystery is neither soluble nor ill' 
soluble; it is to be entered into instead of looked at. 

5. Transcendence 

Marcel admits that his sort of philosophizing confronts a sped~ 
danger. Since it starts with deep inner experience which cannot bt 
renewed at will, it can easily pass over into talking about such eS· 
perience instead of existing in it. It can remain true to itself on11 
by not becoming an argument for certain truths that can be graspe<l 
by learning its content. It must remain an appeal to the ioclividu~ 
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which can always be rejected, no matter what discoveries may occur 
in the sphere of publicly verifiable knowledge. This is as it should 
be, for the acquisition of objective knowledge is never the same 
thing as becoming myself. He goes so far as to say that even if 
science had finished its task and the natural order had become com­
pletely intelligible, every important philosophical problem would 
still remain. Take, for example, a sleeping child. Exhaustive scientific 
knowledge says nothing about the sacredness of this sleeping child, 
and yet inability to feel something of the sort is a mark of barbar­
ism. It is wrong to say that this sacredness is created by my feelings 
and attitudes; for when we are confronted with a barbarism devoid 
of reverence, we are sure that what it ignores has a validity that 
does not depend upon the presence or absence of any individual's 
acknowledgment. In short, what gives life its sacredness transcends 
us; the extent to which we embody its meaning depends, in part, 
upon our purposes; but the source of meaning remains, whether we 
recognize it or not, and whether we respond to it positively or nega­
tively. When seized by despair, lust, or ambition we may become 
blind to it; and when it makes its presence felt we may welcome 
or run away from the encounter. Yet this meeting with the absolute 
Thou, beyond the self and beyond other people, takes place wholly 
in inwardness. God cannot be approached like an objectively exist­
ing thing or an objectively demonstrable principle because our 
bond with Him, as the ground of meaning and freedom, is ulterior 
to everything we can stand over against. 

At many points in the foregoing discussion, the close relationship 
between what Marcel means by ·Being' and what he means by ·cod' 
has been self-evident. But he denies that their identity can be taken 
for granted, because it is always possible to reach a philosophical 
conception of Being which is incompatible with what the believing 
consciousness means by God. The likelihood of this sort of conflict 
may be reduced from the side of philosophy, however, by rejecting 
the traditional approach of metaphysics which attempts to define 
Being as static, and as reached by abstraction from personal experi­
ence. Marcel is avowedly seeking the eternal in personal experience 
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and in concrete relations with others. His method, so far from lead­
ing toward subjectivism, gives a central place to that fundamental 
characteristic of personal experience which requires real commUJli. 
cation. I cannot be cut off from others without at the same tilDe 
being cut off from myself. Self-knowledge must be hetero-centric. 
and legitimate self-love must be based upon loving relationships 
with others. The starting point of metaphysics should be the togeth­
erness of the 'We' instead of the cogito. 

In Sartre, existentialism undeniably takes an opposite form; !lis 
philosophy is egocentric in principle and so makes intersubjecti~ 
and openness toward others impossible. Therefore, Marcel is anxiCP 
to show that existentialism can break with traditional metaphysi."l 
without falling into Sartre's difficulties. Intersubjectivity (like 'Beag· 
in the preceding discussion) is the nexus within which anything~ 
given to me; it cannot be demonstrated because it is the alrea~·· 
present ground on the basis of which we affirm anything else. It 
deed, it is not something which can be designated as a 'this' Cl 

'that'; it is living communication. 
The word 'existence' should be used in such a way that its prt 

mary meanings are connected with first-hand acquaintance "it~ 
what it is to be a self, while the sense in which 'things' can be 53-~ 
to exist turns out to be secondary and derivative. Such a usage of 
trasts sharply with the assumption that, starting with knowledged 
the existence of physical things, we can then form a notion of tl;l 
existence of human beings as especially complicated organiSI¢ 
Marcel rejects the latter approach on the ground that objecth~ 
knowledge cannot get at the singular existence of anything, althoug; 
it is this singularity which is, strictly, 'in being.' The only way '~' 
become directly aware of the existing of a thing is through its sensi 
ble presence to a subject. But science has to abstract from this situ 
ation; it has to try to form a notion of the subject, or certain prop 
erties of the object, apart from its presence to any particular knowe1 
In short, it has to concentrate upon those aspects in which the know 
ing activity can be the same for all men and the characteristics c 
the object apprehended can be the same for all men. In its ow 
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proper fashion science can tell us a great deal about the properties 
of objects, but it abstracts from the situation whereby alone we 
become aware of the existing of objects. Existence is not a property, 
although there is no sense in trying to form a notion of anything 
apart from its properties. 

Our awareness of the existing of things is mediated to us through 
our own bodies. Therefore my body, as existent, is the bed-rock 
reality which my awareness of the existence of anything else as­
sumes. Yet, as Marcel has already tried to show, my body is not 
merely a thing. I cannot rightly think of it simply as an object per­
ceived, because it is through my body that I perceive. So far from 
identifying 'existence' with items which may be located in space 
and time, we should recognize that the bed-rock existent, my body, 
cannot be merely such an item because it is that through which 
things become localized for me in space and time. My body cannot 
merely be 'there' for me, because it is through the body that other 
things become 'there' for me. 

These considerations prompt Marcel to make some rather cryptic 
statements. From the standpoint he has developed the mere thing 
turns out to be a pseudo-existent. Anything that can be destroyed, 
taken apart, and reduced to dust never was an existent in the strict 
sense. But since a person's body as a presence cannot be reduced to 
a mechanism which disintegrates and ceases to function, it may be 
meaningless to say of a dead person that he no longer exists. This 
statement is directly connected with his conviction that a dead 
person can be present, even after the body has c~ased to be an 
object in space. He applies the same line of reflection to subpersonal 
things; in so far as a garden has been existent to me as 'presence,' 
it (not just an image of it) retains being even though, in the ordi­
nary sense of the words, the garden has ceased to exist. 

Clearly, Marcel wants to regard the nature of existence, in his 
sense of the term, as an important clue to the nature of Being. The 
bond between the two seems to be a certain indestructibility. I can­
not really regard the existence and non-existence of my self as 
modes of the same thing. To be able to do so, I would have to stand 
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d ·d existeJ outside both modes, and I obviously cannot stan outsi e · 
any transition from non-being to being always comes back to ::. 
ject who is. Despite the close affinity of the two terms, h.o~ , 
there is a contrast between experiencing myself as exis.tlllol ', 
experiencing myself as being. To ex-ist is to emerge, to anse. 
rise up so as to become more readily accessible to others, but I' 
also withdraw myself into my own inner being. The latter gives 
a foundation on which I can stand. But though I can turn toWa!C 
I cannot fully coincide with it. I can take hold of my own exister 
but my being is wholly a gift, and I am always aware, not only ol 
presence, but of its distance. There are ways of narrowing the l 
between that self-realization which I can produce by taking h 
of existence, and that rootedness in being which is given to me, 
in this life the gap cannot be completely overcome. FurtherJll.' 
the difference between what I make of myself and what it is SJ' 

me to be, may become so great that I would be condemned to lOS 
the latter if it were not for grace. 

The nature of my existence of selfhood can rightly be follo'' 
as a clue to the nature of Being only if the notion of the self 3 

monad, a circumscribed ego, is overcome. The more my existel 
participates in that of others, the closer it comes to Being; and 1 

more one falls into egocentricity, the less he exists. Hence M31 
is not trying to conceive of Being or of God on the analogy ol 
center of consciousness. He complains that classic ontology has bl 
dominated by static conceptions which stress the perfection 8 

self-sufficiency of Being or God. Rather the kind of fulfillment 
has in mind is like the creativity which can go on between perso 
It is something lived, rather than something timeless and abstrl 
Moreover, such fulfillment, as for example in the case of mut 
love, does not necessarily mean that what we are talking abou 
finished. Finally, traditional ontology and theology have tried 
conceive of ens realissimum as made up of attributes which cl 
prise a whole. But it is wrong in principle to try to approach 
uniqueness of an individual being as though it we1·e an addit 
whole. Therefore, it is equally wrong to try to approach univeJ 
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being in such a manner. Cod is not a quid with a certain number of 
predicates. But since we have to use predicates in characterizing 
anything, how can we speak of Him at all? 

1\tlarcel's answer is to look upon each human being as a genuine 
incorporation of Being. vVe have already seen what this means to 
him. It means that to try to treat persons and their relations as func­
tions is to miss what is constitutive of persons as well as the real 
character of their relations. A forgetfulness of how each man par­
ticipates in Being-itself goes hand-in-hand with depersonalization 
and all its dreadful consequences. Yet we cannot merely think of 
all human beings collectively and say that they, taken together, make 
up what we mean by Being-itself. Since each person is a subject, 
none can be just an item in an aggregate. To refuse to regard Being­
itself as substantive leads to a nihilism like Sartre's. We cannot 
regard men as coming from nothing and retuming to nothing, and 
at the same time regard them as genuinely participating in being. 

But since men do die, must we regard individuals merely as transi­
tory appearances of Being-itself, which is etemal? Here the close 
affinity between nihilism and neg~tive mysticism becomes apparent. 
In the one case there is no transcendent Being to which man can 
be related; in the other case the reality of the transcendent Being 
swallows up the individual. Against both, Marcel wishes to affirm 
that the real core of the person, as participating in intersubjectivity, 
cannot perish. This may sound like a Platonic theory of immortality, 
but it is not. He is not saying that the soul is something which will 
be perpetuated. Having abandoned all attempts to treat either the 
individual or Being-itself as objects, and taking his stand on the 
experienced nature of intersubjectivity, he declares that it is impos­
sible to love someone without affirming that the value of the loved 
person is imperishable. 

Yet no one can look at the world without realizing that every­
thing and everyone he loves may be destroyed. Does Marcel's ap­
proach result in a kind of faith which must constantly conflict with 
objective knowledge? Actually he regards the deliverances of scien­
tific knowledge as compatible either with faith or with the lack of it. 
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· 1 · lines a lilt Therefore it is extremely important to examme w 1at mc ... 
toward faith or its opposite. The atheist and the believer expen~: 

I . ·t 'lSSU::'· the same evils. ·what makes the difference? The at lCIS ' .J,, 
that since evils occur God docs not exist. This presupposes an~-~ 

d 'f HeW"' of God so adequate that one can say what He would o I .. 
I oW c~· real. On what can this idea rest? In the nature of th~ case, 1 do i:: 

an atheist have the right to a theory as to what De1ty should 
given circumstances? 

6. Faith 

When we come to discuss the believer's attitude, it is importat' 
'·· to draw a distinction between conviction and faith. 'Conviction. • 

Marcel uses the word, means that one puts up a sort of barrie: 
claiming an assurance that nothing will modify. 'Faith,' on the othi 
hand, means placing one's whole self at the disposal of what iS~ 
lieved in. It is possible to have a strong conviction about anoth'. 
person without pledging oneself to him. The words which expll~ 
conviction may be indistinguishable from those which express faitl 
yet in the one case we stay within a sort of cita<lel or enclosU~ 
while in the other case we make a venturesome offer indeed all 'i~ 

' I vocation.' It is difficult to find the right word for pointing to 1'' 
object of faith when one tries to reply to the atheist for what r~t~ 
is directed toward is not an object. Yet what is es;ential for f~itl 
is neither my convictions nor my words. In the heat of an argull1er 
it is easy to forget this. I begin fighting for the certainty of somet11i0 

that is mine. Nevertheless, the only thing that is mine is openne: 
toward a reality which is capable of being invoked. 

This reality itself is of essential importance, and it is part of tl 
nature of faith to realize that a venture can be lost. We invoke tl 
absolute Thou and there may be none, or there may be no respoll! 
Moreover, there may be particular aspects of our belief, which' 
thought essential, but which can be prove<.l wrong and which ' 
may therefore be compelled to abandon. Many people, having d 
covered that some of the things they were taught to believe as cl: 
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dren are illusory, leap to the conclusion that inte11ectuai honesty 
requires the abandonment of faith entirely. Others, feeling that they 
will £.nd it impossible to live if they lose faith, have clung blindly 
or uneasily to illusions because they saw no way to abandon them 
without at the same time losing what they knew to be indispensable. 
1\tiarcel suggests that what is really essential in faith can neither be 
proved nor disproved by any sort of objective evidence. It consists 
in making a way of living out of hope and love as directed toward 
God. In the case of a speci£.c individual, it is justi£.able to continue 
to hope for him, in the sense of affirming his value as a person; 
and unless we can do so, our love for that individual is dead. Where 
faith, hope, and love are present, the self-offering is a humble readi­
ness which is at the opposite pole from trying to develop techniques 
that will tap divine power for our own purposes. 

This humility is linked with a recognition of contingency and 
dependence as metaphysical facts. In many discussions humility in 
this sense is lost sight of entirely between two opposite attitudes. 
This £.rst is a form of mortification in the presence of a condemning 
Deity which is closely associated with feelings of guilt, impotence, 
and self-hatred. The second is a form of human self-sufficiency which 
takes pride in man's creative powers and teaches us that, in view 
of the discoveries of scienti£.c knowledge, we can and must learn 
to be dependent only on ourselves. ?viarcel wishes to repudiate both. 
There is an awareness of our condition as £.nite beings which can 
be sober and appropriate. vVe miss it when we indulge in maso­
chistic groveling; but we also miss it when humanistic and scien­
ti£.c visions of autonomy have blinded us to a sacredness in nature, 
in beauty, and in persons of which we are not the source. Hence 
Marcel sharply repudiates the attempts of humanists to lump all 
forms of belief in God under the general category of irrational 
authoritarianism. In our times the individual has become enslave~ 
to the Party or the State through a form of idolatry which relin­
quishes personal freedom to something inferior to it. But there is 
no analogy between this irrational authoritarianism and the sort of 
dependence on God whereby a man turns humbly and freely toward 
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the source of his being. The idolatry of totalitarianism must be 
understood as the Nemesis which waits for men who, in trying to 
make autonomy work, have left a vacuum where faith in God 
should be. 

7. Community and Freedom 

How, then, can <.lepcmlcncc be so characterized that the universal 
validity of Gm\'s claim upon our lives is suitably expressed? All tit 

false prophets of our day try to make universal claims for their ~· 
ticular philosophy of history. Since relativistic vi~ws ~re weak in .e­
sisting them, we need to rediscover an authentic umversalism. Ytt 
our norms cannot be established by seeking ideas which everydlf 
could be persuaded to affirm; an authentically universal claim mi~ 
be one whi<.:h many persons reject. One norm Marcel is willing" 
defend, after certain defects in Kant's formulation of it have bet' 
removed, is that persons should be regarded as ends in themsel­
But we must see this principle as operating under concrete con! 
tions, not as an a priori axiom. When we do so we realize thatJ 
cannot be looked upon as a private, individual attitude. The ~ 
whereby persons are regarded as ends in themselves is intrinsical 
communal. 'Even if I pray alone in my room · .. I am unitir 
myself . . . to a community which does not belong exclusively ~ 
even primarily, to the visible world.' ~3 Thus prayer for another'; 
an insta~ce where the universal norm is being fulfilled, cannot'~ 
dealt Wtth adequately by either a subjective or an objective ar 
proach. The former overlooks the element of participation, the Col 

munal context in which I act. The latter, which is to be found • 
sociological studies of religion as a cultural phenomenon, ignof; 
the inwardness of the act itself. Thus the existence of that intersu~ 
jectivity which provides the context for a universally valid cla¥ 
cannot be doubted by one who freely participates in it. On the oth' 
hand, its existence cannot be proved or disproved by one who loo.l 
upon it from the outside, although the outsider's approach nu 
prompt him to declare that only those aspects of community whi, 
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can be studied by sociological methods-i.e. institutions-are real. 
Exactly what is the role of freedom here? Clearly participation in 

genuine community depends upon it. But in what sense can the offer 
of fellowship be real apart from individual response? If the offer 
might be granted or withheld from me, then the actualization of 
fellowship, although it involves my response, is not brought about 
merely through the exercise of my freedom. In an attempt to clarify 
what he means by freedom, Marcel distinguishes it from ·doing 
what I want.' He points out that it is possible for a person under 
conditions of captivity to retain and even to deepen inner freedom, 
despite the fact that he obviously cannot do what he wants. He also 
insists that inasmuch as many desires are compulsive, freedom may 
require a certain conquest over them instead of conformity to them. 
Yet when I yield to a discreditable desire, is it right to claim that 
since I was acting under compulsion, I was not responsible? The 
more I succeed in proving my own innocence by such a device, the 
more I have to admit that I am at the mercy of desires which operate 
as though they were detached from me and which can therefore re­
duce me to slavery. I drift toward viewing myself as having the 
innocence of an automaton. But I cannot convince myself that I 
am wholly an automaton because the entire course of my reflection 
shows that I am a being who questions himself. If I were really an 
automaton, I could not reflect upon, evaluate, and judge myself as 
I actually do-even when I reach deterministic conclusions. 

Indeterminism, on the other hand, presents a radically defective 
view of freedom because it gives rise to the notion that the purest 
examples of liberty are to be found in circumstances where the 
stakes are insignificant. It is only in such circumstances that the 
reasons for choosing one way or the other are not compelling. We 
need to reformulate the matter so as to see that freedom has a direct 
bearing upon what I become. Picture, if you will, a man who is 
under terrific pressure to commit treason in order to save his own 
life. If he commits treason, then it is by a free act which reveals 
what he is. (Marcel does not discuss the use of drugs and torture 
in this connection; but he might well assert that if, by such means, 
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the personality of the victim has been so destroyed that he is lit­
erally not responsible for what he says, then his act is not treason.) 
On the other hand, if he remains faithful, this can only mean that 
he attaches tremendous value to freedom itself. In either case, by 
his freedom he has a hand in making himself what he is to be. Yet 
it is important to recognize that fidelity can no more be automatic 
than is treason. A great deal of fortitude and stubbornness may be 
called for; but genuine fidelity cannot be mechanical because as one 
confronts the sort of ordeal in question one cannot know in advance 
what the outcome will be. There may be unrecognized weaknesses 
which are brought to light under pressure, and triumph over these 
weaknesses is like a creative act. Moreover, in retrospect one may 
recognize that hidden resources came to his aid, helping to make 
him what he becomes-namely, a man who remained faithful. 

8. Grace and Freedom 

To remain faithful to freedom is to remain faithful to oneself and 
to that whereby we help to make ourselves what we become; yet 
everything that has just been described presupposes the gift of 
certain resources as well as the creative act. \Vhat is the relation­
ship between grace and freedom? Grace should be thought of pri­
marily as analogous to the gift of oneself, rather than as the transfer 
of some power or property from a donor to a recipient. Moreover, 
the gift is unconditional; that is, it is not contingent upon the use 
that the recipient is going to make of it, and it is not offered with 
the purpose of securing a hold over him by means of gratitude. 

If these remarks are applied to God, then they clearly imply that 
Marcel rejects most forms of theological determinism and predesti­
nation. But what guarantee can there be that we receive life as the 
result of a divine generosity which seeks nothing except the fellow­
ship which generosity itself expresses? The only genuine answer is 
·revelation.' It is only as I become gratefully aware that God reveals 
Himself as generosity, that I can apprehend all life and my own life 
as gifts of grace. Yet we can find people whose awareness of the 
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sanctity of life presupposes revelation and who nevertheless do not 
articulate any definite belief in God or may even regard themselves 
as unbelievers. On the other hand, it always remains possible to 
deny such a view of life, and to regard all existence, including my 
own, as absurd ( Sartre). 

Thus Z.darcel is brought to a point in his reflections where he 
raises a question that is momentous for existentialism as a whole. 
Must we simply make a choice between two conceptions, neither 
of which can claim rationally to be more true than the other? In that 
case the affirmation of divine grace and revelation would have only 
a sort of pragmatic value. It would enable us to retain our belief 
that the significance of life has an eternal ground, as over against the 
atheism which says life can possess only the significance which 
human freedom bestows on it. But the question of truth cannot be 
evaded. And if atheism is true, then courage and uprightness them­
selves demand that we refuse to be duped; they demand that we 
reject belief in grace. Marcel suggests, however, that if we adopt the 
atheistic alternative we soon discover that the term 'truth' has lost 
its significance, and so has freedom. Truth has lost its significance 
because if all the judgments we make constitute a projection of 
meaning onto a world which in fact is alien to such meaning, then 
the judgment by which this sort of atheism claims to be true is 
caught in the meshes of its own theory. Like every other judgment 
it is an arbitrary fabrication, which is equivalent to saying that it 
cannot claim to be true. 

To be sure, such a line of argument will not succeed in forcing 
a man like Sartre to abandon his position. It is possible, at least 
verbally, to be satisfied with intellectual self-destruction, and even 
to enjoy it in a satanic sort of way. One does not relinquish such 
atheism unless a minimum of good-will has been aroused, and it is 
precisely this good-will which is lacking in Sartre's case. That is 
why 'freedom' also becomes finally devoid of meaning and value in 
his philosophy. He regards it as an anarchic disposition which runs 
indiscriminately through every variety of human activity, the worst 
as well as the best. The only sense in which he can speak of abusing 
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freedom arises when one has failed to exercise it, and since freedom 
has nothing to be faithful to, being faithful to freedom itself turns 
out to be a dead end. In fact, freedom in any significant sense clearly 
vanishes in that culmination of Sartre's outlook on life which equates 
it with an inescapable, enslaving trap that can only be accepted and 
cursed simultaneously. Yet this connection between truth and free­
dom which the believer affirms, and the significance which they de­
rive from being grounded in God, cannot be rationally demonstrated. 
For the divine generosity in the light of which religious faith sees 
life itself as a gift cannot be understood, for the very reason that 
it is at the root of every understanding. 

Neither grace nor freedom should be thought of in terms of a 
causal interplay. So Marcel rejects any conception of grace which 
regards it as a force or influence distinct from the causality which is 
proper to the human agent. The question which sets him at odds 
with Sartre or any other atheist has to do with whether 'my being 
in the world' is an expression of generosity. The atheistic position 
assumes that there is nobody qualified to bestow such a gift. On the 
other hand, the believer apprehends 'being in the world' as a be· 
stowal of the absolute Thou. Both the atheistic and the religious 
position are unverifiable; yet both statements illustrate how men 
cannot help taking up some sort of position toward the reality, what· 
ever it may be, that lies beyond verification. 

9. Faith and Reason; Testimony 

Since the believer's attitude goes beyond knowledge, in the ordi· 
nary sense, what is the relationship between faith and reason? In­
stead of writing about faith and reason Marcel, following his desire 
to remain close to the concrete situation of the individual, speaks 
of a gap between the believing and the reflecting 'me.' He admits 
that a perfect synthesis is impossible for wayfaring man, lzomo­

viator, who so long as he exists must forever move forward. This 
means that reflection will continually bring up difficulties which 
threaten faith; but Marcel adds that a modus vivendi can be found 
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only by facing these difficulties, by accepting them as a test and an 
ordeal, instead of rejecting critical thought as one might turn from 
a temptation. In fact, faith undergoes a sort of purification by open­
ing itself to the attack of reflection and surviving that attack. One 
of the dangers is that conceptual thought will try to substitute pro­
gressively abstract terms for concrete ones. This may lead to a 
static conception of Being-itself which tries to represent it as a 
'thing' to be grasped by objectivizing thinking. In order to resist this 
danger I must recover the direct, living connection between my own 
being and transcendent Being. This recovery is best illustrated by 
contrasting the role of the reporter of objective truth with the role 
of the witness. In the first case the truth which is reported is quite 
independent of the man who discovers or purveys it. His historical 
relationship to it is, in the technical sense, accidental. It may be a 
fact that at a given moment a particular scientist formulated this 
truth for the first time; but no one regards the biographical circum­
stances which surround this event as having any crucial bearing 
on the truth he formulates. In the case of the witness, on the other 
hand, the historical connection between his life and the truth to 
which he testifies is critical. He points to the truth with his life 
instead of by means of an intellectual formula, and the nature of 
the tmth to which he bears witness-perhaps by martyrdom-con­
tinues to be inseparable from the nature of his testimony. If men 
become heedless of the sort of truth he has died for, a recovery of 
the story of his existence as testimony, through a revived oral or 
written account, can reawaken them to it. 

Applying these considerations to theology, Marcel holds that the 
attempt to demonstrate the existence of God represents Him as 
though He were an objective truth. On the contrary, Marcel sug­
gests that if the living God can only be approached through the 
testimony of one's existence, then it follows that God is inevitably 
incarnate and that testimony must be directed, in the first instance, 
toward this Incarnation. It also follows, secondarily, that since God 
is livingly connected with the being of every man, every approach 
to justice and love is at the same time an approach to God. When-
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ever God is thought of abstractly, in terms of patterns of justice 
and love which prevail no matter what we do, freedom disappears 
and so does sin. I cannot really sin against an objective truth which 
remains valid, regardless of what I may think or do. But I can sin 
against a truth which is actualized only through Incarnation, and 
here also freedom is real; for I can refuse to testify with my life, or 
I can bear false witness. There is only one way of being faithful to 
the effect of the Incarnation, and that is to become an embodied 
testimony to the living God. Once a mathematical truth has been 
discovered, all subsequent reporters of it arc in a sense superfluous. 
But no past witnesses to Christ makes testimony today superfluous, 
and perhaps the core of the apologetic task in every age is to be 
located in lives rather than in arguments. 

Nevertheless a philosopher may break with immanence and rec· 
ognize in some general way the need for faith and transcendence, 
as Jaspers does, without being able to accept any particular histori· 
cal religion such as Christianity. Conversion to Christianity cannot 
be genuine unless it is free; but it is also dependent upon conditions 
that are beyond the power of freedom to bring about. Conversion 
is the act whereby a man is called to become a witness. This pre­
supposes that something has actually happened in history in which 
we can discern the action of the living God, and through which we 
receive a recognizable call. But it is a mistake to try to localize this 
conversion in a given moment, and it is a mistake to think that once 
the call is answered in the affirmative, the believer is then installed 
once for all in some privileged position from which he can look con· 
descendingly upon the tribulations of outsiders. The call is a con· 
stant one, and the possibility of relapse or betrayal is equally con· 
stant. 

It is difficult to tell whether this is aimed specifically at Jaspers. 
But regardless of Marcel's own intentions, it illuminates the central 
differences between the two philosophers with regard to Jesus 
Christ. From Marcel's standpoint, Jaspers can accept in general the 
interlocking of grace and freedom, and he sees clearly that this 
interlocking must be concrete and historical. We actualize our rela· 
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tionship to the Transcendent only as we embody it in our lives and 
testify to it with our lives. In other words, Jaspers can accept incar­
nation as a general principle without, as he sees it, jeopardizing the 
transcendence of Being-itself; but belief in the Deity of Christ seems 
to him to violate both the nature of Transcendence (i.e. God would 
then not be wholly transcendent) and the nature of the historical 
(i.e. as the sphere of finitude). Do Jaspers' difficulties arise from the 
fact that he is still forming his doctrine of the Transcendent only 
on the basis of what he finds to be characteristic of the historical 
from his human position within the historical? One might ask: 'Well, 
what else could he do?' l\'larcel has recognized throughout that all 
existential thinking must be rooted in human experience, but he sug­
gests a readiness to let God Himself throw light on what He is. Is 
it possible to grasp the nature of the historical, without either get­
ting outside it or by generalizing from our position within it, but 
rather by seeing it in the light which He grants? If so, then it would 
be wrong to lay down axioms in advance concerning what God could 
or could not do. In a word, Jaspers affirms incarnation as a general 
principle which is nowhere perfectly fulfilled, while Marcel sees the 
operation of the principle in men as testimony to the Incarnation, 
not as a principle, but as a Person. 

Finally, for Jaspers it is a scandal that Christianity, which is only 
one religion among others, claims to be universally true. This leads, 
he believes, to arrogance, dogmatism, and false claims of security 
and finality. On the other hand, Marcel defines testimony in such a 
way that no final claim can be made for homo viator, whose task is 
to embody this 'universal truth,' and concerning the adequacy of his 
witness he must never claim exclusiveness, security, or finality. The 
element of unconditionality attaches not to claims we make concern­
ing ourselves or our human beliefs; it attaches, rather, to the nature 
of the Transcendent toward whom our faith is directed. To Jaspers, 
if our faith is thus unconditional it cannot be 'universal,' since he 
associates universality with that which is objectively valid. For 
Marcel, on the other hand, universal validity in the sphere of values 
or religion, as contrasted with science or logic, does not mean 'pub-
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licly verifiable by anybody and everybod.y.' Moreover, for him the 
element of unconditionality means that belief in God which is con­
tingent upon any of our demands (e.g. upon not having to und.ergo 
certain forms of bereavement, disappointment, or suffering) is, at 
bottom, superstitious. It makes belief contingent upon the fulfill­
ment oi a contract: 'I shall believe in you, God, provided. that .. .' 
Then if disaster strikes the man may assume that the contract bas 
been broken by the other party. What really happened., however, 
was that the man made his contract with an imaginary being. The 
more belief is taken to be wrapped up with affirmation of certain 
concepts, the more likely is it to be shattered when adversity occurs. 
It is only the presence of God, not an idea of Him, that can be 
stronger than the presence of catastrophe. 

10. Evil and Death; Hope and Salvation 

But if this presence of God to faith is a gift, how can a man be 
blamed when this gift has not been granted to him? Such a querY 
obviously separates grace and freedom in a manner which Marcel 
resists. God's offer is not an invention of our freedom; but His pres­
ence or absence to us is connected with how we have responded 
to the availability of fellowship. This does not mean, however, that 
the trials and ordeals which come to us are sent by God, as a sort 
of celestial schoolmaster, to test our faith. The father in the parable 
of the Prodigal Son transcends any such notions. The real question 
is whether we regard the evils which befall us simply as links in a 
chain of causal circumstance or as having an integral, not an acci· 
dental, place in a meaningful whole. The latter approach means 
that we have been lifted above that anxiety in which life seerns 
meaningless. In connection with any specific ordeal, however, there 
may be a significant difference between our ability to withstand its 
impact at that moment and our ability to see meaning in it retro· 
spectively. 

In any case we again see the indissoluble connection between 
grace and freedom, for that which lifts us above anxiety is insep-
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arable from purity of heart. In principle, Marcel suggests, all the 
evils which destroy faith, and which the unbeliever may try to avoid 
or surmount by his own power, can be summarized under the cate­
gory of death. Every particular situation which we feel we cannot 
live through, because it deprives us of something indispensable, is 
a reflection of that ultimate situation which we cannot live through 
and which deprives us of everything indispensable. Perhaps we can 
imagine a world in which, after each creature had actualized all his 
potentialities, he would pass into a peaceful euthanasia and death 
would no longer be an object of horror; but such a world would 
wholly lack spiritual depth; it belongs in a fairy story. Our real 
world harbors seemingly inexhaustible possibilities of waste and de­
struction, and those who reach the highest spiritual fulfillment, in­
stead of being in any sense immune from tragedy and death, often 
seem to have to undergo trials, persecution, and suffering of special 
intensity. Hence unless death has its place in a meaningful whole, 
we cannot be expected to believe that other evils have theirs; but 
a certain sort of 'spiritualism' makes the mistake of trying to fit death 
into the picture by denying its apparent finality. 

The opposite mistake lies in a dogmatic affirmation of this finality; 
and from this error spring the most terrible evils of our age, which 
treat men as machines capable of a given output. There is a direct 
connection between the two errors; for a man who has been offered 
the too facile consolations of pseudo-religion may be driven into 
despair when he rightly becomes disillusioned with them. There is 
a straight line leading from the religious failure of our age to the 
forced labor camp and the cremation oven. Theoretically, one might 
suppose that abandonment of belief in eternal life would lead to 
more loving care for life in this world; but what has actually hap­
pened is the very opposite. Life in this world has become more 
and more widely looked upon as a sort of worthless phenomenon. 
An increase of slavery, in various forms, is the most glaring fact 
about our civilization, which has come to look upon death as the 
final word. The only thing left to such a generation is hope in 'social 
immortality'; and we have seen how, in such circumstances, the 
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utmost bravery and willingness to sacrifice one's life for a future 
h · d" ·d al but one will never see have been made to serve not t e m IVI u ' 

the species, in the form of such deified societies as Nazi GermanY 
and Communist Russia. 

For it is only on the basis of a metaphysics of intersubjectivity, 
where persons are seen as freely united in community rather than 
as subjugated to the mass, that sacrifice can take on a different and 
inward meaning. At this level, participation in the reality for which 
one sacrifices himself means that the significance and worth of per­
sonality-and-community are indestructible; for Being is indcstruct· 
ible. At the opposite pole is the view that human beings are inter· 
connected by relations of simple succession, appearing and disap­
pearing like an interminable game of skittles. But since the question 
at stake seems to be one of fact, how can faith or freedom have any 
bearing on it? Marcel replies that the Christian hope does not rest 
upon the outcome of a factual inquiry. The factual evidence for 
survival is not only meager (possibly non-existent), it is religiously 
well-nigh irrelevant; for the most it could show, even if it were 
strong, would be the survival of the ego, whereas what Christian 
hope is directed toward is not merely survival, which might still be 
egocentric, but life in God. Hence, so long as we confine the discus­
sion to whether immortality is a fact or a delusion, we have not 
touched the heart of the matter. Factual evidence has to do with 
~eople in so far as they are objects. 'Whether the factual evidence 
~s taken to indicate that these objects are destroyed or survive, noth· 
mg has been said about the person as a Thou. 

Does this mean, then, that when he comes to speak of eternal life 
Marcel falls into a kind of dualism which he has otherwise sought 
to overcome? No; he declares that to construe his statement as an 
atte_mpt to divide the person into a destructible phenomenon and 
an Indestructible noumenon, is to misunderstand the case entirely. 
For .this is to remain within the patterns of objective thinking, sep­
arating man into 'parts.' But the indestructibility he has in mind is 
that of a meaningful bond rather than an object. The quality and 
promise of eternity can be enclosed in the love that exists between 
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two people. What is really important is the destiny of that living 
link, not the destiny of an entity which is isolated and closed in on 
itself, provided the human love we now refer to embodies that open­
ness which is characteristic of genuine love and is not an idolatrous 
form of mutually shared narcissism. Participation in eternity is 
claimed for such a human bond, not as a closed system between 
husband and wife, parent and child, or friends, but as reflecting, 
under conditions of finitude, a divine love which charges existence 
with infinite possibilities. 

J\1arcel is not suggesting that there is some supra-terrestrial place 
at which people arrive after leaving this earth. Desire might express 
itself in the form of such a notion; but desire is to be radically dis­
tinguished from hope. Hope does not consist in evading the apparent 
finality of death; it reaches its zenith, rather, when the situation is 
fully faced. At that point the ultimate opposition between existence 
and meaning which death signalizes is dealt with not by consulting 
factual information (for it cannot be decisive), nor by toying with 
ideas as to what would be desirable. Either one submits to the ulti­
mate opposition and acknowledges the consequence that life is ulti­
mately meaningless (as in nihilism), or one hopes and believes, on 
the basis of his present experience of God as the ground of the inter­
subjective bond, that the opposition is transcended. 

Hope might be looked upon as an active reaction against a state 
of captivity to sickness, exile, estrangement, and meaninglessness. 
Perhaps this explains why, in those who are assured of a certain 
sort of material ease, hope so frequently withers, and with it the 
whole of the religious life. At the back of hope lies the assurance 
that tragedy is not the final word. Once again we see why the issue 
at stake turns, not on factual information, but on freedom. The 
presence of hope depends upon the putting forth of interior activity. 
But toward what is it directed? If it is directed only toward relief 
from intolerable circumstances in this world, it may be disappointed. 
If it is fixed upon some sort of development or state which will begin 
only after death, it may be an illusion. The answer, therefore, is that 
hope is not directed toward some finite object or outcome, whereas 
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desire is so directed. Hope is, rather, the driving force behind what 
it is to be human. As such it is more than a biological urge to sur­
vive; for human beings can retain the biological urge, and cling to 
physical existence tenaciously, after they have become spiritually 
dead. Hope is akin to what gives life, not its reproductive successive­
ness through time, but its perennialness and sacredness in time. In 
totalitarian countries whole peoples have been murdered by those 
who 'hope' for a new, eternal order. But to call this 'hope' and to 
call such an order 'eternal' is to fall victim to ghastly lies. Here we 
really see despair wearing the mask of hope, and we see political 
movements whose aims are purely historical wearing the mask of 
'eternal' claims. We must tear away these masks. 

Values really hang together, and it is impossible to promote 
order, justice, or community at the expense of truth. vVhat matters 
today is that man should rediscover the sense of the eternal, and 
withstand those who would make his life subservient to an alleged 
sense of history. Hope is not to hope tlzat such-and-such will occur. 
It is to direct the driving force which keeps man human to the 
Transcendent, its source. The context in which Marcel puts forward 
the appeal of his entire philosophy is strenuously eschatalogical, not 
serenely speculative. Any views of faith and hope which can be sus· 
tained in our day, he believes, must face the fact that we are prob· 
ably heading for catastrophes even more terrible than those of the 
last forty years. But the destructive forces are not like earthquakes 
a~d floods, since they have enlisted our human instincts and pas­
siOns. The struggle against them must take the form of diagnosing 
and of seeking to cure an inward contamination which reaches into 
the depths of every man. Outwardly the problems of contemporarY 
civilization look as though they called for a gigantic piece of social 
engineering. But the primary diagnosis and cure must be spiritual; 
and in the realm of the spiritual, proposals for gigantic programs 
arc intrinsically suspect. 

:Marcel's philosophy, then, rests upon the indissolubility of faith, 
hope, anu love within a concrete ontology. (He explains that his 
term 'intcrsubjectivity' is synonymous with 'charity.') It is aimed at 
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universality, for the terms just mentioned are intended to embrace 
the whole human community; but his concept of the whole is 'poly­
phonic' and supra-personal. He thinks of each individual as actively 
participating, and rejects every arithmetical notion which would try 
to treat human beings additively as masses. He aims at universality 
because he seeks to describe a mode of participation from which no 
one is excluded. 

Does this lead him into outright universalism? In reply he points 
out that we are in no position to know whether all human beings 
are destined to salvation, and neither are we in a position to take 
over God's role as judge in excluding anyone. The most we can say 
is that freedom implies the possibility of spiritual self-destruction, 
which can take the form of impious self-assertion. Here freedom 
turns against its own proper nature, for defiance of the ground of 
Being can take place only through one who has received both being 
and freedom from this ground. The result is a perversion of being; 
yet such perversions really occur. 

Must not Marcel put forth some sort of argument for the reality 
of God, however, if faith is to be more than an incommunicable 
psychic event? His reply is that arguments about God are relatively 
futile until one has become clear about the motives for being able 
or unable to believe in Him. A man like Albert Camus who cannot 
see how the reality of God is reconcilable with the suffering of chil­
dren is not on the same plane as a man who rejects belief in God 
because he does not want to face his own finitude and imperfection. 
Conversely, what men have tried to e!?tablish through arguments for 
the reality of God represent various and incompatible conceptions 
of what constitutes perfection. Therefore the proofs are ineffectual 
precisely at that point where they seem to be most needed, i.e. in 
trying to convince an unbeliever; and in so far as a man has experi­
enced the presence of God, proofs serve no useful function. If the 
real motive for unbelief is a negative will, can one hope to show 
the atheist, this Lucifer-man, his mistake? Only conversion will over­
come his negativity, and that falls within the domain of grace. One 
man may be an instrument in the conversion of another, but never 
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h Of it Yet Marcel is eager to go beyond KierkPgaard and t e cause · . . 
Pascal in emphasizing the intelligible aspect of fmth. The way m 
which persons and meanings come together in a concrete ontology 
deserves to be called knou:ledge, because it is closer to the spirit of 
truth than is mere ratiocination. 'Vhenever faith breaks away from 
knowledge in this sense it tends to degenerate into idolatry. 

Faith is not, then, simply an incommunicable psychic event. 
Where other writers frequently say that it has an 'objective' refer· 
ence, !vlarcel prefers to say that it has an 'intcrsuhjcctive' reference. 
The act of opening ourselves to God involves our freedom; but this 
act docs not automatically guarantee that grace is released for us. 
Indeed, in speaking of both faith and salvation-at least so far as 
these may be entered into while a man is engaged in temporal life­
Marcel is anxious to avoid any suggestion of a static, finished con· 
clition. Basically sin consists of taking oneself as center by shutting 
oneself off against the universal, and the battle against it must be 
incessant. The collective conditions through which sin operates can· 
not rightly be conceived either as chosen by the individual or as 
imposed upon him from without. These conditions are not the result 
of individual choosing, for they enter into the context in which he 
does his choosing. But neither are they simply imposed upon him 
from without, for he actively participates in them instead of sub­
mitting to them automatically. 

So long as man is a wayfaring crcatmc, salvation can only 
mean a continual entering into that universal community which is 
grounded in Cod; it cannot mean some sort of spiritual standstill. 
From this perspective Marcel is willing to admit that our age maY 
b: witn~~ssing a deterioration of the human species. All hopes that 
history IS moving toward a temporal fulfillment may well be illusory. 
The crimes committed, deliberately or inadvertently, by means of 
expanded scientific control cannot be dissociated from the stifling 
of wisdom that has accompanied over-emphasis upon scientific 
knowledge. 'Ve cannot be sure that the threat of destruction will 
force men to undergo that conversion which would have to occur 
before science might be used predominantly for spiritually enrich· 
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ing purposes, instead of increasing the tempo toward depersonaliza­
tion. If such a conversion can occur, it will require the renewal of 
a different sort of knowledge as well as a change of will. 

Hence the starting point must be sought, not in some sort of pro­
gram that we initiate, but in an opening of the self to the light 
which God sheds on temporal life. This does not mean that we at­
tempt to leap outside the conditions of temporal life; rather, it means 
that we see how pervasively mankind is being assimilated into a 
schematization of things. This assimilation is spiritual destruction, 
and we must refuse all complicity in it. Rather, we must maintain 
that in so far as persons are not things, human life is embraced by 
a living reality incomparably more dynamic and free than we are. 
It is true, of course, that because of our derivative freedom we pos­
sess the dreadful power of withholding ourselves from divine reality, 
locling ourselves ever more tightly into the prison which we create 
for our minds and spirits. Yet temporal existence need not be a 
prison, provided we respond with openness and fidelity to those 
solicitations from the beyond which can transfigure it here and now. 
Thus human life may become a temple which enshrines a gracious 
Presence. 

Either spirit is an excresence in a world that is hostile to it, or 
nature, temporality, and the body find their authentic meaning as 
earthen vessels suited to hold their heavenly treasure. In so far as 
this latter possibility is realized, the mysterious takes precedence 
over the purely problematic. To move from the refusal of Being, or 
God, into the invocation of the ultimate Presence, is, according to 
Gabriel 1\1arcel, the proper end of homo viator. 

NOTES 

1. See 'An Essay in Autobiography' in The Philosophy of Existence (New 
York: Philosophical Library, 1949), pp. 83f., from which most of the 
information here set forth is taken. 
2. Published in the United States by Henry Regnery, Chicago, in 1951. 
Other works now available in English are The Philosophy of Existence, 
A Metaphysical Journal (Regnery, 1952), Being and Having (Boston: 
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Beacon, 1951), Homo Viator ( Regnery, 1951), Marl Against i\Iass Soci­
ety (Regnery, 1952), The Decline of Wisdom (Regnery, 1955), as well 

as a group of Marcel's plays. 
3. The Philosophy of Existence, p. 88. 
4. Ibid. p. 92. 
5. Ibid. p. 79. 
6. As illustrative of the way in which Marcel's aesthetic and philosophi­
cal concerns are bound together, we may mention his song, 'The Double,' 
written to words by Jules Supervielle, printed at the end of the volume 
edited by Etienne Gilson entitled Existentialisme Chretien (Paris, 1947), 
or the fact that his significant essay on the 'ontological mystery' first ap­
peared in 1933 as a long postscript to his play Le Moncle Casse ('The 
Broken World'). 

7. The Philosophy of Existence, pp. 93-6. 
8. Cf. Roger Troisfontaines, Existentialism and Christian Thought (Lon­
don: Black, 1950), p. 17. 
9. The Philosophy of Existence, p. l. 
10. Ibid. p. 8. 
11. Ibid. p. 9. 
12. Ibid. p. 12. 
13. Ibid. p. 12. 
14. Ibid. p. 14. 
15. Ibid. p. 15. 
16. Ibid. p. 18. 
17. Ibid. p. 19. 
18. Ibid. p. 20. 
19. Ibid. p. 20. 
20. Ibid. p. 25. 
21. Marcel's r k h The h emar s ere are applicable to psychoanalytic counseling. 
the psyc oanalyst should be both participant and observer, but there is 

constant danger th t h "11 b . I h I assu t" a e WI ecome mam y t c atter. The prevailing 
mp Ions cancer . . "fi k , . schedule of a . nmg scient! c wor , one s own traming, a heavy 

tachme t dppomtments, and many other factors, drive him toward de-
n an rout" . . S II Principles of ~mzahon. ee especia y Frieda Fromm-Reichmann, 

22 M , Intensme Psychotherapy. 
· arcel s book M corrective an Against Mass Society deals at length with this 

P ble t'· as do Le Declin de la Sagesse (Paris, 1954) and L'Homme 
ro ma tque (Paris, 1955). 

23. The Mystery of B . 1 ezng, vo . 11, p. 95. 
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IN CONCLUSION 

THE FOREGOING CHAPTERS constitute a kind of panoramic survey of 
the dominant stresses in existentialist philosophy, by passing in 
review the thought of some of its most influential spokesmen. Now, 
by way of conclusion, we return to the question with which we 
began this book. What claim does existentialism rightfully exert 
upon religious people and what should be the character of our re­
sponse to it? Without presuming to give in these last few pages any­
thing like a definitive appraisal of the movement as a whole, I wish to 
give as straightforward an answer as I can to this original question. 

It is clear that believers in God have much to learn from existen­
tialism; it should also be clear that Christian faith, in particular, has 
much to offer by way of corrective and complementing insights. It 
has already been shown, I trust, that either outright rejection or 
wholesale adoption of the existentialist perspective is scarcely pos­
sible for those who must make up their minds about it. Yet the sur­
vey we have been making will certainly facilitate a fair-minded 
response to this exciting challenge; and now we shall proceed to 
characterize such a response. 

First, let us grant that existentialist modes of thinking can prove 
extremely salutary in warning us against the way in which an idola­
trous attitude toward science leads us in the direction of dehumani­
zation in our ·western culture. All the thinkers we have been study­
ing put forward this warning in measured and meaningful terms. 
Each in his own manner issues a solemn, even prophetic protest 
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against this undeniable drift, accentuated by the vast prestige of 
scientific methods and assumptions in the modern world. \Vhether 
the existentialist is religiously motivated or not, he is characteristi­
cally one who comes to the defense of human freedom, uniqueness, 
self-transcendence. Furthermore, he regards this defense as a sort 
of mission that is made urgently necessary by the threats of abstract 
rationalism and pragmatic functionalism which have their roots 
in the widespread and uncritical adulation of science. 

Also, and in the same vein, existentialism embodies a deep-seated 
distrust of all efforts to compel religious belief through the devising 
of arguments or so-called ·proofs' for the reality of Gael. On this 
point believers stand together with agnostics and atheists. \Vhat 
existentialism suggests, on the contrary, is that in so far as one . 

I. . h h d . d' h IS a re 1g10us person e s oul not try to vm 1cate is position b 
ning to scientists or philosophers for confirmation and sup Ytruln-

d h h d por. n-stea e oug t to develop, deepen, an then articulate his 
t . f b' · · b b . concep-lOn o su )echvity or ar itrariness; ut It can now be c . . 
declared, thanks mainly to existentialism that these . konvmcmgly 

' ns s are by 11 means as great as those of objectivization and probl ti . 0 
h th ' · · ema Zation w ere e ex1stmg individual' is concerned. 

In the present cultural situation, a Christian whose th' k' h 
been strong! · fl m mg as 

Y m uenced by existentialism has perforce t 
much time and . . o spend 

. energy m combatmg the Draconian prete · £ science and I ' ns1ons 0 
Part secu ar philosophy. This, admittedly is for tl1e t 

a negative t "k . . ' mos 
to Pil~s 1 as · AIHI yd 1f l'II"Cllrnstanccs should ever allow us · ' · Jeyoucl tJ · ' 
to See , lls stage of corrective resistance, it is not impossible · - a rnoN· · . 
( . h ' posJtJve task taking shape. A Christian philosophy 
JIJC:l! It W; , . . . ' 

· come to terms with what ex•stcnhahsm has to teach it, 
m~y well pay more sympathetic heed to the constructive role which 
SCI.e~ce and objective reason are able to play in serving the truly 
;pmtu_al. ends of individual and communal living. We have cause 
or _re~?tcing that a number of thinkers, men like Heim and von 

W mszacker fo · 1 · · 
. ' r example, are already entenng upon t 11s more posi-tive phase. 

In the second place, the movement we have been reviewing has 
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much to offer religious believers by way of a drastically realistic 
acquaintance with the stuff of which human existence is made. For 
it exposes and explores, just as depth-psychology has been doing, 
the full and often terrifying terrain of guilt, anxiety, despair, and 
nothingness. To be sure, a great many people are repelled by exis­
tentialism for this very reason. They regard its preoccupation with 
these somber themes as morbid and debilitating. This is perhaps 
especially true of American church members who are in the habit 
of taking up optimistic and activistic attitudes toward such matters. 
But Christianity is assuredly not a £air-weather religion which is 
reluctant to face the truth about man. In fact, its own analysis of 
the human plight has proved to be quite as trenchant, grave, and dis­
quieting as anything existentialism has to offer. 

What good can possibly come of turning away from these irra­
tional and demonic forces which are menacing folk in our own time 
so savagely? Why should we be unwilling, or unable, to face 
squarely the life of man in all its vulnerability, edginess, and es­
trangement? And how may the healing powers of the Christian 
gospel ever come to grips with the dark forces of sin, despair, and 
death unless-and until-these forces are brought radically out . 

Into 
the open by our searching thought? Only if we acknowledge them 
for what they are can we make any effective answer to them I-I 

· ere 
it seems that even the atheistic existentialists have a picture of 

man­
in-the-world to share with us which we refuse to face only at 

. grave 
penl to ourselves and our own message. 

Our age, perhaps, is in the position of Job before Cod e 
h I , xcept 

t at our claims to righteousness are clear y not as strong as Job' 
were. We have suffered, and do not know why. We have b s 
. . . 'I h ecome mured to cns1s, numbed by catastrophe, unti t e very capaci 
be sensitive and sympathetic has been largely lost. It is aim ty to 
if, beneath the comings and goings, the forced smile, the pl ost. as 
and programming of life, a fundamental distrust of Bein anning 
being expressed. Such a distrust can only be overcome if itg· Were 
bare and looked at with sober realism. Indeed, we must be Is laid 
aged, like Job, to give full vent to our indictment of life elncour-

. n the 
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f f "th we must make our accusations against God. \Vhile name o m . 
· ely able to accuse a being in whom one does not bcheve, one 1s scare 

h a ossibility becomes altogether real when one is a believer. 
su~e ;;ust also refuse to be put off with neat, trim theories about 
God, if we are going to find some 'happy issue' out of all our qucs­
tionings and sufferings. For any genuine resolution is bound to 
emerge out of our very wrestling with God. It must come in the 
form of God's presence with us in the midst of every sort of tragedy. 
Moreover, in reaching such a resolution the work of existentialist 
thinkers will have great descriptive and clinical value for the Chris­
tian interpretation of life. 

Thirdly, existentialism can contribute significantly to our under­
standing of the vexed relationship between faith and reason. The 
movement has been often criticized for bringing about a sharp and 
quite unnecessary cleavage betwee~ the _believing and the thinking 
self. We have already seen, especially m connection with K" k 

1er ·e-gaard, that there is some real point to this criticism Yet 1·t . . 
. IS WISe 

to remember that Kierkegaard's own invective against philoso h 
was launched almost exclusively at Hegel, who was the hi h ~ y 

f · 1· t" "d 1· · h" . ~ g pnest o rabona IS Ic 1 ca Ism m 1s own time. n•lost students f l . 
f h .l o t 1e Ius-

tory o p 1 osophy would probably now agree tlnt tht"s ·t· . 
h . • en tctsm no 

matter ow mtemperate in some respects is well t k W ' . 
K. k ' a en. hat IS more rer egaard was n t , 1 · \ · . \ 

' . · o clone Ill IIH\ <111).!; 1t; w was soon -0 . d 
by such mfluc l'· I tl , I 1 tne 

d WJ. II Itt IIJJ((~I"!i II~ Nldzsdw, Bergson, James, Dewey, 
all · JJtehead, to name but a few in a very long list. 

According to existentialism, philosophy does not have to culmi­
nate in abstract speculation about Being itself. It may take other 
forms than those of rational structure, logical system, or universal 
meaning. And that is a perennially important declaration. In so far 
as existentialism can succeed in showing that metaphysics or ontol­
ogy may speak inside the vivid, concrete, personal language of 
dr~ma and poetry, it opens the way toward a concordat between 
faith and philosophic reason which Kierkegaard himself could 
scarcely have envisaged. 

Here, for example, Jaspers and Marcel give us grounds for hope. 
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Out of their approaches may actually come a new and constructive 
form of Christian philosophy. This new point of view may well be 
liberated from the old rigidity and special pleading which have so 
often plagued dogmatic and systematic theology in the past. Yet 
it will almost certainly be shaped by images and categories which 
are closer to those of the Bible than to those typically used in con­
temporary idealisms, naturalisms, or positivisms. Such an enterprise, 
to quote Pascal, will effectively avoid each of two extremes: 'to 
exclude reason, and to admit reason only.' It will also agree with 
him in holding that 'the last proceeding of reason is to recognize 
that there is an infinity of things which are beyond it.' 

Fourth, the movement reviewed in this volume can provide quite 
indispensable resources for the present-day Christian apologist. Any 
defense of the Christian faith calls for a penetrating analysis of the 
condition of unfaith, an analysis which is non-polemical in at least 
the first instance. It must be confessed, I think, that much Christian 
theology today either tries to convince modern man that he is already 
in despair without knowing it, or scolds him for not being suffi­
ciently in despair. The method generally adopted is that of punc­
turing all the balloons of his hopes on the rather questionable as­
sumption that if all the plausible answers can be demolished, then 
he may be willing to swallow the less plausible things in Christi­
anity as a last resort. 

Now it is true that there may be a great deal in the current theo­
logical de-bunking of Deweyism, Marxism, Freudianism, technology, 
et cetera, which can persuade men of their falsity and disvalue. 
But how can one avoid feeling that the 'Christian answer,' which is 
proffered in the place of these contemporary substitutes for God, 
does not stand up any better, at any rate in those forms in which it 
is being presented to us? All too often 'faith' is employed merely 
to keep the theologian going; it is a banner waved in a losing apolo­
getic battle. It may even be adopted in the face of the Christian's 
unavowed, but also undisguised fear that there is no chance of giv­
ing a genuine, honest, relevant answer. One suspects that if his own 
critical weapons were turned upon himself, upon the paradoxes and 
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contradictions which he invites others to accept, he might not come 
off so very well either. . g 

Instead of examining unfaith simply for the purpose of showin 
Cl . . ar)olo· how superficial or inadequate it is, should not the mstmn • . 

gist who has been influenced by existentialism frankly rccogmze 
the extent to which he is himself in the same boat with those be 

. f · of attacks? These days, one seldom meets a theologteal re utation , 
·secularism' which dares to leave Saul's armor behind. 13y 'Sauls 
armor' I mean the confident foreknowledge as to how one is going 
to demolish secular viewpoints by brandishing established Christia~ 
convictions. The point is just that an existentialist analysis of despmr 
must always run the risk of entering into that despair. Any genuine 
act of faith must be really open to alternative possibilities, which 
involves the risk of seeing whether an answer is forthcoming from 
the side of faith. Such willingness, in fact, is demanded as a pledge 
of one's good faith by those whom he seeks to convince and con· 
vert. And this is emphatically not the same as tucking the answers 
up one's sleeve where they can be Hashed out in an emergency. 

There is a good reason why Christian efforts to deal with human 
meaninglessness do not impress many of our contemporaries. It is 
that they suspect the theologian of never having come enough out 
0~ his own shell of presuppositions to run the gauntlet, to be trapped 
htmself in meaninglessness. Hence, much that goes on under the 
name of apologetics is criticized, by Barthians and atheists alike, 
~ecause it only pretends to meet non-Christians on a common foot· 
mg. From the Barthian standpoint, it is hypocritical to leave in abey· 
ance the ultimate promise given to us by God in Christ if we indeed 
possess it. And from the atheistic standpoint, it is silly to make such 
a hpretense of understanding the condition of the beliefless man 
':: en. one has •the Christian answer' (however paradoxical and ten· 
;z~n-ndde~) up his sleeve all along. The true apologist is one whose 
azth carnes him to the point of self-identification with those to 

whom, after all, God is not a premise but a question or a target. 
And such faith comes to the defender of Christian truth in the very 
midst of, yet also in spite of, actual meaninglessness and utter noth· 
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ingness. Only such a person can become a real link between the 
church and the world. Perhaps theologians might come much closer 
to being such links were it not for the fact that somehow we think 
it virtuous to overlook the degree to which we too are modem men 
for whom the world is broken and falling apart. 

A fifth important point of contact between existentialism and 
religious belief concerns the question of human freedom. This is an 
issue on which every existentialist philosophy pivots, but which can 
only be resolved on terms provided by religious faith. The move­
ment we have been surveying offers two opposite answers to the 
question. Atheistic existentialists typically equate freedom with 
human autonomy, insisting, as we have seen, that man's self-defini­
tion and self-realization are attained only as he learns to master his 
own destiny without looking to an illusory, invented God for outside 
help. In this vein Sartre declares that 'existentialism is humanism.' 
Religious existentialists, on the other hand, maintain that genuine 
human freedom is discovered only by relinquishing this egocentric 
effort to run life all by oneself, and by finding highest blessedness in 
rapport or communion with the living God. 

It is at precisely this point that existentialism may become, in 
Roger Troisfontaine's words, either a religious philosophy in support 
of Christian faith or the most anti-Christian philosophy that can 
be conceived. From the Christian viewpoint, this ambiguity in ex­
istentialism is decidedly fortunate. It means that one does not have 
to take all of it or nothing, but may bring to it insights and resources 
of one's own as well as a willingness to be instructed and corrected 
by it. 

Human freedom is open to another interpretation than that which 
atheistic thinkers like Sartre or agnostics like Jaspers put upon it. 
Instead of being boxed up in our freedom, or suspended in it, a 
Christian thinker in the existentialist mode declares freedom to be 
openness and disposability with respect to God. It should be plain 
that the Christian affirms the sheer fact of freedom every bit as 
eagerly as does the atheist or the agnostic. The issue is not whether 
there is freedom or no freedom. It is basically whether freedom as it 
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stands is ultimately a curse or a gift, a situation or in fact a relation. 
The issue, then, is not freedom versus something else, but freedom 
without God versus freedom with God. 

The Christian understanding is that God first granted man his 
freedom and still cares more wisely and mightily for its fulfillment 
than any human being can ever do. \Ve know this to be so because 
of God's self-disclosure of Himself in Jesus Christ. Instead of remain· 
ing aloof from the human race and moving us about at a distance 
in accordance with the dictates of an arbitrary yet omnipotent will, 
God has come to us and offered Himself in the only way that can 
actually win us through our freedom, not against it. In taking thus 
upon Himself the burden of our guilt in costly love, He seeks to 
break through every wall of selfishness and hard-heartedness. 

What is basically wrong with us, according to this understanding, 
is that we try to become self-sufficient by making ourselves inde­
pendent of God. Even as a definition of freedom, however, this is 
utterly negative; there is no good reason why self-affirmation should 
mean God-denial. Here men like Heidegger and Sartre appear to 
be victims of the same disease of modern man which they have 
done so much to diagnose. The true remedy for this sickness is just 
what it has always been-the giving of oneself into God's own leading 
and keeping. But it can happen only through decisive and perhaps 
shattering personal acceptance and appropriation of the divine 
power. Freedom can surely become misunderstood and misused; 
but such abuse and error ought not to be made normative in either 
thou.ght or life. Rather, Christians should strive to find ways of pre­
senting the remedy of faith in full accord with the fact of freedom, 
which may well inspire the profound prayer that we may be enabled 
to · t 

pom our contemporaries through and beyond freedom to the 
Christ who d" d 1e to make us free. 

And finally, if we succeed in doing this we shall have passed the 
st~ge of using existentialism as a philosophical support for Christian 
fmth. Instead of consciously borrowing existentialist terms and 
themes in order to elucidate our own beliefs regarding God, man, 
and Christ, we shall then be making existential explorations from a 

340 



IN CONCLUSION 

Christian base. To a large extent, this may come about because the 
existentialist outlook will have become so much a part of us; but 
also because with its help we have been able to probe more sharply 
and closely to the heart of our own faith, so that our believing will 
no longer require this particular kind of structuring and buttressing. 

Then it will once again be clear that Christianity is actually com­
patible with different types of philosophical approach, just as it is 
already plain that existentialism, as one such type, harbors within 
itself a fundamental cleavage which can only be bridged by the 
truth of faith. Of all the thinkers studied in this book, Gabriel Marcel 
is perhaps the most prophetic with regard to this more constructive 
possibility. The same thing might also be said of others not reviewed 
here, notably Martin Buber and Nicolas Berdyaev. Thinkers like 
these have demonstrated great capacity not only to learn from exis­
tentialism but also to bring to it a distinctively religious stress and 
shape. 

The name to be given to such a possible development does not 
greatly matter. What does matter is that religious belief should now 
transcend existentialism precisely by including it. We who believe 
in God, now that we have seen the ultimate nature of faith as a 
decision between God and nothing, must make that decision our­
selves. And having made it, we shall find that our commitment is 
deepened into conviction, and conviction broadened into compre­
hension of the strange ways of God, whose very absence is a kind 
of presence and whose silence is a mysterious mode of speaking 
to us. 
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