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BEFORE THE STORM: KIERKEGAARD'S 
THEOLOGICAL PREPARATION FOR THE 

ATTACK ON THE CHURCH 

Michael Plekon 

Kierkegaard's public attack on the Church in Denmark in the last years of his 
life stands in marked contrast to so much else he wrote. The vehemence of the 
attack has remained perplexing, also the extent to which it was a rejection of 
abuses or of significant elements of Christianity. The essays seeks to examine 
an earlier stage of his developing criticism in order to better understand the 
radical writings of the last year and Kierkegaard's motives and intentions in 
the attack. 

Therefore Christ as the prototype (Forbilledet) must be advanced, 
but not in order to alarm-yet it is perhaps an altogether superfluous 
concern that anyone could be alarmed by Christianity nowadays­
but in any case not in order to alarm; we ought to learn that from the 
experience of earlier times. No, the prototype must be advanced in 
order at least to procure some respect for Christianity, to make some­
what distinguishable what it means to be a Christian, to get 
Christianity moved out of the realm of scientific scholarship and 
doubt and nonsense (objective) and into the realm of the subjective, 
where it belongs just as surely as the Savior of the world, our Lord 
Jesus Christ, did not bring any doctrine into the world and never 
delivered lectures, but as the prototype required imitation, yet by his 
reconciliation expels, if possible, all anxiety from a person's soul.' The 
Late Kierkegaard: Collision 

New readers of Kierkegaard and old alike experience shock with his last 
writings, those of the public attack on the Church in Denmark in 1854-55. 
In Kierkegaard's own description there is a "collision" (SammenstfJd) and 
the language is tough, radical, and the criticism caustic.2 It almost seems as 
though we are reading a new and very different author.3 His voice often 
appears to lack the elegance and complexity of the earlier writings. Some 
readers quickly lose interest, for there is no longer the sharp criticism of 
Hegel or the deft rendering of human emotion in such works as Either/Or, 
the Philosophical Fragments, the Concluding Unscientific Postscript, Fear and 
Trembling, the Concept of Anxiety and the Sickness Unto Death. Even those 
within the Christian community of faith are likely to be disturbed, repelled 
by the diatribes against the Church and the stark vision of Christianity pre­
sented. The life of the Gospel appears to be solely a suffering-filled way of 
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the cross. Christ seems to give only human unhappiness and the Church is 
stuffed with fraudulent, self-seeking clergy. One would hardly suggest 
Kierkegaard's last essays and reading for prospective members of a parish, 
for those seeking Church growth, for seminarians and clergy, for any hon­
estly searching in their spiritual lives. Or would one? 

Precisely due to their uncompromising efforts to be honest, presenting 
Christianity in its most demanding form, the later writings of Kierkegaard 
are the most difficult, and in several ways. They do not appear to cohere, 
on first reading, with the rest of Kierkegaard's theological work. So wide 
has this distance been perceived that for some, the late writings, particular­
ly the published attack on the Church, are judged as aberrations, the result 
of a breakdown - emotional, physical, even spiritual. Other appraisals 
have understood the radical integrity of the Christian faith in these polemi­
cal writings, but criticize the one-sided, partial statement, lacking in other 
complementary elements. Bonhoeffer, for example, heard the cross and 
not Resurrection in the late Kierkegaard.4 It has been necessary, therefore, 
for some to reject, or in a reductionist manner to explain away what 
Kierkegaard says in his last pages. Others have refused to accept these 
conclusions, recognizing a much more complex view and plan in the later 
Kierkegaard. I have in mind such scholars as Kresten Nordentoft, Bruce 
Kirmmse, and Johannes 510k.5 

It has been argued that there is a continuity and coherence in these later 
writings, continuity with Kierkegaard's earlier theology and coherence with 
classic Christian teaching." One cannot read the late writings in isolation 
from the rest of his published writings and his journals. This is my perspec­
tive. Kierkegaard quite deliberately emphasized the cross in the published 
attack. He not only criticized the domestication of the Gospel and the weak, 
compromised life of the Church, its clergy and people, Kierkegaard even 
more strenuously proclaimed Christianity's rejection of the world, its values 
and life. Repeatedly the example of the crucified Christ is presented, the 
first and ultimate "witness to the truth," (Sandhedsvidne) or martyr. The 
action at the heart of Christian life is the imitation of Christ (Christi 
Efterf01gelse) and imitation precisely in "suffering for the teaching/Gospel" 
and ., dying" from the world, from oneself, to God. 

However, the "other side" of the Gospel, of Christian faith, is to be 
found in the late Kierkegaard, but he consciously silenced it, for tlLe most 
part, in the late published writings.7 Even there it does dramatically 
appear, and with great power, in the midst of the polemical literature of 
1854-55, in the sermon, "God's Unchangingness," preached earlier in 1851 
and inserted, after no. 7 of The Moment and published in late August, 1855, 
only a little over two months before Kierkegaard's death on November 11, 
1855 A great deal more is to be found in Kierkegaard's journals for these 
last years. And one can clearly trace this dialectical strategy of Kierkegaard 
quite openly, consistently and forcefully in a number of published works. 
In Works of Love, Kierkegaard affirms God's love for humankind, extending 
from the act of creation to all life and all human relationships. God lives in 
all his creation. God is the lover, and he is present in each person as "the 
sprout in the grain."8 Love, that, is, God, is there in every other heart. All 
Christian faith is built upon this "foundation" or "ground."9 In Practice in 
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Christianity, he begins to set out the confrontation between Christ and fall­
en, compromising humanity in both society and the Church. Bishop 
Mynster had no difficulty recognizing the challenge Kierkegaard posed. 
After his reading of Practice, Mynster abruptly cut off any further commu­
nication with Kierkegaard. Practice in Christianity is thoroughly 
Christological. Kierkegaard makes Christ the constant focus: the One who 
invites imitation is the One who presents scandal and offense in being cru­
cified. Yet it is this same Christ who draws all to Himself in His death and 
resurrection. Kierkegaard is careful to present the whole Christ in this text. 

The two late essays, For Self Examination and Judge for Yourselves are 
linked to Kierkegaard's project of theological affirmation and attack in 
many significant ways. For Self Examination was published September 10, 
1851, just about a year after Practice in Christianity (September 25, 1850). 
Termed "first series," For Self Examination was followed by Judge for 
Yourselves, a "second series," written at some time in 1851-1852 but not 
published until 1876, thus, posthumously, by Kierkegaard's brother, 
Bishop Peter Christian. After these two essays, as Johannes Slek describes 
it, Kierkegaard was silent in print until the public attack on the Church. 
This was launched in the newspaper, Fcedrelandet, (The Fatherland) 
December 18, 1854, with the incendiary essay, "Was Bishop Mynster a 'wit­
ness to the truth,' one of 'the genuine witnesses to the truth' - is this the 
truth?"l0 Kierkegaard may have been silent in publication but hardly silent 
or devoid of production. This opening essay was dated February 1854 but 
volumes of journal entries, drafts of articles, revisions, and notes were pro­
duced in the silent period. In the standard edition these run from vol. X-3 
to XI-3, seven volumes of over 400 pages each. 

For Self Examination and Judge for Yourselves are intimate by their very 
titles. The words for "examination," (provelse), and for "judge," (at 
dommer), are quite close in meaning, suggesting trial, scrutiny, and evalua­
tion, rendering a verdict. Both have the reflective "self" (selv) attached. 
For Self Examination is subtitled "recommended to the present age" 
(Samtiden anbefalet) and Judge for Yourselves is subtitled, "For self examina­
tion, Recommended to the present age," identical to the title of For Self 
Examination. The structure of both is like that of Kierkegaard's other pub­
lished discourses (taler). A passage of scripture is not just cited by pre­
sented in full, followed by a prayer, in most but not all cases, and then the 
text of the discourse follows. In most of his homiletic discourses, 
Kierkegaard not only employed scriptural texts but the liturgical lessons 
for a particular feast or Sunday. Thus, the first portion of For Self 
Examination is based on James 1: 22-27, not simply because this is the 
favorite text of Kierkegaard, but because it was the appointed epistle les­
son for the 5th Sunday after Easter in the Danish Church's lectionary. So 
also the texts for the other two sections of For Self Examination. Acts 1:1-12 
forms the epistle for the feast of the Ascension of Our Lord and Acts 2:1-
12 the epistle for the feast of Pentecost. 

Kierkegaard was not simply following the liturgical convention of his 
Church by employing these texts. He had a deeper motive. The three 
more specific texts or themes for the discourses are quite typical of his 
understanding of the demands of the Gospel, that is, Christianity's "hard 
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sayings." The many challenges the three discourses contain are expressive 
of Kierkegaard's growing conflict with the Church's teaching and enact­
ment of the Gospel. This confrontation, already strong in his journals and 
to erupt later in the public attack, is presented in these discourses and 
deliberately linked with these particular scriptural passages and the feasts 
to which they correspond. Kierkegaard's motive is hardly a liturgical puz­
zle but rather a bold proclamation that the authentic Gospel contains the 
cross and the resurrection, suffering and joy, the following or imitation of 
Christ and the enjoyment of his blessing, the struggle to live the faith as 
well as the gift and help of the Holy Spirit. Put differently, Kierkegaard 
integrates the ascetic, suffering-filled, cross-dominated aspects of the 
ChriE,tian faith with the Paschal realities of Christ's resurrection, his ascen­
sion to "fill all things" and his sending of the life-giving Holy Spirit. These 
feasts are precisely the fulfillment of Christ's suffering and death, com­
memorated in Holy Week, particularly on Good Friday. Without the cross, 
without suffering for the Gospel by living in imitation of Christ, there can 
be no passing-over (Pascha) with Christ into the Kingdom of God, no resur­
rection. The Resurrection and transformation of the Christian are either 
meaningless or, as Kierkegaard argued, reduced to and equated with hap­
piness and success in the world and life. In Bonhoeffer's later descriptions, 
"costly" diScipleship would have been done away with by "cheap grace." 
More specifically, I want to examine some of Kierkegaard's theological 
groundwork for his later public attack as it proceeds in For Self Examination 
and Judge for Yourselves. My argument here is these texts and later in the 
polemics of the public attack, Kierkegaard maintains the fullness of the 
Gospel and of classical Christian theology. He was particularly intentional 
about this fullness, though strategic about emphasis, in the conflict with 
the Church. For in precisely that "moment" (0ieblikket) the fullness of 
Christian truth, he insisted, had to be stated and heard by the Church.ll 
Further, there is an important but usually overlooked character to 
Kierkegaard's theological perspective. This is its "other side," its eschato­
logical dimension. 

Doing the Word 

The times are different, Kierkegaard says at the very beginning of the 
first discourse of For Self Examination. It is no longer the time when Luther 
had to champion grace because of the exploitation of "good works." Now, 
in the modem age of the nineteenth century, long after Luther and the 
Reformation, the Apostle James (and his epistle) needed to be drawn for­
ward, 

... not for works against faith - no, no, that was not the apostle's 
meaning either - but for faith, in order, if possible, to cause the need 
for grace to be felt deeply in genuine humble inwardness and, if pos­
sible, to prevent grace, faith and grace as the onJy redemption and 
salvation, from being taken totally in vain, from becoming a camou­
flage even for a refined worldliness.12 
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Kierkegaard then uses the epistle of James passage, emphasizing not only 
the hearing of the Word but also the doing of it. After urging that the 
Scriptures be read and understood as personally addressed to the hearer, a 
"letter from my beloved" from God, Kierkegaard underscores the fearful 
reality that personal appropriation will radically change one's lifeY The 
story of David and Bathsheba and familiar parable of the good Samaritan 
are used to illustrate this.14 The very human option will be to situate the 
text historically, or to regard it with scholarly neutrality and thereby, with 
"slyness and cunning" to "exempt oneself" both from what the text says 
and the action it demands. Early on, Kierkegaard alludes to Mynster's ora­
torical skill, citing the bishop'S description of "quiet hours" in church. But 
the real preacher, Kierkegaard claims, is a witness, a martyr, because his 
faith is restless and is "recognizable in his life," as well as in his preaching. 
It is not enough to hear the Word or even to scrutinize oneself in relation­
ship to it. IS As Kierkegaard will put it later, one's understanding must 
become action and such action changes one's life.16 

Christ the Way 

The prayer at the start of the first discourse was addressed to the Father, 
the giver of every good and perfect gift, who helps each one who strives to 
act according to the Word. The second discourse's prayer is to Christ, the 
"eternal victor, who did not conquer your enemies in life but if death con­
quered even death."17 Kierkegaard prays that we might follow Christ, who 
is the way, and this is the discourse's theme. But one should note that 
before focusing upon Christ's way, which is suffering and death, 
Kierkegaard affirms the resurrection, that the ultimate destination is life, 
the goal of the way is victory. The procession of prophets, apostles, and 
martyrs on this way are even cited from the Church's ancient hymn, the Te 
DeumY In the discourse, Kierkegaard predictably, as in Practice in 
Christianity, puts forward Christ's humility and poverty, the increasing 
narrowness of his way to the cross and death. Kierkegaard even voices the 
readers protest about such passion/ death-dominated Good Friday talk, 
on, of all days, the completion of the Paschal season, the day of Christ's 
ascending to the Father.19 Rather than surrendering to "particular moods" 
on specific days, the "various essentials of Christianity" should be com­
bined as far as possible. 

Precisely on Ascension Day it ought to be brought to mind that his is 
the narrow way, for otherwise we could easily take (it) in vain. 
Remember, the way was narrow until the end; death comes between 
- then follows the Ascension. It is not at the midpoint on the way 
that he ascends to heaven; it is not even at the end of the way, 
because the way ends on the cross and in the grave.2I! 

End runs around the cross are routine in modem Christian preaching 
but impermissible nonetheless. Doubts about the ascension (or for that 
matter, the resurrection) are predictable in a scientific, empirically oriented 
culture.21 Kierkegaard's message is to go out and imitate Christ, (literally) 
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follow after him as the way. The normal sufferings and difficulties of life, 
serious and real as they are, are not the narrow way, though they may be 
faced in a Christian way. The truly narrow way is that of Christ. What 
happened to him will happen to you, if you hear and follow him: death 
and new life. Echoing Athanasius and other of the Fathers, Kierkegaard 
insists that Christ came down so that we might follow him up into the 
Kingdom of heaven. Kierkegaard thus skillfully knits together the ele­
ments of the paschal mystery, Christ's passing over and that of his follower 
- the kernel of the Gospel and of the Christian life. 

The Spirit Gives Life 

Lastly, Kierkegaard addresses the Holy Spirit in the prayer following 
the Pentecost account of Acts 2: 1-12. The third discourse's theme is that the 
Spirit gives life. This is no magical act of direct vivification but the gift of 
new life because "death goes in between, dying to, (at afde) and a life on the 
other side of death ... this is what Christianity teaches .. "'"' Paradoxically, the 
life-giving Spirit is the very one who kills, who commands then makes 
possible death first, and then life. The Spirit brings the faith that endures 
despite all that threatens to destroy, the hope that lives against all hope and 
the love, selfless, which is really God's.23 Yet the Spirit can only bestow 
these gifts, in sum, the life with God, if a person has let go of the world and 
the self, in Kierkegaard's phrase, only if one" dies to" them. The severity 
of Christianity is appropriate to the seriousness, and I would add, the ulti­
mate joy and peace of its goals - communion with God, the life of the 
kingdom. His concluding parable and prayer plead for us to allow the 
Holy Spirit to remove our power, our life so that we might be driven by 
God, given His spirit and life. Thus Kierkegaard concludes affirming the 
Spirit as giver of life, but not life as we know and want it, rather God's life, 
which requires death to self and the world. 

Becoming Sober (and Intoxicated with God) 

It is with this recognition, that human nature wants its own way, wants 
to be deceived, intoxicated, that Kierkegaard begins Judge for Yourselves. 
The prayer before the first of the two discourses is directed both to the 
Father and to the Spirit. Kierkegaard's Trinitarian sensitivity is revealed in 
the prayer before the second discourse being addressed to Christ. The con­
tinuity between For Self Examination and Judge for Yourselves extends even 
more deeply. I Peter 4:7 is from the 6th Sunday after Easter's epistle text, 
and, in fact, is in immediate proximity to both the feasts of the Ascension 
and Pentecost. And the Pentecost epistle, Acts 2:1-12, forms the setting in 
which the discourse begins, the apostles' intoxication in the Spirit on the 
day of Pentecost. Their Spirit-drunkenness is true sobriety over against the 
rational, good sense of the worldly mentality. "Becoming sober" is the 
theme of this first discourse exceeded only by the second and last dis­
course, "Christ as the prototype or no one can serve two masters." 

The sobriety of the Spirit is to come to oneself in self-knowledge and 
before God as nothing before him, yet infinitely, unconditionally engaged.24 
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There are echoes here from earlier works such as Either/Or, Sickness Unto 
Death, Fear and Trembling, and some of the Upbuilding Discourses. The self, 
so delicately dissected in the Concept of Anxiety, reappears here, always 
capable of double-mindedness and delusion. The sermon of the Jutland 
priest, from the conclusion of Either/Or II, is restated in the situation of the 
self-becoming sober as nothing, as transparent before God yet infinitely 
and unconditionally responsible.25 A parable involving a coachman dri­
ving, used earlier in For Self Examination (as well as in other places) is also 
employed again. And Kierkegaard uses the disturbing story of the young 
seminarian and ordinand "seeking" a call in eminently practical, political, 
and church-bureaucratic fashion, only to preach his first sermon on "Seek 
first the Kingdom of God." Kierkegaard would use the story again, but of 
course his contemporaries would only hear it first well into the public 
attack on the Church, on August 30, 1855, in no. 7 of The Moment, one of 
the most vicious of his critiques of the clergy.26 

The destination toward which Kierkegaard is headed is Christianity's 
true intoxication and authentic sobriety, namely that all of one's knowl­
edge and understanding must be realized in action, in the struggle to imi­
tate Christ, to follow him. For Kierkegaard, such is the transformation or 
conversion, the metanoia of which Christ speaks in the gospels. Fro m 
this point on in the discourse, the second half of it in fact, Kierkegaard 
turns from a proclamation of the Christ-like, Spirit-filled life to a startling 
indictment of the Church, particularly the clergy. Not only is the parable 
of the "seeking" candidate put forward. Much else that erupted in the lit­
erature of the public attack appears in the pages of Judge for Yourselves, 
already completed sometime in 1851-1852. One can see why Kierkegaard 
did not publish this material when he wrote it. Phrases and images famil­
iar from the articles in The Fatherland and The Moment are employed. Is 
Christianity's existence demonstrated merely by the one thousand 
ordained pastors of the Church? The priests "declaim, weep, pOlmd the 
pulpit, 'assure,"' Kierkegaard observes, but the congregations cynically 
expect this. It's the pastor's job to so perform.27 What Kierkegaard ham­
mers at is the lack of connection between what the priest preaches and his 
life. For him, the clergy's titles of respect have to do with their social status 
and as such have no relationship to Christ and the apostles who were 
abused, even killed for what they preached. It was through the teaching of 
the Gospel, lived out by the witnesses, the martyrs, that the world was 
transformed. The Gospel was enacted, in suffering, under persecution. 
And so an "enormous working capital" of Christianity was created. But in 
time it was used Up.2R The suffering of the martyrs was drawn upon and 
used up by the proclaimers of the faith to their own advantage. But noth­
ing remains and so, Kierkegaard says, it is back to the beginning, back to 
the original requirement - to die to oneself and the world so as to life, in 
Christ.29 The Church and its leaders are in the business of buying and sell­
ing spiritual comfort. Any reader familiar with Bishop Mynster's sermons 
can hear him, in particular, being savaged in Kierkegaard's inimitable 
fury.30 He wants rid of such sentimental "assurances" as Bishop Mynster 
preached and had published: "If it were required of me, I would be willing 
to forsake everything, sacrifice everything, for the sake of Christianity." 
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But Bishop Mynster never had to sacrifice anything. Rather he had risen to 
social prominence as an intellectual and cleric, becoming an important cul­
tural voice and the Danish Church's primate. 

So Kierkegaard concludes in a familiar form. All of this domesticated 
doctrine and worldly living must be confessed as other than real 
Christianity. Either one had to renounce it to suffer for the Gospel, or one 
should continue to cling to Christendom, but make the admission 
(Indmmmelse) that it was not Christ's Christianity, which is offensive to our 
inclinations.31 Action is necessary. The movement of conversion by one's 
own work is far preferable to the "assurances" of an empty doctrine of jus­
tification.32 Kierkegaard even imagines the reaction to his challenge, almost 
verbatim the response of Copenhagen's intellectual and ecclesiastical elites 
in 1854-55: "This is treason against US!"33 

Christ the Prototype: Preparation for the Attack 

One might expect the entire project of these two works, For Self 
Examination and Judge for Yourselves to end with Kierkegaard's quasi-clair­
vOyill'lCe and the confession of his own weakness illld distance from true 
Christianity. Pages upon pages of his journals might suggest this, yet the 
actual conclusion is quite otherwise. The second and last discourse has as 
its scriptural text Matthew 6:24-34, the Gospel for the 16th Sunday after 
Pentecost in the older lectionary of the Danish Church, a Sunday which is 
not a special feast but smack in the middle of the time after Pentecost, 
"ordinary" time as some call it. It is the gospel of the birds of the air and 
the lilies of the field, featured in an earlier set of three discourses published 
in 1849. Perhaps the passage's beginning: "No one can serve two mas­
ters ... " forms an immediate bridge to the preceding discourse of Judge for 
Yourselves. Yet the true core must be Christ's admonition to seek first the 
kingdom of God and his righteousness. This is Kierkegaard's "prioritari­
an" theological perspective as Bruce Kirmmse has so insightfully described 
it. 34 While Kierkegaard proceeds, in this longest of all the discourses, 
through a contrast of what the two masters, the world and the Gospel, 
demand, his focus finally is not himself, nor the worldly Church but Christ 
the prototype, the exemplar, the model or pattern (Forbilledet), literally the 
proto-icon or image. Christ reveals absolutely what it is to serve only one 
master, the Father. Christ is the primal icon of communion between God 
and Man.35 Kierkegaard is most Pauline here. Yet Christ is also the 
Rede'~mer, the one who saves us, lest we are crushed by the perfect image 
he presents of the meeting of the divine and the human.'" 

Ki'~rkegaard's vision has been already described as profoundly scriptur­
al and liturgical. Her brings together the cross, resurrection, ascension and 
Pentecost - the entire paschal mystery. He is not only negative, a critic of 
the human misuse of the Gospel, but also affirmative, a prodaimer of what 
the good news is, of the good that God both is and does. I have called this 
Kierkegaard's "incarnational optimism," and have claimed him to be a 
true teacher of the Church, in the classical, if not strictly academic sense. 
By these claims I mean that Kierkegaard, if read closely and comprehen­
sively, cannot be located outside the principal teaching tradition of the 
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Church, but quite clearly within it. The positive thrust of his theology is 
rooted in what I have called the paschal, eucharistic and ecclesial founda­
tions of his theological work - his adherence to the Trinitarian vision, to 
the goodness of God in creation, redemption and sanctification to the scrip­
tures, sacraments, even the ordained ministry and the Church. 
Kierkegaard's attacks, as I have argued in other studies, are not on 
Christianity and the Church and her elements essentially. Rather, his 
offensive, particularly revealed by the force of his invective, is against the 
abuse and distortion of the sacred. Some of his most vicious passages, 
about baptism, the Eucharist, other rites, and the clergy show his deep 
regard and strong outrage.37 

To these claims I want now to add Kierkegaard's christological empha­
sis, the deep christocentricity of his later theological writing. It is not sim­
ply the theme or title of this final discourse which expresses the concern 
with Christ. Kierkegaard keeps pointing to Christ, like the figure of John 
the Baptist in the Isenheim altarpiece by Grunewald, and, in a remarkable 
manner, though he remains as a voice as author, he becomes unobtrusive, 
so decreasing in significance so that Christ may increase. Once again, the 
humility, poverty and suffering, the emptying of Christ is depicted.38 
Christ exists only to do the Father's will, to serve only One Master.39 Christ 
does not just teach with words. His life, all of his action expresses his 
teaching.40 To be a Christian, Kierkegaard claims, citing Luther, is to do 
good and suffer for this Gospe1.41 It is to enter "a hostile collision with the 
whole world, with everyone."42 As with Christ, so with the Christian.43 

Any attempt to directly or immediately appropriate Christ will fail, and 
Kierkegaard faults his Church for precisely such reductions. The Son of 
God comes, but in poverty. He is a "colossal power," but he becomes 
nothing. He wants to draw all to himself, yet he must bring them grief, 
humanly speaking, and thus drives all but a few from him.44 All of this 
appears as "lunacy," not what we consider God's methods, hence the 
charge against Christ of blasphemy.45 Thus, his conviction, rather than 
Barabbas, as the more terrible robber, for Christ takes away all that 
humankind wants to cling to. Why? To torment them? Such cannot be 
and is not Kierkegaard's Christ. Yet for him as in the Gospel and teaching 
of the church, Christ comes to bring humankind back to Himself. As 
Kierkegaard shows in his exegesis of the lilies and birds from Matthew 6, 
God is for us, working for our good.46 God provides sun, water, nourish­
ment and growth. God spins and sews, sows and gathers into barns. 
People think they are the ones who struggle and accumulate, turning the 
whole world into a great bam. But the work is really God's.47 

The Gospel is not just poetry, Kierkegaard argues. The lily grows, the 
bird takes wing, the little boy (in a further illustration) huffs and puffs to 
drive the stroller, even though his mother provides the real push. So must 
the Christian grow, fly and work in imitation of Christ.48 However, this is 
exactly what has been abolished or distorted in the history of the Church. 
Kierkegaard embarks on a familiar tour of this history of disintegration, 
from martyr-filled apostolic days to the wisdom of the patristic period and 
early middle ages, through the necessary revolt of Luther against the com­
merce of good works.49 While Luther acted rightly, after him the decline 
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becomes an avalanche. There is no need recognized for good works at all, 
something that would have struck Luther as madness. All decisive action 
toward becoming a Christian, i.e., struggle to live with God a holy life, is 
eliminated. Knowledge about Christianity becomes decisive, not holy 
action, at least among those whom Kierkegaard has in mind, the intellectu­
al and ecclesiastical elites. With the common people, it was far different, 
much more honest and real in the spirituallife.50 The "professor," not the 
martyr, is the epitome of cultured Christianity.51 Yet it is precisely the "dis­
ciple" who must be the criterion, imitation and Christ as the prototype that 
must be affirmed. 52 

There is little evidence of such in the Church and society of his own 
mid-19th century Denmark, for Kierkegaard. There are, to be sure, various 
accommodations to authentic Christianity. The Church and individual 
Christians will continue to use the language, liturgy, the rest of the 
Christian "idiom," but this will be no more than children playing dress-up 
in their parents' oversized clothes. 53 Talk goes on, even from the pulpit, 
about grace, salvation, reconciliation, yet with no recognizing of repen­
tance, the need for grace, the terrible struggles and suffering that will come 
because of the Gospel. Most, if not all of modem society's "way of life" 
makes the basics of Christianity boring, unacceptable and even destructive 
to the majority of clergy and people. It is important to note here that the 
only public response to Kierkegaard's later public attack would come from 
Grundtvig and a few other clerics. In his sermons from 1854-55, and sub­
sequently from 1855-61, in a catechetical series Christian Childhood/Basic 
Teachings, Grundtvig, then in his seventies, did take on quite a few of 
Kierkegaard's specific challenges, yet without deeper understanding of 
them and, quite apparently, with his own ecclesiastical motives in mind.54 

It is more striking, in the mainstream of churches today, to read that the 
physician has become the primary spiritual advisor. We would have to 
include, and appropriately, the range of other therapists who offer help. It 
is also disturbing to compare Kierkegaard's rendering of the average, ordi­
nary (almindelige) kind of Christianity: 

... a secularized life, avoiding major crimes out of sagacity than for 
the sake of conscience, ingeniously seeking the pleasures of life -
and then once in a while a so-called pious mood ... a more quiet enjoy­
ment of life, of serving civic virtues, also occasionally thinking about 
God so that the thought of him is also included somewhat but never 
so deeply as to have the jolt of collision with the essentially 
Christian ... 55 

The essentials of Christianity are either viewed as boring or threatening, 
and in either case, they are rejected. Much of the blame for the slide of 
Christianity Kierkegaard lays at the feet of its teachers, the clergy. They 
preadl a version that suits everyone's needs so well that the Gospel itself 
becomes unnecessary. 

The good news of the Gospel is not to be foisted on people by means 
of demonstrations and reasons, demeaningly, as when a mother must 
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sit and beg her child to eat the good wholesome food, but he turns up 
his nose at it and does not really care to eat. No, the appetite has to 
be aroused in a different way - and then the glad news of the 
Gospel will certainly be found to be appetizing.56 

The different way, then, is Kierkegaard's dialectical strategy. He will unre­
lentingly pound out the truth of the Gospel that no one wants to hear, that 
Christ is the primal image of serving One Master, of seeking first the 
Kingdom, all by his work, the cross and the resurrection. Of this account 
of the Gospel, these two essays are full. And what of the reader? 
Imitation, being a disciple, transformation and action, suffering for the 
Gospel. These are the elements of the Christian life, in Kierkegaard's 
view.57 He grants that such discipleship, that of imitation and suffering, is 
not what people want. In fact, it is offensive to the human mind and heart, 
and of this Christ himself was keenly aware.58 Yet it is the only way to 
break out of the illusion that one is living Christianity. In fact, a first step 
would be the admission that one is far from being a Christian. It would be 
a great beginning and a break from the belief that most only can approxi­
mate Christianity.59 It would be a negation of weakness and at the same 
time, an affirmation of Christianity's truth. 

Kierkegaard ends with a postlude, "The Moral," a warning about "dab­
bling" and "flirting" with reform of the Church. Kierkegaard would rather 
hold to the Church, even with its many faults, than engage in the business 
of superficial institutional change. In a later note, during the public attack, 
March 7, 1855, Kierkegaard acknowledges his keeping Judge for Yourselves 
unpublished out of regard for Bishop Mynster and the Church. Mynster 
was, at many places in Judge for Yourselves, a thinly disguised target of 
Kierkegaard's criticism of the clergy who dilute the faith. The later 
Kierkegaard, of the public attack of 1854-55, speaks, by his own admission, 
"more decisively, unreservedly, truly," yet without any implication that 
his earlier voice (in For Self Examination and especially in Judge For 
Yourselves) was untrue. 

The Meaning and Problems of the Attack 

Both For Self Examination, published in 1851 and the posthumously pub­
lished Judge for Yourselves are, like Practice in Christianity, earlier experimen­
tal, preparatory phases of Kierkegaard's endeavor to "introduce 
Christianity into Christendom." In studying the journal entries from just 
before and during Kierkegaard's 1852-1854 public silence, I have been 
impressed by the theological struggle and work going on in that time. 
Thus, as Howard Hong suggests, these discourses were part of 
Kierkegaard's "corrective," proposed though "without authority."60 It is 
also clear, from the material from these texts later used by Kierkegaard in 
the public attack itself, that For Self Examination and Judge for Yourselves 
were important parts of the preparatory effort, perhaps even trial runs. 
Kierkegaard's own tentativeness, his withholding of Judge for Yourselves, 
the calls in For Self Examination for "confession" and "admission" were 
rooted in his reluctance to act publicly. There was also his continued hope 
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for some gesture from Bishop Mynster, as well as his deep turmoil over the 
political upheaval and changes of 1848. Johannes Sl0k sees Kierkegaard's 
silence from 1852-54 closely connected with the scrambling for a new 
order, political, social, and even ecclesiastical in the years immediately 
after 1848, particularly in the government of the old conservative A.S. 
0rsted, from April 1853 to December 1854.61 

Bmce Kirmmse has pushed the significance of Kierkegaard's attack on 
both the Church and the social order of his Denmark even further. He 
argues that Kierkegaard here calls for not only the dis-establishment of the 
Church, the separation of Church and state, but rejects the Church herself 
as a collectivity intruding upon "New Testament Christianity's" appeal 
solely to the "single individual."62 Making sense out of the polemics of the 
attack on the Church, out of the negative, even anarchic and nihilistic stri­
dency of Kierkegaard's voice in these last writings is most difficult, both on 
the basis of the texts he published and the journals he kept private. Both 
Kirmmse and Kresten Nordentoft recognize the radical character of 
Kierkegaard's thinking in the last years. But even on the basis of all these 
passages, Kierkegaard himself makes the task of interpretation even more 
complex, more difficult as was the promise of an earlier pseudonym. He 
offers sometimes-opposing viewpoints, apparently contradictory perspec­
tives. He is also silent on important matters, and this not accidentally but 
intentionally.03 

In Kierkegaard's last published writings, the earlier sermon from 1851, 
"God's Unchangingness," becomes a crucial sign of his eschatological 
vision. For him the Gospel and even the Church are not exhausted by their 
earthly, weak, sinful proclaimers and embodiments. The Church may be 
overly domesticated to its culture and historical period. The clergy may be 
either witless or intentional in their conforming to bourgeois expectations, 
to passing modes of propriety and order. Even liturgical worship may be 
distorted to suit the tastes of attendees. But in all these "reductions" or cor­
ruptions, something true and good, yes, divine, remains. Kierkegaard rails 
against the hypocrisy of smug preachers and their audiences, but he does 
not deny the power of the word of God, which stands in judgment against 
both. He is vicious in ridiculing the social events that baptism, confirma­
tion, E'ven Holy Communion have become. Yet I have never found a line in 
which he denies the sacred reality of these sacramental actions. Though he 
boycotted the Sunday liturgy and "fasted" from the Eucharist for at least 
the last two years of his life and refused to receive communion on his 
deathbed, even from his life-long friend, Pastor Emil Boesen, there is noth­
ing in either Kierkegaard's published writings or his journals to suggest he 
ever denied the saving presence of Christ in the sacrament of the 
Eucharist.h4 Pastor Boesen records Kierkegaard's vehemence, his refusal to 
budge from his choice. 

WE' cannot debate it. Dying without receiving Holy Communion or 
receiving it from a layman I have made my choice. I have chosen. The 
pastors are civil servants of the Crown and have nothing to do with 
Christianity ... Yes, you see, God is sovereign, but then there are all 
these people who want to arrange things comfortably for themselves. 
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So they get Christianity for everybody, and there are a thousand pas­
tors, so that no one in the country can die a blessed death without 
belonging to it. Then they are sovereign, and God's sovereignty is fin­
ished. But he must be obeyed in all things.65 

This was Kierkegaard's position, less than a month before his death. When 
Boesen probed, concerned about his faith, Kierkegaard responded without 
hesitation to his asking if he believed in Christ and took refuge in him in 
God's name, "Yes, of course, what else?" 

Bruce Kirmmse reminds us that by the public attack year of 1854, 
Kierkegaard finds even the Pentecost conversion of 3000 to be scandalous. 
No form of congregation or community appeared to him to be compatible 
with Christ's radical demand of discipleship.h6 And he observes that in the 
very last issue, number 10, of The Moment, not published till after death, 
Kierkegaard flatly says, "1 am not a Christian." We cannot take this literal­
ly, Kirmmse however warns, for in the end Kierkegaard remained the indi­
rect communicator, the man of many voices, the midwife to birth, referring 
the truth back to the reader from himself.67 After all, he did tell Boesen that 
he expected to become an angel, to rise above the clouds singing, 
"Hallelujah!" 

Dealing with the Negativity 

When one surveys the landscape of the literature of the attack, admit­
tedly Kierkegaard's negativity stands out. This is only augmented if one 
also looks the unpublished journal entries such as those to which Kirmmse 
points, as well as many others. This is what has caused such difficulty for 
the interpretation of Kierkegaard over the years, namely how does one rec­
oncile the rest of his writings with this late, overwhelmingly negative per­
spective? While this negativity does not appear in the two discourses 
examined here, already during the time of their composition, there are 
appearances in the journals. Later some of these "hard sayings" would find 
their way into the numbers of The Fatherland and The Moment, while others 
would remain hidden, unpublished in the pages of his journals. It is as if 
Kierkegaard took aim and blasted away at virtually every aspect of ordi­
nary human life in his society. Nothing escapes the barrage: marriage, fam­
ily life, child-rearing, one's work and profession. In the journals where the 
criticism goes on entry after entry, the experience is of a relentless misan­
thrope, fearful that any human joy will be overlooked in his criticism. In 
the published versions, the numbers of The Fatherland and The Moment, the 
offensive is more explosive, the writing crafted to make the criticism all the 
more cutting. For me among the most difficult are not just those which 
unmask Mynster and Martensen or skewer the clergy as "cannibals," but 
the barrage of invective aimed at the rank-and-file faithful who attend 
church services, have their children baptized and confirmed, receive Holy 
Communion and even contribute financially. It is not enough to fire away 
at the ineffective shepherds. The flock also comes into the cross-hairs. 
Public worship, the sacraments, preaching, the very existence of the clergy 
and the Church as a community (Menighed): all is seemingly rejected by 
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Kierkegaard as a falsification, a degradation or erosion of Christ's call to 
the individual to imitate him in suffering. Long before Bruce Kirmmse's 
eloquent presentation Berndt Gustafsson faced the same negativity in pre­
cisely these terms.68 

The reality of Kierkegaard's negativity must be faced, not written off 
due to his depression or some other form of illness. It is not helpful to try 
to explain it away either. While it has been claimed that his severe under­
standing of Christianity is essentially a strategy, an exaggeration or infla­
tion of the demands of discipleship to their extremes to offset the bourgeois 
domestication of the faith, I also think this reasoning is faulty. The critique 
of so many aspects of life, not just ecclesiastical arrangements, is so consis­
tent, actually relentless, especially in the journals. I believe that there was a 
great deal of deliberation and planning involved in the critique as it devel­
oped over time. There was the delay in publicly criticizing Mynster for 
example, even when privately Kierkegaard had lost the last shred of 
respect for the man. Here too I would place the method behind Practice in 
Christianity, which does not mitigate the extreme demands of Christ while 
at the same time acknowledging human weakness and imperfection.69 An 
"admission" that what was taken for respectable Christianity was not the 
reality would have been sufficient. For Kierkegaard such simple honesty 
(Redelighed) would have been in harmony with the scriptures' portrayal of 
both heroic witnessing and human failing. 

Against the Church, for the Church 

I have long agreed with Bruce Kirmmse that the dis-establishment of 
the Church from both her political and cultural positions of power was 
crucial for Kierkegaard. Kierkegaard affirms the government's responsibil­
ity for important tasks such as street lighting, but rejects unequivocally the 
centuries-old alliance between the state and the church, between politics 
and faith. For precisely this reason he found nothing of worth in 
Grundtvig's call for political dis-establishment of the church while seeking 
to maintain its support in Danish culture and society. 

Kierkegaard was not the first but one of the most powerful proponents 
of what Niebuhr called "Christ against culture." And Kierkegaard meant 
not just against "high" culture, but also against any confusion or conflation 
of the Gospel with human life. Baptism's radical plunging of a person into 
Christ's death and rising has nothing to do with all the cuteness of a sweet 
infant, with the coziness of family life. For Kierkegaard the Eucharist, as 
Gustafsson emphasized, meant solidarity with the One who willingly went 
to death for the life of the world. It is communion with Christ "in the night 
in which he was betrayed," as the words of consecration begin. The 
Eucharist, as Kierkegaaard's Discourses at the Communion on Fridays 
emphatically show, is a sharing of the life of God. Communion with Christ 
is blessing, joy, peace, and it is also communion with every other Christian. 
Nowhere, as noted earlier, can I find Kierkegaard ever rejecting the reality 
of this, in fact, the essential reality of the Gospel and the ways in which it is 
made visible, present. Does Kierkegaard's almost absurd criticism of 
Pentecost mean the negation of all he wrote in Works of Love and other 
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places about authentic relationship with the neighbor in God? Does he ulti­
mately distance himself from the wonderful lines about God loving forth 
(at ope/ske) love in us so that we should always presume love in the other as 
the sprout" or "germ" in the grain (sam Spiren i Kamet)? (WL, 216-219)70 Is 
his vision of the Eucharist as fellowship with Christ and the community 
now denied? I do not believe this is so. 

One could say is that in the attack Kierkegaard held onto perspectives 
that were opposed, possibly irreconcilable, at the same time. After all, he 
was an eminent dialectician who knew how to say one thing while appar­
ently expressing something entirely different. One could also say that 
Kierkegaard continued to have the earlier perspective of, say, Practice in 
Christianity, insisting on the Gospel's singularity. He asserts only 
Christianity's incompatibility with social standards of happiness, notching 
up the demands of discipleship to radical, otherworldly heights yet all the 
while recognizing human weakness, our inability to measure up. I have 
long thought that the church historian and priest with many years of pas­
toral experience, P.G. Lindhardt, said it best if slightly mysteriously. 

The Gospel of God's unchanging mercy towards the one who has 
nothing else upon which to fall back, this was Kierkegaard's only 
concern. His uniquely passionate attack on "the Church" must be 
understood in light of this. 71 

Kierkegaard is the relentless opponent, Lindhardt insists, of any ecclesiasti­
cal or religious ideology, but also the mortal foe of any critic who would 
simply make use of his polemics, without the painful honesty his attack 
demands. Anyone who would "use" Kierkegaard, he concludes, does so 
at great risk. 

The Unchanging, Merciful God 

Yet for all the attack's bitterness and his own stubbornness, in his last 
days of the attack and in his dying Kierkegaard did not lose hold of a God 
of infinite mercy. He clung to him all the more tightly. This is the icon of 
God presented in his "last sermon" - the loving and merciful giver of 
"every good and perfect gift" opening the Kingdom, not just at the end of 
time, after the grave, when all is past and gone, but already here and now.72 
In every "moment" God remains present, his grace abundant, and it is 
here, to the merciful God that Kierkegaard, all through the struggle, says 
we must hasten. 

For all the hesitation and silence, much was done, a great deal had 
already been said by Kierkegaard, not only in For Self Examination and 
Judge for Yourselves but even beforehand, in Practice in Christianity. My 
argument is that not only in the many entries in the journals, but also in 
these works, Kierkegaard was strategically presenting a theological per­
spective at once most complex and yet complete, encompassing the whole 
of the Gospel. In the midst of his apparently one-sided polemics in the 
public attack, Kierkegaard does not renounce or lose this theological per­
spective, an eschatological vision of God's creation, of his identification 



60 Faith and Philosophy 

with humankind in the Incarnation and the Church, of his mercy and love 
for all in the Resurrection, in short of the whole economy of salvation. 

Conclusion: Eschatological Perspectives 

I have been led to think of a very strong link here between Kierkegaard 
and ,m apparently quite different and distant fellow theologian. I have in 
mind here the brilliant Russian emigre theologian and priest of our time, 
Sergius Bulgakov.73 While most of his theological writing was singularly 
creative and controversial, it was for the most part affirmative, an attempt 
to engage the very basics of Christian faith with the consciousness and lan­
guage of modernity. At the same time, however, this theological effort was 
a subtle yet wide-ranging and deep attack on the Church. Though separat­
ed by time he and Kierkegaard were kindred spirits. Not only did 
Bulgakov take aim at the fossilizing of ecclesial thought, he also was ruth­
less in his indictment of her narrowness and legalism in practice. 

In his last book, The Bride of the Lamb, Bulgakov explored the conse­
quences of God's having become human for the Church, for life in this 
world, even for life after death. Of the many insights that he offers, one 
relates most interestingly to Kierkegaard's own position towards the end of 
his writing in the attack, at the end of his life. Like Kierkegaard, Bulgakov 
had more than enough experience of the distortion of Christian teaching 
and of the weakness of the human dimension of the Church. The son of a 
priest, he lost his faith in the lifeless theology in which he was immersed in 
seminary. Bulgakov personally experienced both the sublime beauty of the 
faith in his father's poor cemetery church but also the worst of the failings of 
academic theology and the erosion of ecclesiallife and spirit.74 Yet, like 
Kierkegaard, he also recognized that the Church and the faith were more 
than the all too visible inadequacies and failings. Put most directly, the 
Church, for all her human weaknesses, was nevertheless divine, a doorway 
into the Kingdom, and an authentic encounter with God. 

In the Incarnation, and most especially in Christ's death and resurrec­
tion, God has won out over evil, heaven has come to dwell on earth, and 
eternity pervades time. Despite all the failure of the shepherds of the flock 
of God, the pastors of the Church, despite the distorted version of the 
Gospel being preached, for Kierkegaard as for Bulgakov, there remains a 
Gospel, a Church that is the New Jerusalem, the kingdom without end. 

Like Bulgakov almost a century later, Kierkegaard saw the decadence of 
the Church in his time. But he also saw beyond this, so eschatological was 
his vision. It was framed by his awareness of the Kingdom, that is, of God's 
presence despite the Church's very human failings. If Kierkegaard really 
does write off the Church so radically as some of his journal entries (and 
some scholars) might imply, he would then be writing off God as well. 
Since the Incarnation, since the appearance of the "humanity of God," who 
is Christ, there can be no salvation, no reconciliation except with the crea­
tures, the human beings among God has come to dwell. This and not just 
the institutional framework, is what Kierkegaard understands as 
"Church." I would argue that he does not absolutely reject the Church, 
since Christ, the prototype (Forbilledet) not only requires imitation but also 
is the Savior (Frelseren) who reconciles God with each souPS To conclude 
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otherwise, to see both the Church and the world as essentially lost, would 
be to affirm not the ultimate victory of the Resurrection but the final tri­
umph of death, of the Evil One. Kierkegaard, like Bulgakov after him, and 
like the Fathers before them both, cannot and does not concede this. 

Kierkegaard's publication of his 1851 homily, "God's Unchangingness" 
in August, 1855, just after no. 7, the most radical in The Moment on the 
Church and clergy, is in my opinion, not the only public sign of this 
"eschatological" vision, though perhaps the principal one. There are other 
echoes such as in number eight of The Moment, where the God of all eterni­
ty appears and it is a loving God who seeks us.?' Other indications keep 
appearing in the late journals. Yet all the elements of this radical vision are 
already there in For Self Examination and Judge for Yourselves: the continuing 
presence and mercy of God's humanity, Christ, in the Church, of the ulti­
mate power of the Resurrection. These two texts, considered backwards 
from the polemics of the public attack, nevertheless move us forwards, in 
Kierkegaard's own much loved sense of movement. Already in them we 
see the fierce challenge he will make to the Church and to Christians, but 
also his ultimate faith in the Kingdom and God's peace and joy. 

Baruch College of the City University of New York 
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