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When one looks at the impressive bibliography of both 
kierkegaardiana and Sanjuanist studies, in the most varied 
academic disciplines, the question inevitably arises: Is there 
anything further to be said? We believe there is; otherwise this 
humble little study would not have been undertaken. Lack of 
source-material and time have inevitably restricted and delim­
ited this compartive study. It is the author’s hope in publishing 
it, that it will rouse the interest in others, more competent in 
the field, who will undertake the research necessary for a more 
exhaustive study.

It is our conviction that these two Christian writers have 
more in common, have a closer affinity of spirit and spiritual­
ity, then what is commonly recognized. Our thesis is an 
attem pt to prove that. Firstly both St John of the Cross and 
Soeren Kierkegaard are occupied, indeed passionately occu­
pied, with the Absolute. In Kierkegaard’s own words, they 
“deal with the Absolute absolutely” (Last Journals). This in 
itself settles the topic as inexhaustible. Secondly, as both writ­
ers are existential writers1; delving deeply into man's psyche 
with the ultimate intentin of leading m an to God, each one of 
us will meet them existentially differently, especially as they 
not infrequently use a more or less different pedagogy in order 
to teach the same fundamental truth. Being able to shed light 
on their doctrine from a new angle might prove helpful, and 
we hope this present paper will thereto make its contribution.

We presuppose their respetive biography as known. That 
will provide ample evidence of the differences of their lives,

1 We shall discuss th is term  in greater detail la ter on.
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their psychological make-ups, the times in which they lived, 
cultures, languages, background, and the like. Consequently, it 
is not surprising then that they not seldom employ different 
pedagogies and methodologies. In fact, everything considered, 
they do so less often than one would have expected, something 
we like to see as a tacit confirmation of our thesis. Be that as 
it may, our concern in this paper will be precisely to show that 
underlying and, by the same token, transcrending all these dif­
ferences is a kinship, yes, a unity in their spirituality -  or bet­
ter (more correctly) expressed: in their existential response to 
the divine call; a response encompassing the whole of man's 
reality; man, a creature of God, listening, accepting, obeying.

After a brief general introduction, our paper will be divid­
ed into three parts. Nobody, with even the most superficial 
knowledge of these two thinkers, will deny that the concepts 
mentioned are of great importance for both of them, whatever 
value, importance and interpretation we place on them in our 
analysis. And here commentators differ greatly, probably more 
as regards Kierkegaard than John.

I. Man’s Nothingness
II. Surrender to God; Faith
III. Suffering; Cross

INTRODUCTION
If and when there is a similarity, kinship between two w rit­

ers, the question inevitably arises: Were they acquainted with 
each other’s writings?

If they were contemporary (without which condition no 
reciprocity could be envisaged), the further question might be, 
and should be, raised: Did they know each other personally? In 
our case the latter question is excluded, and we are left with 
the one question: Did Soeren Kierkegaard know the writings of 
St John of the Cross? If the answer is in the affirmative, we 
have to proceed to ask to what extent he (Kierkegaard) was 
familiar with Sanjuanist doctrine.

To my knowledge2 nothing has been investigated and writ­

2 We would be grateful for any enlightenm ent offered on this p a r­
ticu lar question.
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ten attempting to answer that question. Further, as far as I 
know, Kierkegaard nowhere mentions or refert to, implicity or 
explicity, the Spanish Saint. On the other hand Kierkegaard 
was extemely well-read in the most diverse fields with a 
breadth and a depth that is remarkable, even in the case of a 
man like Kierkegaard. Could he have missed John of the 
Cross? Until anything is proven, we m ust leave this question 
open and content ourselves with analyzing the text and doc­
trine of the two writers in themselves -  to a certain extent 
using (without being slaves to) the text-critical method. Text- 
criticism, like all methods, means and techniques is useful, 
provided it is used critically, with discrimination, and not 
absolutized.

Secondly, we will briefly look at their religiosity, and more 
specifically their Christianity. As they both are notedly religous 
writers and thinkers this paper will fundamentally be an analy­
sis of religion and metaphysics as understood by John of the 
Cross and Kierkegaard respectively. In these introductory 
remarks we will deal with some “direct religious” expressions 
and attitudes of theirs so as to try to delimit their religious-the­
ological milieu. Here Kierkegaard is no doubt the more com- 
ple. So let us begin with St John of the Cross.

John of the Cross: Saint, Doctor of the Church. From this 
offiicial recognition we know his orthodoxy to be beyond 
doubt. The omission of a discussion of John’s theology at this 
point m ust not tempt anybody to think that the Mystical Doc­
tor's teaching is simplistic of that we understand it in an over­
simplified way. It is omitted simply because in the context that 
concerns us here, the “problem” with Kierkegaard is altogeher 
different.

His case is more complex for a variety of reasons. Firstly, 
he was not a Catholic; consequently no reason for us to 
demand orthodoxy or to expect it.

What was he then? What was the religion of Soeren 
Kierkegaard? What was his Weltanschauung? The answer, or 
attempt to answer, to these two, interrelated questions would 
require a long study, with a profound analysis of Kierkegaar- 
diana, that we are unable to undertake here. But as these ques­
tions, and the answers to be indicated, are of fundamental impor­
tance for our compartive study we shall attempt some brief, par­
tial answers, chosen rather at random but not arbitrarily.
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Kierkegaard belonged, officially that is3, to the Danish, Lutheran 
State Church. Despite his controversy with Bishop Munster, he 
never left his church. In his youth Kierkegaard seriously con­
templated the ministry. This religo-sociological belonging in no 
way answers our questions. Perhaps, if we ask a further ques­
tion. ‘Why did Kierkeggard give up the idea of ministry in the 
Danish Church?’ we shall come closer to an answer, or an 

. attempt to an answer. But that is just to approach the problem 
from another angle, so we shall keep to our first two questions. 
As every worldview is built on metaphysics (whetther explicitly 
or only implicitly makes no difference here), the two questions 
are strictly speacking two parts, two sides, of one fundamental, 
all-embracing question. And such it was, certainly, to an eminent 
degree to the author of Either-Or.

Now we are approaching the beginning of our attempted 
answer, by entering into the Kierkegaardian radicality, an 
uncompromising radicality. This radicality is one of the meet- 
ing-points between the Danish philosopher and the Mystical 
Doctor. It was precisely on this point that Kierkegaard raised 
some of his most severe criticisms against established Chris­
tianity; a Christianity that according to Kierkegaard was not 
Christian enough or perhaps (at least in some instances) not 
Christian at all. Was he right? Yes and No. once again, anything 
like a satisfactory answer (if such is to be had at all) would have 
to be an almost exhaustive analysis of Kierkegaard’s thought; 
another indication of the organic, indissoluble unity of 
Kierkegaards Weltanschaung. An analysis of many religo-soci­
ological facets of established Christianity woult also have to be 
undertaken. We deliberately use the expression ‘established 
Christianity’ in order to avoid the further question (important, 
indispensible though it is for a correct and more profound 
understanding of Kierkeggard’s philosophy and religion), if his 
criticism is levelled against all the establised forms of Chris­
tianity, perhaps even of religion as such, as some maintain, or 
only against the establishment of the Danish State-Church.

We would be inclined to favour the latter alternative, while 
bearing in mind all the time that some of Kierkegaard’s criti­

3 It was, and  in  m ost cases still is, the custom  in the Scandinavian 
State-Churches, th a t one becom es a m em ber at b irth , no t at baptism .
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cism inevitably will hit at, and was m eant for, all establish­
ment, in so far as it has become bourgeois, pharisaical and a 
law unto itself. In the last analysis, only the saints would pass 
Kierkegaard’s test of authentic Christianity. But we are antici­
pating our argument.

St John of the Cross is easier “to place”, also existentially- 
spiritually, as we said at the beginning of the introduction. 
Nevertheless, he is by no means an ordinary, common-place 
Catholic. The heights to which he soars and the doctrine he 
consequently, subsequently teaches, often in the most sublime, 
lyrical poetry (that on occasions even pre-figures surrealism), 
are neither easy to analyse nor (even less!) to live. We hope in 
the succeeding pages to show how the Spanish Mystic, 
although employing the Scholastic language of his time, uses 
the existential approach (just like Kierkegaard) long before its 
time. However, John in his existential approach (here he dif­
fers from Kierkegaard -  and the philosophers who were to fol­
low him) presupposes faith, doctrinal faith, as an ontological 
basis, while Kierkegaard arrives there, while starting from the 
existential experience.

I. MAN’S NOTHINGNESS
The existential approaches, mentioned at the end of the 

Introduction, with their subtle yet important philosophical-theo­
logical differences, not in the approaches but in the presupposi­
tion to the approaches, are probably most clearly manifested in 
the writers’ understanding and experience of Man’s nothingness. 
But as we also mentioned in the Introduction, the conclusion 
they arrive at is the same. The purpose of this paper is precisely 
to show that the conclusions arrived at are closer to each other 
than is commonly held by Sanjuanist and/or Kierkegaardian 
scholars respectively. The present section on Man’s nothingness 
is one of the most convincing affirmations of the supposition.

The three sections of this essay will overlap many times 
and in many varied ways, such as nothingness, renunciation is 
suffering and pain, and the intellect only enters into the noth­
ingness of unknowing so as to live by faith alone. Thus, they in 
fact confirm each other, and confirm the unity of the one spir­
itual life of m an -  indeed the unity of the whole of man, who 
is becoming more and more unified as he progresses towards
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his final consummation in death, into the Beatific Vision. That 
final end and the loving, longing gaze towards it are certainly 
common to both John and Kierkegaard. It is that end that 
makes "nothingness” not only bearable but also meaningful 
and purposeful for both thinkers. The diversity that exists 
between them is due to different psychological make-ups and 
different social, cultural, religious and existential milieux. By 
existential milieu we understand the people they lived with 
and their pratctical "home-living”: so different, between John's 
Community-Living with his Brethren and Kierkegaard’s soli­
tary life in a flat in Copenhagen. It is our aim in this modest 
little paper to show that the diversity, and its expressions, are 
superficial, while the underlying unity, ontological, metaphys­
ical, theological, philosophical, and existential (with the above 
mentioned proviso) is fundamental and all-pervading.

Here we must insert another proviso, though: Their philo­
sophical unity (if we may even call it such) is not technical. 
How could it be, with 300 years of intense development in 
Western thought separating the two? Secondly, John of the 
Cross was not a philosopher, though he employed (not without 
skill) the philosophical language of his time, i.e. ghe Scholas­
tic. Strict critics maintain that Kierkegaard was not a philoso­
pher either. While leaving that question open, we just want to 
point out that if those criteria of definition are used that would 
exclude Kierkegaard from the ranks of philosophers (he him ­
self would laugh at this discussion), then neither Pascal, nor 
Augustine, nor Nietzsche is a philosopher.

M an’s Nothingness: a Presupposition for His Seeking God
To put it simply: St John of the Cross and Soeren 

Kierkegaard are both seeking the same God, and want to show 
us the way on that journey. For both of them  m an’s nothing­
ness is the existential-spiritual presupposition (as accepted) 
and starting point for m an’s surrender to God (which will be 
the next part of this paper). Consequently, for neitter of them 
is there a question of an absolute nothingness, a nothingness 
for its own sake (as, eg., for Sartre). It is nothing for the sake o f 
the All. However both John and, even more, Kierkegaard expe­
rienced to the full the psychological horror of annihilation 
(more about that in the third part of this paper, where we shall 
deal with suffering and anguish) and utter emptiness and lone­
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liness. But neither the essence nor the ontological foundation 
of suffering is to be sought there. Thus suffering takes on a 
completely, essentially different meaning if looked at purely 
naturally, or with the eyes of faith.

... And desire  to  en te r  fo r C hrist in to  com ple te  nudity, 
em ptiness, an d  poverty  in  every th ing  in  th e  w o rld4.
To reach  sa tisfac tio n  in  all 
desire  its possession  in  no th ing .
To com e to possess all
desire  th e  possession  of no th ing .
To arrive  a t be ing  all
desire  to  be n o th in g
To com e to  th e  know ledge o f all
desire  th e  know ledge o f n o th in g
To com e to  the  p leasu re  you  have no t
you m u st go by a  w ay in  w h ich  you  enjoy not.
To com e to  th e  know ledge you  have n o t 
you m u st go by a  w ay in  w h ich  you  know  not.
To com e to th e  possession  you have n o t
you m u s t go by a w ay in  w h ich  yo u  possess not.
To com e to  be w h a t you  are  no t
you  m u s t go by a w ay in  w h ich  you  are  not.

5

Kierkegaard writing in the same vein, but with a distinctly 
more pessimistic tone, that could be understood in a real 
heretical sense, also contrasts the Infinite with the finite. How­
ever, if we prescind from Kierkegaard's exaggerated language 
here, we will find ourselves on the same faith-basis as with 
John of the Cross.

N o one has loved G od in  th e  C h ristian  sense w ho has n o t 
sufficien tly  exp erienced  b o th  p a in  an d  rep u g n an ce  a t th e  bestia l 
n a tu re  fo r m en  . . .6

... A nd th en  G od w ould  say to  h im self, “I cou ld  w ish  th a t

4 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , The Ascent o f  M ount Carmel, B k  I; C h . 13:6 
(Collected Works, W a s h in g to n  D C , 1979).

5 Ibid.; Bk I; Ch. 13:11.
6 S o r e n  K ie r k e g a a r d , Journals o f  the Last Years; Page 108 (Hence­

forw ard referred to as Last Journals), London, 1965.
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th is  m an  w ould  love m e, he p leases m e. So th e re  is n o th in g  to  be 
do ne  b u t to  let h is re la tio n  to  m en  be em bitte red , th ro u g h  th e ir  
rew ard in g  h im  w ith  bestia l tre a tm en t. F o r I can n o t be loved in  
s tra in g h tfo rw ard  h a rm o n y  w ith  h u m a n  love".

This is how  w e are  to  u n d e rs ta n d  p a in  a n d  rep u g n an ce  a t 
th e  bestia l n a tu re  o f m en. B u t th is  does n o t a t all m ean  th a t  we 
cease to  love them . No, b u t th e  o p p o sitio n  is th e re  in  o rd e r to  
m ake th e  re la tio n  to  G od recogn izab le  negatively.

So it is n o t possib le  to  love G od in  th e  C h ristian  sense, an d  
be h ap py  in  th is  w orld. No, th e  G od o f C h ristian ity  is in  op po si­
tio n  to  th is  w orld, so th a t he  w ho loves G od in  th e  C hristian  
sense can n o t be h ap py  in  th is  w o rld 7.

God and God Alone: to leave everything behind as the 
“nothingness” it is for God and Him Alone is something John 
often sings of in his poetry.

F orgetfu lness of creation ,
R em em brance  of th e  Creator,
A tten tion  to  w h a t is w ith in ,
A nd to  be  loving th e  B eloved8.

The verse "Attention to what is w ithin”, leads our thoughts 
to Kierkegaard's hin enkelte the solitary one, alone with his 
God. The authenticity of this one-stanza poem has been ques­
tioned, but as it is included in the edition of the Saint’s work 
that we are using and is in perfect conformity with Sanjuanist 
thought, we include it in our study.

Taedium Vitae -  Longing for God
A poem with even greater affinity with Kierkegaardian 

thought is "I Die because I do not Die”, which is even called 
"Stanzas of The Soul That Suffers with Longing to See God”. 
It is the finite spirit's insatiable longing for the Infinite, as St 
Augustine reminds us in his immortal works that the soul is 
created for God and therefore restleness until it rests in its

7 Ibid.
8 "The Sum  of Perfection”, Collected Works; Page 737.
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Maker. The writings of St John of the Cross and Soren 
Kierkegaard vibrate with that longing that often is so painful.

T his life th a t  I live 
Is no  life a t all,
A nd so I die con tinually  
U ntil I live w ith  You;
H ea r m e, m y God:
I do n o t desire  th is life,
I am  dying because  I do  n o t die.

Kierkegaard once again put it more strongly in the last 
annotation of his Journals, written a week before he collapsed 
in the streets of Copenhagen -  to be taken to a hospital and die 
a m onth later. While John’s longing, pain, tiredness with this 
life is expressed in the lyrical language of a Baroque or a 
Renaissance-poet, Kierkegaard in this private journal cries out 
at the end of a life of suffering and affliction. (Such was John's 
life too, but the material living out was different. We will have 
more to say about that in Part III). However, that both men 
experience, understand and express the same longing for the 
same God, the same tiredness with this life (valley of tears) is 
evident even without any preknowledge of the two writers.

“The definitioin of this life is to be brought to the highest 
degree of disgust with life”. Thus opens the last aforism of the 
19th century philosopher. The existentialist begins with his 
experience “disgust with life”. The scholastically trained mys­
tic describes the same experience (make no mistake about it 
being the same experience) objectively “This life that I live/is 
no life at all”. John employs (not always consistantly, which 
adds to the interpreter’s difficulties) the Scholastic philosoph­
ical and theological language then in current use. But before 
we even reach the end of that stanza (see above) the poet/mys­
tic has taken over from the Scholastic theologian, and existen­
tial language is used here, too. Further on in the poem John 
will use expressions like: “the bitterest death known”, “pitiable 
life”, “all things are affliction”9. “I am so wholly miserable”,

9 We m ust bear in  m ind, that, unfortunately, during this analysis we 
use the English translations in  o u r com parative study (although the orig­
inals in  bo th  cases have been consulted), as otherw ise the study would
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"mourn my living”. The last two expressions approximating 
closest to the above citation from the Danish thinker.

We could extend the analytical comparison between this 
Sanjuanist poem and the last annotation of Kierkegaard's. So 
as not to make our paper too long, we shall let the above-said 
suffice as illustrating our two writers’ longing for death as the 
entry into that fullness of existence that Christianity calls 
Heaven; death thus understood as the birth of true life, this 
present life being a mere nothingness. As we have established 
that both John and Kierkegaard were Chritians in the truest 
sense of the word, we are perfectly justified in using a decid­
edly Christian terminology. It m ust further be remembered 
that "nothingness”, and such-like terms, m ust not in this con­
text be taken in their absolute philosophical sense, in which 
case it would mean the non-existence, of, say, Existentialist 
philosophy, but rather in a spiritual-mystical, analogical-alle­
gorical sense, if the later could be understood without com­
promising the reality of the expression. Before we conclude, 
however, we shall quote another passage from Kierkeggard’s 
Journals o f the Last Years that has an even greater affinity with 
the Mystical Doctor’s poem, but again conveys a more pes­
simistic tone in the Danish philosopher.

... T herefo re  sp irit is to  will to  die, to  die to  th e  w orld ./ N ow  
it is easy to  see th a t to  die to  the  w orld  is suffering  o f a  h ig h er 
po ten cy  th a n  dying. F o r dying is m erely  to  suffer, b u t dying to  
th e  w orld  is freely to  engage onese lf in  th e  sam e suffering; m o re ­
over dying is a  fairly  b rie f  suffering, w h ereas dying to  th e  w orld  
lasts  th e  w hole o f one’s li fe .. .10.

M an’s Existential Experience o f His Own Nothingness
We shall now move on to a more detailed study of the 

nothingness of m an as understood by St John of the Cross and

reach unm anagable proportions, and have to becom e an alm ost com ­
plete philology, too. Due to this fact (of using translations) we cannot 
press the use of certain  words and  expressions too far b u t m ust try 
im m ediately to go beyond the w ord used to the intended m eaning.

10 S o r e n  K ie r k e g a a r d , “To  be S pirit” (We have been unable to doc­
um ent th is article).
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Soeren Kierkegaard. We have already in the Introduction 
touched on the different methology employed in their respec­
tive writing; a difference though that should not be over­
emphasized. It is precisely a difference of methology, influ­
enced by the different times, cultures, and intellectual cli­
mates in which they lived, partly also their different psycho­
logical make-ups. The part of the latter though, is difficult to 
determine, as the three first-mentioned causes are very influ­
ential, more so the more unconsciusly they are present -  par­
ticularly as it concerns a choice of methodology. The question 
how far John and Kierkegaard were different in their psycho­
logical make-ups and consequent religo-psichology would be 
the most interesting and decisive for our present study. How­
ever, here we must keep rigorously to known data and strict 
logical analysis, and not allow conjectures to colour our 
assessment.

We shall not attempt to name the different approaches, as 
that would be to give them over-due emphasis and importance. 
Briefly they can be stated like this: John chooses the more 
objetive, scholastic approach of mystically-theologically laying 
down the datum of m an’s nothingness and then moving on to 
the same m an’s experience of this fact (in his description of the 
experience John is certainly ahead of his time), while 
Kierkegaard begins with m ans existential ewperience of his 
own utter nothingness (“the anguished cry of existance”), and 
from there moves to its “resolve” in faith and surrender to God 
and His inscrutable will. Thus both the saint from Fonteveros 
and the philosopher from Copenhagen, despite all differences 
in style and language, will end on, and in hope: the hope of 
heaven that attains as much as it hopes for (celebrated quota­
tion from one of St John of the Cross poems). We must always 
bear in mind that “mystical” language is not, cannot be, that of 
dogmatic theology or philosophy. According to the latter it 
would be gross heresy to state m an’s absolute nothingness -  
and a psychological perversion on m an’s part to long for anni-' 
hilation. This difficulty in describing mystical-spiritual states 
and yearnings is one of the reason why so many mystics have 
been judged as heretical, at least in their writing (e.g. Meister 
Eckhardt). Limited space prevents us from employing the 
whole corpus of texts available to illustrate this point, so we 
shall make a selection from our two writers, chosen somewhat 
at random.
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... G od’s pass io n a te  desire  to  show  m en  th e ir  no th ing ness, 
he  alw ays de libera te ly  choses h is  in s tru m en ts  w ith  th a t in  
v ie w ...11
... To arrive a t be ing  all 
desire  to  be  no th ing .
... To com e to  be  w h a t you a re  n o t
you  m u st go by a  w ay in  w h ich  you  a re  n o t . . .12

John is still more akin to Kierkegaard in a letter from 1589. 
In these citations it is Kierkegaard who chooses to approach 
the nothingness of man from God’s point of view, if we may say 
so, and John who describes the hum an approach and attitude; 
all of which shows that we cannot draw the distinctions m en­
tioned above in a clear-cut fashion -  a further proof of the 
closeness of spirit between the two writers.

... F o r he w ho is p o o r in  sp irit is h ap p ie r  an d  m o re  co n s tan t 
in  th e  m id st of w an t, because  he  has p laced  h is all in  n o th in g ­
ness, an d  in  all th in gs he  th u s  finds freed om  of h eart. O h ap py  
no th ing ness, an d  h ap p y  h id ing  p lace  o f th e  h e a r t . . .13

That only the m an who is stripped of everything to utter 
nothingness is free, is a profound insight, taught by all major 
Christian thinkers and mystics. The theme of freedom would 
require a treatise of its own, so we shall not enter more deeply 
and explicitly into it here.

The nothingness that first terrifies us becomes happy and 
blessed (see for example, the letter quoted above) once the soul 
has fully realized in a truly existential way the incomprehensi­
ble tru th  that this nothingness is in the last analysis the only 
way to the All. It is true to say that Kierkegaard dwells more 
on the first aspect, though the second is by no menas lacking, 
as some critics have maintained (it is in fact the metaphysical 
foundation of Kierkegaard's whole philosophical edifice, 
though held only in hope while on this earth), while the Castil­
ian poet mostly rests in the second aspect, especially in The

11 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals) page f06.
12 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , "Drawing of M ount Carm el”, Collected Works; 

Page 67.
13 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , Letter to Madre Maria de Jesus , Prioress a t Cor­

doba, July i589.
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Spiritual Canticle and The Living Flame, though we are never 
allowed to forget the first, that in fact dominates the major 
parts of The Ascent and The Dark Night. Our being reduced to 
nothingness and accepting it is the condition of any service we 
can and do render God. “When God wants to use a man, He 
first crushes him to nothingness” (Kierkegaard)14.

Since you w alk  in  these  darkn esses a n d  voids of sp iritu a l 
poverty, you th in k  th a t everyone an d  every th ing  is failing  you. It 
is no  w o n d er th a t  in  th is  it also seem s th a t  G od is failing  you. 
B u t n o th in g  is failing you, ... H e w ho desires n o th in g  else th a n  
God w alks n o t in  darkness, how ever p o o r  an d  d a rk  he is in  h is 
ow n sig h t...

You w ere never b e tte r  off th a n  now, b ecau se  you  w ere never 
so h u m b le  n o r  so subm issive, n o r  con sid ered  yo urse lf an d  all 
w orld ly  th in gs to  be so sm all, n o r  d id  you know  th a t you w ere  so 
evil, ... living here  below  like p ilg rim s, th e  poor, th e  exiled 
o rph ans, th e  thirsty, w ith o u t a  ro a d  an d  w ith o u t any th ing , . . .15

... if you  w ill tru ly  love God, th is  m u st be sho w n  by  y o u r 
gladly an d  ado ring ly  le tting  yo urse lf be  qu ite  a n n ih ila ted  by 
God, th a t  th e  m ay  u n co n d itio n a lly  p ro m o te  h is  w ill16.

And sho rtly  before: “...d esp ite  every suffering  it is som e 
th in g  in describab ly  g rea t to  be  G od’s in s tru m en t, . . .17

Nothingness: The Way to The All
Ultimately then, for both Kierkegaard and John of the 

Cross, nothingness is positive, as it is not an absolute nothing­
ness (as with the m odern existentialists, but a nothingness, an 
annihilation that is a menas toward an end, never a goal in 
itself: nothing for the sake of All, the way, and in the last analy­
sis, the only way to the All; in John’s terminology, Via Negati- 
va. “He is humble who hides in his nothingness and knows 
how to abandon himself to God”18.

14 We have been unable to trace this quotation  in  K ierkegaardian 
texts.

15 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , Letter to Dona Juana de Pedraza, O ctober 1589.
16 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals) Page 145.
17 Ibid.
18 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , M inor Works; "O ther Counsels’’, 5 (Collected 

Works, W ashington DC, 1979).
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We know from Johns drawing of the Mount too, that the 
way of, and for, the perfect soul is the one of nothing, nothing 
... encumbered with nothing; not weighed down by posses­
sions and attachments but free, it journeys towards its God. As 
we shall see in the section on Faith, that, too, is a nothingness, 
a nothingness of the intellect, an unknowing that surpasses all 
hum an comprehension and possibility of comprehension. And 
in this nothingness, this unknowing, the intellect is free to 
journey to God and know Him for the first time, for “this high­
est knowledge lies in the loftiest sense of the essence of God”, 
to use the poet-mystic’s own words.

The mystical nothingness that m ust be willingly accepted 
and lived and finally accomplished and undergone in biologi­
cal death in order to attain God has always been insisted upon 
by spiritual writers. Any true encounter with the Creator Him­
self demands this, and the higher the union to be attained, the 
more radical and drastic the annihilation of m an m ust be. 
Even if he cannot name it, pilgrim-man in his loneliness and 
pain is constantly confronted with his own nothingness. And 
both Kierkegaard and John uncompromisingly insist on m an’s 
acceptance of this nothingness, even if there are differences in 
approach and emphasis between them; differences that, as we 
are trying to show in this paper, are not ultimate and funda­
mental but rather due to different psychologies, cultural, theo­
logical background and educations.

...F ew  th e re  are  w ith  th e  know ledge a n d  desire  fo r en te ring  
u p o n  th is  su p rem e nak edn ess an d  em ptiness  o f sp irit. As th is  
p a th  on  th e  h ig h  m o u n t o f perfec tio n  is n a rro w  an d  steep, it 
dem an d s travellers w ho a re  n e ith e r  w eighed  dow n by  th e  low er 
p a r t of th e ir  n a tu re  n o r  b u rd en ed  in  th e  h ig h e r p a rt. T his is a 
ven tu re  in  w h ich  G od alone is so u g h t a n d  gained , th u s  on ly  G od 
o u g h t to  be  so u g h t an d  gained . O bviously a  m a n ’s jo u rn ey  m u st 
n o t on ly  exclude th e  h in d ran ce  o f c rea tu res , b u t also  em bo dy  a  
d ispossession  an d  an n ih ila tio n  in  th e  sp iritu a l p a r t o f his 
n a tu re ... (If anyone w ishes to  follow  M y way, le t h im  deny  h im ­
self, tak e  u p  his cross an d  follow  Me. F o r he  w ho  w o u ld  save his 
sou l shall lose it, b u t he  w ho  loses it fo r M e shall gain  it. (M k 
8:34-35)19.

... I t h ap p en s  th a t, w h en  som e of th is  solid, perfec t food (the

19 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , The Ascent, Bk II; C h . 7; 3 -4 .
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an n ih ila tio n  of all sw eetness in  G od -  th e  p u re  sp iritu a l cross 
an d  nak edn ess of C hrist poverty  fo sp irit) is offered  th em  in  d ry ­
ness, d istaste , an d  tria l, they ru n  from  it as fro m  d ea th  a n d  w an ­
d e r a b o u t in  sea rch  only of sw eetness an d  deligh tfu l co m m u n i­
ca tio n s from  God. S uch  a n  a ttitu d e  is n o t th e  h a llm ark  o f self- 
den ia l an d  nak edn ess o f sp irit, b u t th e  in d ica tio n  o f a  "sp iritual 
sw eet to o th ”.

T h ro u g h  th is  k ind  o f co n d u c t th ey  becom e, sp iritua lly  
speaking, enem ies o f the  cross o f C hrist (Phil. 3:18)20

This is one of the passages most illustrative of what we 
said at the beginning of this section on M ans Nothingness, 
namely that many texts would equally well fit into any of our 
three sections: Man’s Nothingness, Faith and Surrender to 
God, Suffering - Cross. Consequently the sections, because of 
their themes, will of necessity overlap. Before we commence 
our commentary and study of this Sanjuanist text, we shall cite 
a few further passages, omitting, however, those paragraphs 
that doubtless are more suitably analysed in the section on 
Suffering -  remembering, though, what was said above regard­
ing “overlappings”.

T his C halice sym bolizes d ea th  to  one's n a tu ra l self th ro u g h  
d en u d a tio n  an d  an n ih ila tio n . As a  re su lt o f th is  d ea th  a  m an  is 
ab le  to  w alk  a long  th e  n a rro w  p a th  in  th e  sensitive p a r t  o f h is 
soul, as w e said , an d  in  th e  sp iritu a l p a r t (in  h is u n d ers tan d in g , 
joy, an d  feeling), Accordingly, one can  a tta in  to  d ispo ssession  in  
b o th  p a rts  of the  soul. N ot only th is, b u t even in  h is sp irit a  p e r ­
son  w ill be u n h in d e red  in  h is jo u rn ey  on  th e  n a rro w  road , fo r on  
th is  ro ad  th e re  is ro o m  only fo r self-denial (as o u r  S av iour 
asserts) an d  th e  cross. The cross is a  su p p o rtin g  s ta ff a n d  g rea t­
ly ligh tens an d  eases th e  jo u rn ey 21.

"Few there are ...”; in case anybody is tempted to think of 
Kierkegaard’s Hin enkelte (the alone one)22 we will immediate­

20 Ibid.; Bk; Ch. 7; 5.
21 Ibid.; Bk II; Ch. 7; 7a.
22 R.G. Sm ith has po in ted  ou t th a t K ierkegaard’s hin enkelte often in 

cu rren t English transla tion  is rendered as “the individual”, w hich is 
highly m isleading. "The alone one”, “the single one”, though clum sier in 
English convey the au th o rs  in ten tion  better (especially the first expres­
sion).
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ly state, that this is not what is meant here. In fact, the question 
of hin enkelte is probably one of the issues where we would find 
a difference between our two writers. We have already in our 
introduction referred to the complicated issue how far, on cer­
tain points, there is a real theological-philosophical, essential 
difference between John and Kierkegaard, and how far, to what 
extend, it is only a m atter of different psychological make ups, 
different sociological, cultural situations and different lan­
guages. We do not hope to conclusively settle the issue here, but 
the purpose of this paper is a discussion of that question. What 
John is talking about in the text quoted above is how few there 
are who accept the demand of renouncing the world for the 
sake of a higher reality, nomaly God Himself. Kierkegaard 
would contrast true Christianity (rare as it is, in his opinion) 
with official Christendom, that he would call a lie. All through 
his writing Kierkegaard will insist on "inferiority”; a term  that 
has ever since been almost identified with Kierkegaards spiri­
tuality. John is spiritually, we do not say doctrinally, close to 
this “inferiority” when he in The Dark Night speaks of the inti­
mate and refined love the soul will possess after intimate and 
penetrating suffering. Continuing the same line of thought, 
John wold say that Christ is to a large extent unknow by those 
who claim to Know Him. John is obviously not refering to athe­
ists, few and far between as they were in his days, or non-Chris­
tians, as they do not claim to know Christ, bu o Christians who 
are so more in name than in actual fact. Both writers are equal­
ly severe in castigating the hypocricy we make of our religion, 
because we do not want to accept the inexorable demands it 
lays on us. The willing acceptance of our annihilation (what we 
have said regarding the term nothingness’ applies equally to 
annihilation i.e. its use in the mystic-spiritual and not philo­
sophic-technical sense), also in the spiritual part of man, was 
not so easily understood in John’s time as in Kierkegaard’s and 
later on. Man’s painful and confused experience of his own 
nothingess is probably more common today than ever before. 
Thus Kierkegaard begins precisely with m an’s expericence of his 
own utter nothingness, a difference between the two in 
approach and also, we venture to say, in experience.

John’s umasking and stem  reproof of mediocre Christian­
ity that we quoted above from The Ascent o f Mount Carmel, 
where he does not hesitate to call Christians seeking their own 
spiritual pleasures and satisfactions "enemies of the Cross of
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Christ”, could not be more Kierkegaardian. We shall not delay 
any further on their castigation of false Christianity and of 
mediocrity, where they are at one, but proceed to a discussion 
of their deeper interior and theological, philosophical unity, or 
kinship of spirit to be more cautious. “Death to one’s natural 
self...”, says John. Kierkegaard tells us that when God wants to 
use a man, He first crushes him  to u tter nothingness. We could 
say, with due caution but not w ithout justification that our two 
writers experienced and lived the negative side, so to say, of the 
Magnificat (Kierkegaard more so than John). “I am the lowly 
handm aid..., be it done unto m e...” -  a painful, “empty” nega­
tivity that it would not have been possible or feasible for the 
Immaculate to live through. By this we are not denying that 
the Blessed Virgin lived a Faith-life like everybody else.

Courage to Live One’s Own Nothingness
Why and how is it that m an’s nothingness, and his excru­

ciatingly painful experience of it, so m uch an existential reali­
ty today, became, and/or was, (For K ierkegaard m ore 
“became”, for John of the Cross more "was”, as we have 
already pointed out.) a firm foundation of and for faith for 
both John and Kierkegaard, and, yet, for modern m an (this 
nothingress) often ends in utter despair with consequent 
moral nihilism (if he nevertheles decides to go on living)? The 
difference is not in courage, as John and Kierkegaard boldly 
faced their nothigness with open eyes. Indeed, they will and 
desire their nothingness. “To arrive at being all desire to be 
nothing”23. Perhaps the answer lies in the first part of the 
above-quoted sentence, “to arrive at being all”.

Kierkegaard and John knew that was the end, purpose and 
goal of nothingness. This is certainly true theologically, onto- 
logically, but it still does not, sufficiently explain it psycholog­
ically, existentially, as at least Kierkegaard began in the crush­
ing experience of his own nothingness. Even if John all the 
time (if we may so put it) knew that God was waiting at the 
other side of the dark tunnel, his experience in the dark and his

23 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s ,  T h e A sc e n t,  B k  I; C h . 1 3 :1 1 .
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knowledge of how heavy and crushingly depressing that dark­
ness could be would have been enough to lead him to similar 
attitudes and conclusions as m odern m an often arrives at, and 
explicitly so, the Existentialist philosophers. Sanjuanist schol­
ars have always debated, without ever coming to a definitive 
conclusion, how much John himself had experienced of the 
“dark night”, and how much he had learnt from his direction 
of souls. Interesting as the question is in itself, in has got no 
immediate bearing on our doctrinal discussion, and will be left 
open. “Why, then...?” we repeat. Perhaps the answer is too 
simple and because of that too difficult: God's grace, and His 
grace alone; A remarkable example of this truth, lived to the 
full, is given us in a later Carmelite, who explicitly referred to 
her existential situation as being in a dark tunnel, namely St 
Therese of Lisieux, who is a true daughter and faithful disciple 
of St John of the Cross. She has got m uch to say to our con­
temporary, despairing, unbelieving philosophers (and non­
philosophers). However, this answer, that certainly is correct 
absolutely speaking, does not prevent us from continuing our 
query at the lower level (N.B. lower level). Looking at it from a 
slightly different angle we can see that both John and 
Kierkegaard allowed the Angst that is in the deepest recesses 
of the heart of fallen m an to become the anguished cry of exis­
tence. The real danger for man, theologically, morally, psycho­
logically, even physically, arises when that conscious surfacing 
of Angst is not allowed to take place. It is either choked, in 
which case we suffocate, or its existence is denied and an 
escape is sought into various m undane activities and pleas­
ures, sin not exempt. We are reminded of Dostojevsky’s very 
apt remark that if God does not exist, everything is permissi­
ble, and of the morally devastating consequences of that
U »norm .

T he ch ief b en efit th a t th is  d ry  an d  d a rk  n ig h t of co n tem p la ­
tio n  causes is th e  know ledge o f self an d  o f o n e’s ow n m isery. ... 
m ake  th e  sou l recogn ize  its  ow n low liness a n d  m ise ry ...

As a  re su lt th e  sou l recogn izes th e  tru th  a b o u t its  m isery, of 
w h ich  it w as fo rm erly  ig n o ran t. W hen  it  w as w alk ing  in  festiv i­
ty, g ra tifica tion , conso lation , an d  su p p o rt in  God, it  w as m ore  
con ten t, believing th a t it  w as serv ing G od in  som e way. T hough  
th is  id ea  of serv ing G od m ay  n o t be  explicity  fo rm ed  in  a  p e r­
so n ’s m ind , a t least som e n o tio n  o f it is deeply em b ed d ed  w ith in
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h im  ow ing to  th e  sa tis fac tio n  he  derives from  his sp iritu a l exer­
cises. N ow  th a t th e  soul is c lo th ed  in  th ese  o th e r  g arm en ts  of 
labor, dryness, a n d  deso la tion , an d  th a t  its  fo rm er ligh ts have 
been  darkened , it possesses m ore  a u th en tic  ligh ts in  th is m o st 
excellen t an d  necessary  v irtue  o f self know ledge. I t  considers 
itse lf to be no th ing24 an d  finds no  sa tis fac tio n  in  self b ecause  it is 
aw are  th a t o f itse lf it n e ith e r  does n o r  c an  do  any  th in g25.

We begin to approach an understanding of the question 
posed above if we look at the concluding sentence in the cita­
tion above. It (the soul, man) is nothing: An excruciating, 
painful experience, the existential cry from emptiness and des­
olation. But, here the despair is checked (and this is the fun­
damental difference between, on the one hand, Kierkegaard 
and John, and on the other philosophers, writers standing on 
the ground of atheistic metaphysics) by the awareness, the 
knowledge, however dark and vague, that o f itself it can do 
nothing. That implies that there is something or somebody 
who can do something; Kierkegaards's insistence on faith as 
the only possible answer to our anguished cry of existence was 
aptly pointed out by Pope John Paul II, a former professor of 
ethics, during his visit to Copenhagen in 1989.

We will follow this topic up in the section on Suffering, as 
suffering is intrinsically, indissolubly united with m ans dis­
covery of and subsequently accepted endurance of his noth­
ingness. Note that in the Christian context, within a Cristian 
Weltanschauung, within which both Kierkegaard and John 
lived and explicitly wrote, this nothingness is always relative. 
Thus, the very negativity ultimately turns out to be positive the 
paradox, and folly, of the Cross. This, however, in no way erad­
icates or even diminishes the psychological, existential pain. 
The pain, the agony is concommitant with (and usually 
remains so for the whole of life) the faith-knowledge that it is 
not absurd. The Scholastic language of St John of the Cross is 
here a clarifying help. Faith will be the deliberate act of the 
will in the intellect. The pain would be relegated to the lower 
sense-part of the soul -  or even analogously the spiritual sense;

24 O ur italics.
25 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , The Dark Night, Bk I; Ch. 12:2c (Collected 

Works, W ashington DC, 1979).
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mainly irrational.? Thus it is comparatively easy to under­
stand, that it can co-exist with the rational act of faith. If, and 
to the extent that, the pain enters into the faculties it would 
then be in the memory. But here we m ust break off, so as not 
to commit the too common Scholastic fault of trying to sys­
tematize everything, even the unsystematizable.

Anguish, darkness, suffering have a purpose, however 
veiled to our eyes; They lead somewhere. “The affliction must 
lead to something”. (Kierkegaard) "A person suffers affliction 
... because of his natural, moral, and spiritual weakness. ... 
Both the sense and the spirit, ... undergo such agony and pain 
that the soul would consider death a relief. ... God’s aim is to 
grant it favors and not chastise it”26. God is, as it were, behind 
the nothingness, which is precisely why it is (despite all hor­
rors and sufferings) endurable, but also why it does not allow 
any escape, any dulling of the pain, the agony. We have already 
quoted Kierkegaard's “When God wants to use a man, he first 
crushes him to nothing”. John says in the Dark Night; “God 
humbles the soul greatly in order to exalt it greatly after­
wards27.

II. SURRENDER TO GOD
Faith
Although we have divided our paper into three main con­

secutive sections, that does not imply that m an’s life unfolds 
chronologically from one to the other. All three are present, 
albeit in varying degrees and intensity at vairous stages in 
m an’s life, right up to the moment of death. We chose this 
order for the three sections of our analysis as it is theological­
ly the most relevant, which is by means to deny that existen- 
tially m an might very well first be consciously aware of and 
experience the third section and so on. Probably, most men 
arrive chronologically in their lives at the second section last.

Let us take a brief look at our two thinkers. What chrono­
logical order did their lives take, roughly, and speaking in a gen­

26 Dark Night, Bk II; Ch. 5:6, 7.
27 Ibid. Bk II; Ch. 6:6.
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eralized, oversimplified way? This question, or rather the 
attempted answer to it will be a help (nothing more) at enter­
ing into their respective existential Weltanchauung and philos­
ophy. Both were, “officially” so to speak, believers, Christians 
all their life, being beptized as infants and raised in Christian 
homes. That one was a Protestant and the other a Catholic we 
prescind from at the moment as our immediate concern here is 
the faith-experience as such. There is no public defection from 
faith either later on. That Kierkegaard on his deathbed refused 
to see the Lutheran Minister was no real public defection, 
rather a personal incident, a lack-of-encounter or whatever we 
would like to call it. It could also be interpreted as a rejection 
of the Danish Lutheran State Church as such. We have to leave 
the question open if it were or not. That they both grew in a 
faith that ever deepened is furthermore beyond dispute; faith 
that became ever more supernatural, purer, stronger and more 
heroic, as God drew them to Himself, revealing Himself more 
and more. When and how did they encounter and later, or ear­
lier, conceptualize m an’s radical experience and (subsequent?) 
understanding of his own nothingness, and then in holy 
courage take the big leap of faith (understood here in its full 
existential, religious, anthropological sense) and definitively, in 
so far as is possible in this life, surrender to God?

Faith, radical, uncompromised faith, is the hinge on which 
absolutely everything, the whole of life depends. This is the 
strong, unsupported, uncomforted faith and trust that make 
the Kierkegaardian leap o f faith -  as often quoted as it is mis­
understood. The one decisive question is: Faith or No-faith? 
We are here faced with the Kierkegaardian Either-Or. There is 
no place for the comfortable both -  and.

Nobody has questioned or would question the faith of St 
John of the Cross, not even his Catholicity would be queried, 
though some scholars have had problems with his “general” 
mystical language, that does not always employ the terminol­
ogy of the cathecism. Kierkeggard’s faith on the other hand 
has been questioned, scrutinized and analysed. As some aston­
ishing suggestion have been made (Professor J. Thompson, 
seemingly anaware of a long Christian tradition of ascetical 
and mystical writing, does not hesitate to explain 
Kierkegaard’s cross-center spirituality as “a fascination with 
the horrific”!), we shall have to briefly discuss Kierkegaard’s 
faith before we continue.



166 BRIDGET EDMAN

The Doctrinal Faith o f Soren Kierkegaard
The first thing to be stated as beyond all dispute is that 

Kierkegaard was a believer, and he was a Chritian. The latter 
statem ent has been disputed. As proof one normally quotes 
some of Kierkegaard’s own sayings, that he never counted 
himself as a Christian. The point we will come back to later, as 
the interpretation mentioned is an inadmissable over-simplifi- 
cation, if not a complete misurenderstanding of the whole 
foundation of Kierkegaard's thought. Here we shall just state, 
w ithout proving it at this point, th a t those sayings of 
Kierkegaard were due to his high standard of Christianity, the 
high ideals he set. It has often been debated if Kierkegaard 
drew the ideals of Christianity too high. A simple answer to 
that question cannot be given as the answer would depend 
entirely on the angle from which, and in what connection, one 
raised the question. As this particular issue does not directly 
concern us in this comparative study we shall not discuss it 
here, let us not forget, however, that Kierkegaard was deliber­
ately provoative so as to awaken the consciences of his con­
temporaries. That was certainly a concern of John of the 
Crtoss, too; yet the question cannot be asked in the same way 
of him. A discussion of the reason for that would at present be 
too far a disgression from our set purpose and will conse­
quently have to be omitted.

We return to Kierkegaard’s denominational belonging, i.e. 
existential not religo-sociological belonging. Was his belief 
Catholic or Protestant? This question cannot be answered with 
a simple stantement either. It would demand a long, thorough 
and profound analysis. Even after that we feel it would elude a 
definitive answer. Kierkegaard scholars have battled with the 
problem for close to a century without really and completely 
solving it28. Perhaps even here Kierkegaard escapes, tran­

28 A rem arkable fact however, is th a t only Catholic com m entators 
seem  to  have been able to grasp the whole o r the true content of 
K ierkegaards doctrine. We will briefly re tu rn  to  th is controversial sta te­
m ent in the chap ter on suffering and sacrifice. Having said this we m ust 
m en tion  one non-C atholic  scho lar w ho has probed  d eep er in to  
K ierkegaard and  understood the spirit of the Danish philosopher better 
th an  m ost com m entators, past and present: Professor Ronald Gregor 
Sm ith.
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scends, our too limited and narrow definitions and categories 
-  he, the lonely one (hin enkelte), God’s stormy petrel. Gabriel 
Marcel’s epithet for Simone Weil, “Pilgrim of the Absolute" is 
equally applicable to Kierkegaard.

The Catholic slant, though, of Kierkegaard’s whole philos­
ophy and worldiew is evident and beyond dispute. What is dis­
puted, however, is how far that “slant” goes, how deep it is. An 
anecdtote, that is more pregnant with meaning than is always 
understood, illustrates this: When Kierkegaard broke the 
engagement with Regine Olsen, she said to him: “You will end 
up as a Jesuit one day”.

Many quotations from the body of Kierkegaard’s texts 
could be appealed to, in order to verify this “Catholicity”. We 
shall choose only a few at random, from his Last Journal, 1853- 
55, as they represent his m ature thought, and Kierkegaard at 
his most personal, at an intimate level. "If Protestantism  is to 
be anything but a necessary corrective at a given moment, is it 
not really man's revolt against Christianity”?29 This quotation 
may not be very appropriate to prove any Catholicity of 
Kierkegaard's thought, being purely a criticism of Protes­
tantism, but we have chosen it as it shows an unusual line of 
thought in the time of Kierkegaard, and in his milieu. It must 
always be rem em bered that Kierkegaard never had any 
"direct”, pratical contact with Catholicism -  or at least not to 
any considerable degree. He never left Denmark (hardly ever 
Copenhagen) except for four very short trips to Berlin. His was 
a purely interior journey, into the depth of his being; that jour­
ney that is the longest, according to Dag Hammarskjoeld.

A few futher quotations from the Journals of the Last 
Years, without comment and/or analysis, all of which would 
lead too far, will have to suffice to illustrate our point. "Catholi­
cism always has some who are Christians in character”30. I 
have often observed that Luther has altered Christianity”31.

It is true, that just before the sentence quoted above, 
Kierkegaard in parenthesis, referring to Luther says: “Who for 
the rest was right in opposition to Catholic abuse"32. That

29 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals; Page 49.
30 Ibid.; Page 56.
31 Ibid.; Page 82.
32 Ibid.
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rem ark is by no means strange. It is commonplace. The 
remarkable is the other observations made by Kierkegaard as 
regards Luther and Protestantism. The whole discussion that 
follows, where Kierkegaard emphatically maintains that Luther 
has changed Christianity, bears witness to this. We shall con­
tent ourselves with quoting one more passage, most rem ark­
able, as it concerns a controversial topic, namely the saints.

...H ere  C atho licism  is in  a  c e rta in  sense r ig h t in, w ish ing  to  
w o rsh ip 33 th e  sain ts; fo r a  sa in t is o f a  h ig h e r qu ality  th a n  th e  
m a n  w ho  w an ts  to  have a m a te ria lly  good  life a t th e  expense of 
th e  sacrifice  o f a n o th e r34.

The paragraph following this one is a sharp criticism of 
Protestantism  on this point, employing all the Kierkegaardian 
to emphasize the point.

That there undoubtedly are Gnostic and dualistic elements 
in Kierkegaards writing is evident. The question to be posed, 
however, is: How much is that a stylistic and psychological 
reaction against comfortable, bourgeois Christianity, "Sunday- 
folk-costume Christianity” (whatever we like to call it), without 
much depth, and to what extent is it an expression of a really 
heretical theological Weltanschauung? The question demands 
serious and profound study before any attem pt at an answer 
can be made. We shall have to content ourselves with just hav­
ing pointed out this tendency in Kierkegaard s writing, espe­
cially in his later works. How much his strong language is 
coloured and influenced by his own suffering, that he felt 
(even though fully accepted), intensely remains an open ques­
tion as it is always difficult to distinguish, much less separate 
in a clear-cut way, the objective and the subjective in 
Kierkegaard’s writing, something he himself was well aware 
of. He said that when he was dead the professors, "those 
rescals”, would lecture on him, and complain that one could 
not even lecture on that “peculiar” man.

33 Note the use of the controversial term  “w orh ip” in  th is context. 
We shall no t here enter into a  discussion, as we do no t have the  Danish 
text accessible. M ost likely K ierkegaard uses a D anish word, tilbe, the 
m eaning of w hich is precisely "w orhip”. In  th a t case there is no doubt he 
intentionally chose th a t term .

34 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals) Page 1 3 5 .
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... H ow  sho u ld  a  m an  b o rn e  an d  b ro u g h t u p  in  th is  D anish- 
P ro te s tan t eud a im on ism , have any  eye fo r w h a t is C hristian , 
un less  a  P rovidence h e lp ed  h im  ... tru e  C hristinity . A nd of 
cou rse  it is tru e  th a t  th is  h as  beco m e so m eth in g  q u ite  u n u su a l, 
especially  in  P ro tes tan tism  especially  in  D en m ark 35.

This is again an “anti-Protestant” quotation, chosen as it 
appears in the text we are now considering. Kierkegaard s horror 
of the crowd is everywhere obvious, “...eternity by merely being 
itself eo ipso holds off alia that is called the mass”36. “...As soon 
as the mass appears, God is invisible”37. There is no doubt we are 
close to the election-theme of Gnosticism here. At the same time 
we must warn against oversimplification, Kierkegaard is holding 
up the mass, the compromising, easy-going, as against hin 
enkelte, the solitary, the lonely one. Gods vagabond, or His 
prophet, the voice crying in the wilderness. Under the general 
heading of Gnosticism and Dualism we must place another cher­
ished theme that we cannot enter into here: Kierkegaards “anti­
feminism”. “Woman is egoism personified38. Let it suffice to say 
that its importance is much over-emphasized, it is very ephemer­
al in Kierkegaards whole philosophy. This short discussion of 
Kierkegaard's religion and theology, insufficient though it is, will 
have to suffice for our present purpose.

The Via Negativa

To com e to  th e  know ledge o f all 
desire  th e  know ledge o f n o th in g  
To com e to  possess all 
desire  th e  possession  of n o th in g  
To arrive  a t be ing  all 
d es ie r  to  be  n o th in g  
. . . 39

35 Ibid.; Pages 93-94.
36 Ibid.; Page 94.
37 Ibid.; Page 95.
38 Ibid.; Page 92.
39 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , “Drawing of M ount Carm el”, Collected Works; 

Page 67.
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This poem is another example of how our three sections, 
however necessary analytically to keep distinct, are indissol­
ubly united and fused in lived life; i.e. man's existential experi­
ence of himself and his response to that experience. Man can 
choose his response (How theologically free and therefore 
responsible he is, is a judgement only God can and will make); 
either cynical return to his animal nature with consequent 
moral nihilism or a responsible Yes to God and His demands: 
Surrender in dark, difficult faith with the ethical duties to be 
true and act justly. As a good pedagogue John repeats his doc­
trine, highlights it, analyses it from various angles, teaching us 
our different approaches of activity and passivity to the one 
self-same reality: our faith-journey towards and into the 
incomprehensible God. -  To come to be what you are not / you 
m ust go by a way in which you are no t...40

That way of nothingness, the horrendous, annihilating and 
purifying experience of utter emptiness and loneliness now 
turns into a free, willing Yes to God's actions on and in us -  a 
loving co-operation as God leads us through incomprehensible 
darkness in faith to Himself. The celebrated Sanjunist Via Neg­
ativa is for Kierkegaard the “big leap”. And that big leap is pre­
cisely the courageous trusting leap into u tter darkness without 
any support, believing and hoping against all hope with noth­
ing left but faith: a hard and bitter thing to do, infinitely 
removed from the cloy sentimentality popular preachers 
attach to the expression "big leap” today. To find yourself in 
serventy-foot deep water and yet believe41, cries Kierkegaard. 
“The path of Mount Carmel the perfect spirit nothing nothing 
nothing nothing nothing nothing and even on the Mount noth­
ing”, says John’s Sketch. When we are stripped of everything, 
literally everything, only faith remains, faith that will lead us 
to God and gives us Him, as He is in Himself (a celbrated San- 
juanist expression). Therefore John tells us on the same sketch 
that the spirit finds its rest in this nakedness. We are rem ind­
ed here of the hard, suffering, often humiliated lives of both 
John and Kierkegaard.

John speaks more often than Kierkegaard of the "end-

40 Ibid.
41 O ur translation.
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result” of a life of unconditional surrender in faith, of suffering 
endured with Jesus in His Passion; that is of rest in love and 
peace before the dawn of the Eternal Day: the fruition of union 
with God. To what extent their different approaches are due to 
the writers' different psychological make-ups and to what 
extent to the difference between Catholic theology, to which 
John of the Cross adhered undeviatingly, and Protestant theol­
ogy, that at least, educated Kierkegaard and certainly shaped 
his early childhood, is a problematic issue that we have often 
alluded to without being able to suggest a solution.

But in Kiergaard, too, there is now and then a gentle tone, 
a tone of love and longing, as well as a simple cry from his suf­
fering heart. Kierkegaard was as little a Stoic as was John. Both 
felt to the full the life-burden, blessed life-burden, of faith and 
suffering, “...what I rest in is that it is of love, yes, of love, that 
you do this, infinite Love! I know that in love you suffer with 
me, more than I, infinite Love -  even if you cannot change”42. 
That faith is trans-rational, trans-intellectual (non anti-intellec­
tual) is an often recurring theme in the Spanish Doctor as well 
as in the Danish philosopher. So faith has to be, as it is faith in, 
and our relationship with, the incomprehensible God. God’s 
incomprehensibility, his inconceivability, is the pre-supposition 
on which the darkness, the supernatural faith, rests. Faith is 
supernatural as God is supernatural, says John of the Cross. 
That is why the Mystical Doctor insists that only supernatural 
faith can lead us to, give us God. “If I could objectively believe, 
I would not believe. It is precisely because I cannot objectively 
grasp God that I believe”, says Kierkegaard in another language 
but with the same spiritual message. “Faith, we know, affirms 
what cannot be understood by the intellect”43.

... In  o rd e r to  jo u rn ey  to  G od th e  in te llec t m u st be  perfec ted  
in  th e  d rakn ess of fa ith , th e  m em o ry  in  th e  em ptiness o f hope, 
an d  th e  will in  th e  darkn ess an d  absen ce  of every affection .

As a resu lt, th e  necessity  of th e  sou l’s jo u rn ey  th ro u g h  th is  
d a rk  n ig h t w ith  th e  su p p o rt o f th ese  th re e  v irtues w ill be  m a n i­
fest44. ...

42 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals) Page 140.
43 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , The Ascent, Bk II; Ch. 6:2.
44 Ibid.; Bk II; Ch. 6:1.
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"... Absence of every affection”. In that phrase we can hear 
an echo of Kierkegaard’s hin enkelte -  the alone one, the single 
one: This Kierkegaardian concept is far too complex and diffi­
cult for us to be able to analyse in a short paper. Let is suffice 
to indicate the mental, existential tone of kinship with John; 
but here it is not a doctrinal kinship.

The dark night of faith throught which the emptied, non­
understanding intellect travels, would by Kierkegaard be 
expressed as drastically as to lose one’s understanding for 
faith45.

We m ust deal w ith the Absolute, absolutely, writes 
Kierkegaard46. How often we Christians deny true faith, not in 
words but in deeds and behaviour. How often we too happily 
accept mediocrity and the standard of the world. But there 
are, and will always be, splendid exceptions to this sad truth. 
Man, fallen man, is a sinner. At heart he is very much the 
same, wherever on the earth he appears, or in whatever age. 
This truth both John and Kierkegaard were keenly aware of, 
and knew with great pain and sadness. All their writings had 
as one or their motives the attem pt to remedy the situation.

Radicality o f Uncompromised Gospelfaith
... C h ris t ia n ity  b e in g  th e  t ru th ,  d e m o ra liz a tio n  te n d s  

to w ards lies... a f te r  C h ristin ity  h as  app eared , as th e  tru th , one 
no  longer has sim ple  pag an ism , b u t th e  life o f b e ing  a  C hristian , 
one h as  a  sub tle  fo rm  o f p ag an ism  th ro u g h  th e  d ish o n o u rab le  
accep tan ce  of one side o f C h ristin ity  as  a  g a in  fo r  a n  ep icu rean  
life; an d  th is ly ing style o f life is p a in ted  u p  to  be  C h ris tian ity .. ,47 

... I sho u ld  n o t co n sid e r any  sp iritu a lity  w o rthw h ile  th a t 
w ou ld  w alk  in  sw eetness an d  ease an d  ru n  from  th e  im ita tio n  of 
C hrist48.

Conformity to Christ, to Christ crucified, the following of 
Jesus to the Garden, and to Golgatha, to suffer with Him, is the 
cornerstone of Kierkegaard’s spirituality, as we shall see fur­

45 O ur translation.
46 We regret ou r inability to  trace th is saying in  K ierkegaards w rit­

ing.
47 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals] Page 176.
48 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , The Ascent, Bk II; Ch. 7:8.
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ther in our final section. Our choice is, says Kierkegaard, 
between a religion from which we get benefits, material too, 
and a religion for which we suffer. John is equally explicit in 
his unmasking of false religion.

... F ro m  m y o b se rv a tio n s  C h ris t is to  a  g re a t ex ten t 
u n k n o w n  by th o se  w h o  c o n s id e r  th em se lv es  H is frien ds. 
B ecause of th e ir  extrem e self-love they  go a b o u t seeking in  H im  
th e ir  ow n conso la tions an d  sa tisfac tion s. B u t th ey  do n o t seek, 
o u t o f g rea t love fo r H im , H is b itte r  tr ia ls  an d  d ea th s49.

They w an d e r ab o u t in  sea rch  on ly  o f sw eetness a n d  de lig h t­
ful co m m u n ica tio n s  from  God. S uch  a n  a ttitu d e  is n o t th e  ha ll­
m a rk  of self den ial an d  nak edn ess o f sp irit, b u t th e  in d ica tio n  of 
a  “sp iritu a l sw eet to o th ”.

T hrou gh  th is k in d  o f co n d u c t th ey  becom e, sp iritua lly  
speak ing, enem ies o f th e  cross o f C h rist (Phil. 3:18)50.

When the battle for the faith demands it, the gentle Castil­
ian mystic-poet can be as ironic and sarcastic as the Danish 
academician, who would not hesitate to apply the last para­
graph to the vast majority of professed Christians.

We, who are weak in faith, run from the demands it lays on 
us, while these two great believers boldly, courageously faced 
them. "...That which seems able to appeal to our self-indul­
gence is selected, what does not please in discarded, and so we 
concoct a knavish religiosity which purports to be Christiani­
ty”51.Their stark, demanding, uncompromising faith, the Chris­
tian faith, the Gospel without compromise, that requires noth­
ing less than our unconditional surrender, is a blessed, life-giv­
ing faith that leads to light, happiness and eternal beatitude. 
This faith, that is our blessed task and duty, is from beginning 
to end a gift: a free, gratuitous gift from the Giver of all good 
gifts. Both Kierkegaard and John often repeat this; repeat it 
because they are grateful. They know what they have received, 
and they want us, too, to be grateful, to give thanks and to sing 
the praises of our great God, Who has redeemed a fallen world, 
and only asks us to accept the salvation He offers us.

49 Ibid.; Bk II; Ch. 7:12.
50 Ibid.; Bk II; Cf. 7:5.
51 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals) Page 106.
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Make no mistake about this, my dear brothers: it is all that is good, everything that is perfect, which is given from above; it comes down from the Father of all light; ... accept and submit to the word which has been planted in you and can save your souls52.
These very words from James are directly cited by both 

John and Kierkegaard. Kierkegaard devoted one of his “Edify­
ing Discourses”, from 1843, to this passage from the New Tes­
tament. The “bibliocality” of these two champions of the faith 
and the firm biblical roots of their doctrine53 is a theme that 
has to be examined and analyside in a separate study, as it is 
far beyond the scope of a preliminary comparative study, and 
is too extensive and involved to allow for a few cursory 
remarks.

In this Section on Faith and our Surrender to God, we 
have tried to show that John and Kierkegaard equally stress 
the omnipotence and sovereing freedom of God, Who gives 
freely to whomever He choses. At the same time, we must 
cooperate, many times under extreme difficulties and hard­
ships. This is living faith. Quietism has no place in either of 
them.

... The soul cannot practice or acquire the virtues without the help of God, nor does God effect them alone in the soul with­out her help. Although it is true that every good gift an d  very per­
fect gift is from  above, having com e d o w n  fro m  the Father o f  lights, as St. James says (Jas. 1; 17), yet this gift is not received without the ability and help of the soul receiving it. ...54
The End o f the Journey
Let us conclude our Faith-Section with one of the few pas­

sages where Kierkegaard stresses not the suffering of Good 
Friday but the blessed forestate of Easter, already present.

52 Jm . 1:16, 17a, 21b.
53 The biblical roots of St John  of the Cross sp iritual theology have 

been briefly exam ined in an  adm irable little study by the late Fr. Fab­
rizio, OCD.

54 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , The Spiritual Canticle; S tanza 30:6 (Collected 
Works, W ashington DC, 1979).
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That aspect occurs but rarely in an explicit sense in 
Kierkegaard, whose spirituality was dominated by the Passion 
of Christ and our following Him in suffering. It is a passage 
(and note, from the last dark years of his life) where he speaks 
with almost Sanjuanist lyricism of loving communication with 
God. This reminds us of John beginning to write the Spiritual 
Canticle in his prison-cell in Toledo. In the following passage 
from Last Journals there even seem to be some hints a t John's 
“union”, or at least some degree of it. But our documentary 
evidence is too scant to allow for an anlysis of this doctrine’s 
place and importance in Kierkegaard's thought; We do not 
even know if he was to any considerable degree familiar with 
this doctrine, that is so prom inent in John’s teaching. Howev­
er that may be, the following quotation at least leads our 
thoughs to the Sanjuanist teaching on “actual union” as the 
sparks shooting up from the ever-burning flame of “habitual 
union” We will find yet another similarity to John’s in this 
remarkable Kierkegaardian passage, here we could in fact 
even say sameness as they both speak of an existential-psy­
chological experience of the believer, namely that of “thinking” 
he is forgotten and abandoned by God, which, of course, he is 
not.

As I have sa id  elsew here, a  real re la tio n  to  G od is of such  
in fin ite  value th a t even if it lasted  on ly  one m om en t, a n d  th e  nex t 
m o m en t one w ere  k icked an d  derided , cast off, p itch ed  fa r  away, 
fo rg o tten  (w hich  is, however, im possib le  fo r n o t only is G od love, 
b u t th ese  re la tio n s  are  rem em b ered  eternally, so th a t th e  end  
m u st b e  th a t one  lays ho ld  o f G od again ) -  i t  is nevertheless of 
in fin ite ly  m ore  value th a n  all th a t  th e  w o rld  an d  m en  have to  
offer55.

III. SUFFERING
The areas under which we will chiefly be examining suf­

fering; suffering as existentially experienced, but also the the­
ology and ethics of suffering, will be The Cross, The anguished 
Cry of Existence, and Affliction. All three are expression of suf­

55 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals', Page 17 6 .
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fering, the same suffering (i.e. the whole vast phenomenon of 
suffering), yet emphasizing various aspects of its multiforious 
existance, its essence being one and the same. We employ the 
Scholastic distinction between essence and existance. We shall 
return later to the issue of how the essence of suffering was 
changed in the Christian economy of salvation, i.e. after the 
Cross on Golgatha. It was changed but not removed, as suffer­
ing is an ontological datum  for fallen man. I f  it had been 
removed, it would not have been changed and the whole o f sal- 
vation-history would have taken a different turn. And it is pre­
cisely m an’s ontic appropriation (in the Christian economy) of 
this datum  that (through God's grace) makes him whole, heals 
his wounded ontological fabric. If, at this stage, it is objected 
that our discussion has dispensed itself from the logic of the 
schools, we will counter by queryng if without it ontology 
makes sense at all; if we have the courage to face that question 
(something that unfortunately Christian philosphers have not 
always had). Be that as it may, it is irrelevant in our present 
context, as both John and Kierkegaard grappled with precise­
ly this appropriation. It is at the very heart of their teaching.

Suffering divorced from metaphysics is nothing but a loss, 
a negativity to be overcome as fast and as best as possible. 
That it will not be eliminated from “this life” is a problem the 
materialist will have to face and explain. Operating within a 
theistic metaphysics, and in our present context a decidedly 
Christian one, the “problem” of suffering is not solved but 
transposed into mystery, the term  mystery used here as in spir­
itual rather than domatic theology. This, as we have pointed 
out on several occasions, is neither masochism nor quietism, 
nor,, we will add, defeatism. Rather, for both John and 
Kierkegaard the incomprehensibility of suffering reveals the 
incomprehensibility of God, to use an expression of Karl Rah- 
ner’s. That in no way diminishes its burden, pain, and agony. 
Well does the term  Angst convey what the sufferer goes 
through. With Kierkegaard we have learnt that the believer, 
too, m ust live through all the horrors of Angst, something John 
of the Cross would agree with using another terminology. We 
employ the conventional English translation of ‘Angst’ as 
‘anguish’, although ‘anguish’ has got neither the force nor the 
depth of ‘Angst’. However, we have no better suggestion to 
make.
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What is Suffering
Suffering is by no means an unequivocal concept. It is 

often used in a cursory way to describe any little hardship or 
difficulty. Thus it is difficult to get to the heart of the matter. 
And even when we enter into an analysis of its profoundest 
depths, scholars are divided, often due the different metaphys­
ical foundations, they, consciously or unconsciusly, begin 
from, and the consequent and (we insist) subsequent Weltan­
schauung they develop.

W hat is suffering then? Let us first state w hat it is not: It is 
not physical pain. Physical pain can be suffering, but the two 
are not synonymous. Animals experience physical pain, but 
they do not suffer in the theological-philosophical sense of the 
word. Imprisoned, waiting for his execution, Dietrich Bonho- 
effer wrote: “Suffering is something great. This is not suffer­
ing, just a misfortune in life”. He was close to a real, shatter- 
ingly true grasp of the very essence of suffering.

Simone Weil suggests that we should, in a spiritual con­
text, rather speak of affliction, as a more significative term. 
Affliction is one of our major concerns in this present study of 
suffering, and it is the poignant, as with it we immediately 
enter into the mental sphere. We would add mental-spritual, 
as w ithout spirit there is no suffering. A pure psychological 
problem, i f  such were conceivable, would be the animal pain 
(man is an animal too) referred to above. This is precisely the 
crucial point of the definition of suffering; Inanim ate m atter 
cannot suffer. Pure spirit can suffer -  e.g. the souls in Purgato­
ry -  because pure spirit can sin -  the fall of the angels. We shall 
prescind from a theological discussion of the interconnection 
and complicated relationship between freedom, sin and suf­
fering, as that is outside the scope of this paper. We are deal­
ing with the theological-spiritual-existential appropriation of 
suffering in St John of the Cross and Soeren Kierkegaard. Let 
us only state the dogmatic truth: We suffer because we sin. 
That, as we all know, does not imply that each one suffer in 
proportion to his/her sin. Such an understanding, apart from 
being heretical, would be naive in the extreme. Simple experi­
ence teaches u t that it often is just the reverse, saints suffer; 
the supreme example being the incarnate God Himself. Jesus 
and His Mother, the only sinless, innocent members of the 
hum an race there ever were, suffered. But, the tru th  is:
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m ankind sinned (and sins!), m ankind suffers. In a time when 
there is so much talk about the solidarity of all mankind, the 
tru th  of our indissoluble unity as hum an beings should not be 
difficult to comprehend; In Catholic theology we say there is a 
communion of sinners, as there is a communion of saints.

The Cross
The cross of Jesus Christ. This is the way, the only way, as 

we hope to show in this third and final section of our paper, to 
understand, appropriate and lie suffering and sacrifice accord­
ing to both St John of the Cross and Soeren Kierkegaard. Both 
having been equally misunderstood on this point by minds too 
vulgar to appreciate the depth of their doctrine, something 
they already suffered cruelly from in their own life-time. Mis­
representation and/or lack of understanding of their respective 
doctrine still continues.

Jesus’ suffering and death, the decisive, irrevocable tu rn­
ing-point in salvation-history is therefore also the “turning- 
point”, the objective change of the essence of suffering. What 
previously was an evil, a loss, is now changed into a blessed 
purification, preparing us for the celestial community of 
angels and saints. Subjectively, it is still open to us to accept or 
reject it. If rejected and rebelled against, it is an evil, unre­
deemed suffering. This purification is not only for ourselves. 
Our suffering, if freely accepted and lovingly joined to Jesus’ 
passion, suffered as a blessed participation in his redeeming 
sacrifice, will be of benefit for all mankind. Here we encounter 
another difficult theological concept, namely vicarious suffer­
ing -  today almost forgotten, due partly to a reaction against 
some psychological perversion of former days and an often 
over-estimated, sentimental understandning of the smallest 
suffering, some of which would not be suffering at all accord­
ing to the definition we have given here. And it remains true 
that we will never know, and should not want to know, the 
“proportion” and “distribution” of suffering, reparation etc.

Suffering under the Cross and on the Cross with Jesus: All 
our suffering as a blessed participation, a necessary participa­
tion, in His Passion and Death this is how St John of the Cross 
and Soeren Kierkegaard taught and lived suffering. Suffering 
divorced from Christinity is nothing, pure negativity. The suf­
fering union with Christs need not however be explicititly rec­
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ognized in every case. John’s and Kierkegaards suffering is nei­
ther a psychological perversion nor a morbid escapism. With­
out a correct comprehension of suffering it is impossible to 
enter into the depths of their writing,; and on this point a great 
num ber of modern critics make gross mistakes and conse­
quently misinterpret th whole of Sanjuanist and Kierkegaar- 
dian teaching, especially the latter. “Anyone who does not take 
his cross and follow in my footsteps is not worthy of me” (Mt. 
10:38). “If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him 
renounce himself and take up his cross and follow me” (Mt. 
16:24). “Can you drink the cup that I am going to drink?” (Mt. 
20:22). "Can you drink the cup that I must drink, or be baptized, 
with the bapstism with which I must be baptized?” (Mk. 10:38). 
"If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him renounce 
himself and take up his cross every day and follow me” (Lk. 
9:23); "I have come to bring fire to the earth, and how I wirsh it 
were blazing already!” (Lk. 12:49). “Anyone who does not carry 
his cross and come after me cannot be my disciple” (Lk. 14:27). 
“...unless a wheat grain falls on the ground and dies, it remains 
only a single grain; but if it dies, it yelds a rich harvest. Anyone 
who loves his life loses it; anyone who hates his life in this world 
will keep it for the eternal life. If a man serves me, he must fol­
low me, ...” (Jn. 12:24-26). “If the world hates you, remember 
that it hated me before you. If you belonged to the world , the 
world would love you as its own; but because you do not belong 
to the world, because my choice withdrew you from the world, 
therefore the world hates you” (Jn. 15:18-19).

Suffering as Our Vocation
Failing to understand, or lacking courage (and love -  It 

m ust not be forgotten!) to live this radical Gospel-demand on 
the part of the majority of professed Christians called forth 
some of the severest passages from Kierkegaards pen. It was 
in the light of these words of Jesus that he understood his own 
vocation in life, as did John of the Cross. The last cited passage 
from St John’s gospel could provide a basis for our under­
standing of Kierkegaard’s hin enkelte, the lonely (or better, the 
alone one), the single one, where we would have to voice some 
reservations on doctrinal grounds, but existentially, as a 
prophet’s witness, life and cry from the wilderness, it is heroic 
and should be taken ad notam.
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In response to the call to follow Jesus in sacrifice and suf­
fering, Kierkegaard broke the engagement with Regine Olsen 
(probably the most famous engagement in the history of phi­
losophy). A stance, a decision almost impossible to compre­
hend, much less appreciate, by a generation brought up in, 
and educated to, nihilism and self-indulengce at its grossest. It 
has been suggested that Kierkegaards philosophy, especially 
his teaching on suffering, developed as a “compensation” for 
the loss of Regine. That this suggestion founded on the mis­
understanding of Kierkegaard's whole philosophy that we 
referred to at the beginning of this section is evident from a 
closer examination of all Kierkegaard’s writings, especially his 
explicitly spiritual texts. A proof in favour of our statem ent is 
that Kierkegaard broke the engagement, not Regine. “I was an 
ternity too old for her", he wrote later. It was a freely chosen 
sacrifice, a renunciation for the sake of the Absolute and His 
work to be done on earth. Private notes and later incidents in 
Kierkegaard's life show this. He knew what it meant, and what 
it demanded to “deal with the Absolute, absolutely”. Christian­
ity for Kierkegaard was primarily a following of, conformity, 
configuration to Christ Crucified. It was being nailed to the 
Cross with Christ -  the excruciating pain of the nailing, the 
suffering not to be escaped, but at the same time never forget­
ting that it is a suffering with Jesus and in Him. It is but a 
purification, a necessary purification of fallen man. So 
Kierkegaard can write in his Private Journals, the last entry, a 
few weeks before his death, that God does this out o f love. At 
the very beginning of his career, Kierkegaard wrote that his 
devotion was completely centered on the crucified Christ. 
Other aspects of Jesus' life were secondary to him.

We have no explicit statem ent of John of the Cross to that 
extent. But an incident in the young friar’s life speaks for itself. 
When John embraced the new Reform of Carmel as one of its 
first two friars he changed his name from John of St Mathias 
to John of the Cross. The cross is a supporting staff, he was 
later to write. Like Kierkegaard he was faithful to his doctrine 
all his life, and John, too, felt the pain, suffered under the bur­
den, but knew it was God’s loving predilection, the vocation to 
share the Cross of Jesus Christ. There is no trace of masochism 
in the asceticism and suffering of either John or Kierkegaard. 
It was John of the Cross himself, in a time when the most 
peculiar and extraordinary penances were practised, who
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warned against the “penance of beasts”. At the end of his life, 
in the midst of suffering, m isunderstanding and contradiction, 
he wrote to Madre Ana de Jesus, his faithful disciple, to whom 
he addressed the prose-commentary on The Spiritual Canticle.

Now, u n til G od gives us th is  good in  heaven, pass th e  tim e 
in  th e  v irtues o f m o rtifica tio n  a n d  pa tien ce , desiring  to  resem ble  
som ew hat in  suffering  th is  g rea t G od o f ours, h u m b led  an d  c ru ­
cified. This life is n o t good if it is n o t a n  im ita tio n  o f H is life...56.

You im p riso n  a  m an  -  an d  th e n  y ou  m ake  a  fool o f h im . Yes, 
b u t you do  it from  love, an d  so you do  n o t m ake a  fool o f h im , o 
in fin ite  love...57.
Kierkegaard continues the entry with a masterly dialectics 

that does not change the meaning and devotion of the prayer. 
Let us not hesitate to call the exclamations of the Last Journals 
prayer. In another entry in his Last Journal, about himself, 
Kierkegaard speaks of his sorrow, suffering and torment, his 
“thorn in the flesh”, and concludes:

T hen  com e, rev ision  of history! E very th ing  is in  order, an d  
n o th in g  is lack ing n o t even th a t  I have voluntarily  exposed 
m yself to  th is , an d  th a t it d id  n o t sim ply  com e u p o n  m e58.

This difficult, nevertheless real, however much m isunder­
stood in one way or another, voluntariness of suffering, vicari­
ous and con-joined with Christ’s suffering, is equally present to 
John of the Cross, who once, after having rendered the Lord a 
service, was asked what reward he wanted. John answered: “To 
suffer and to be despised for You”. Suffering and sacrifice are 
indispensible in the Christian economy of salvation. Both John 
and Kierkegaard insist, despite what certain critics maintain, 
that they are means, participations in the Cross, inflicted (The 
term  is correct, if properly understood) on us out of love, 
because of love, with one single purpose: an eternity of love 
with God, to sing His praises. Our purification is painful, not 
because of God, but because of what is not God in us, says Pas­

56 J o h m  o f  t h e  C r o s s , Letter to  M adre A n a  de Jesus, July, 1 5 9 1 .
57 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals; Page 145.
58 Ibid.; Page 159.
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cal. The dying John of the Cross could say that he would sing 
Matins in Heaven. (The theological difficulty inherent in his 
statem ent will continue to intrigue theologians). The last 
anguished cry of existence from Kierkegaards pen, a week 
before he collapses in a street of Copenhagen and is taken to 
hospital to die, is a cry of faith, hope and love.

Suffering the Only May to Resurrection
Only th e  m en  w ho are  b ro u g h t to  th is  p o in t o f d isgu st w ith  

life an d  a re  able to  ho ld  fast by  th e  he lp  o f g race  to  th e  fa ith  th a t 
G od does th is  fro m  love, so th a t n o t even in  th e  in m o st recesses 
o f th e ir  soul is th e re  any  d o u b t con cea led  th a t  G od is love -  only 
th ese  m en  are  ripe  fo r eternity. A nd it is th ese  m en  w h om  G od 
receives in  eternity. F o r w h a t does G od w an t?  H e w an ts  to  have 
sou ls w ho  are  able to  p ra ise  a n d  a d o re  a n d  th a n k  h im  -  th e  occu ­
p a tio n  o f angels. T h a t is w hy  G od is su rro u n d e d  by  angels... A nd 
w h a t p leases h im  even m o re  th a n  th e  p ra ise  o f angels is a  m an , 
w ho  in  th e  last lap  o f th is  h is life, w h en  G od is tran sfo rm ed  as 
th o u g h  in to  sh eer cruelty, an d  w ith  th e  crue llest im ag inab le  c ru ­
elty does everything to  deprive h im  o f all joy  in  life, [This is Jo h n  
o f th e  C ross’s d a rk  n igh t.] a  m an  w ho  co n tin u es  to  believe th a t is 
love an d  th a t it is from  love th a t G od does th is. S uch  a  m an  
becom es an  angel. [N ot on to log ically  co rrec t b u t th e  analogy  is 
pow erfu lly  suggestive.] A nd in  heaven  he  can  surely  p ra ise  God. 
B u t th e  app ren tice  tim e, th e  school tim e  is also  alw ays th e  
s tr ic te st tim e... th e  u tte rm o s t p o in t o f d isg u st w ith  life, ... he  
h im se lf w as p re se n t w ith  th a t  m an , an d  h e lp ed  h im  so fa r  as G od 
can  help  w h a t on ly  freedom  can  do... he  thank fu lly  a ttrib u te s  
every th ing  to  God. And he  p rays G od th a t it m ay  rem a in  so, th a t 
it is G od w ho does it. F o r he does n o t believe in  him self, b u t he 
believes in  G od59.

This last entry is dated 25 September 1855. The extract 
given above is one of the most Sanjuanist of all Kierkegaardian 
texts: dark night, annihilation, faith, gratitude, gaze towards, 
and into, eternity. The dawn of day after night; a favoured 
motif of Johns. In classical spirituality we say: The way of the 
cross to resurrection. And Kierkegaard and John are equally 
emphatic that this is the way.

59 Ibid.; Page 368.
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... Suffering is th e  m ean s of h e r  p en e tra tin g  further, deep 
in to  th e  th icke t of the  delectab le  w isdo m  o f God. The p u re s t suf­
fering  b rin gs w ith  it th e  p u re s t an d  m o st in tim a te  know ing, an d  
con sequ en tly  th e  p u re s t an d  h ig h est joy, because  it is a  know ing  
fro m  fu rth e r  w ith in . N ot being  co n ten t w ith  ju s t any  k ind  of suf­
fering, she insists: "And further, deep  in to  th e  th ick e t”, th a t is, 
even to  th e  agony  of d ea th  in  o rd e r  to  see God, ...

Oh! If w e cou ld  b u t now  fully u n d e rs ta n d  h o w  a  sou l can n o t 
reach  th e  th icke t an d  w isdom  of the  rich es  o f God, w h ich  are  of 
m any  kinds, w ith o u t en te ring  th e  th ick e t o f m an y  k ind s o f suf­
fering, find ing  in  th is  h e r deligh t an d  consola tion ; an d  how  a  
sou l w ith  an  au th en tic  desire  fo r divine w isdom , w an ts  suffering  
firs t in  o rd e r to  en te r  th is  w isdom  by  th e  th ick e t o f th e  cross! ... 
The gate en te ring  in to  th ese  riches o f H is w isdo m  is th e  cross, 
w h ich  is narrow , an d  few  desire  to  e n te r  by it, n u t m any  desire  
the  deligh ts o b ta in ed  from  en te ring  th e re 60.
We find the same teaching in the Ascent of Mount Carmel.

Oh, w ho can  exp lain  th e  ex ten t of th e  den ia l o u r  L ord  w ish ­
es o f us! ...61.

... If a  m a n  reso lu te ly  su b m its  to  th e  carry ing  of th is  cross, 
if he  decidedly  w an ts  to  find  an d  en d u re  tr ia l in  all th in gs fo r 
God, he  w ill d iscover in  all of th em  g rea t re lie f an d  sw eetness...62.
Suffering is inevitable in hum an life, according to 

Kierkegaard, because o f  m an’s turning towards the Absolute.
A Christian, at least when he has reached a certain level of 

spirituality and gained, however faint, a glimpse of God, suf­
fers gladly, willingly for his God. This joy is not a masochistic 
but a supernatural joy. There can impossibly be a natural joy 
in suffering.

If  m y co n tem p o raries  cou ld  u n d e rs ta n d  h o w  I suffer, how  
Providence, if I m ay  dare  to  say so, m a ltrea ts  m e, ,..63.

... G od b a rs  th e  w ay for th ose  he  m akes use  of. F o r all th e ir  
suffering  is u n d e rs to o d  by th e ir  co n tem p o ra rie s  as p ride , w h ich  
m eans th a t  th e ir  co n tem p o ra rie s  tak e  deligh t in  heap in g  m ore

60 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , Spiritual Canticle-, St. 36:12, 13.
61 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , The Ascent, Bk II; Ch. 7:6.
62 Ibid., Bk II; Ch. 7:7.
63 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals-, Page 140.
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suffering  on  th em  -  because  o f th e ir  p rid e . / Yet so it m u st be, o 
in fin ite  love!64.
The idea that God first “crushes” the m an He is going to 

use (to put it in Kierkegaards language) is difficult for the 
average, mediocre man and Christian to understand, but it 
holds a prom inent place, in whatever language it may be 
expressed, whatever terminology used, in the masters of spiri­
tuality and philosophy of life. John of the Cross would speak 
of the purifying flame and divine stripping and denudation of 
the soul to u tter annihilation. "God humbles the soul greatly in 
order to exhalt it greatly afterwards...”65.

We saw above how John expounded the Gospel-word of 
the narrowness of the road, a favoured theme amongst ascetic 
writers, so also with Kierkegaard, who puts it explicity into the 
context of affliction. Affliction for Kierkegaard is not, never 
m ind its serverity, a desperate end, but the Via Negativa.

The kinship with John’s dark night is evident even to the 
most superficial reader. And there is the same constant return 
to Scripture as in John, who in the Prologue to the Ascent 
writes: "... my help in all that, with God’s favor, I shall say, will 
be Sacred Scripture, ... Taking Scripture as our guide we do 
not err, ...” John’s Scripture interpretation is always done in 
conformity to the Church’s exegesis, as he later in the Prologue 
states explicitly. Most often the Carmlite Mystic, like the early 
Fathers, uses the accomodated sense, especially as regards the 
Old Testament.

Consequently, th e  sp iritu a l fact, how  on e  travels on  th e  w ay 
o f life, m ake th e  d ifference a n d  th e  d ifference o f th e  way...66.
The moral implication of the choice is immediately apparent.

... Rely u p o n  th e  com plete  an d  perfec t im p ress io n  o f th e  
com m on  teach in g  o f th e  S crip tu res, th a t  o n  th e  w ay o f p erfec ­
tio n  one w alks in  trib u la tio n s; an d  th e re fo re  w e shall fo r  th e  ed i­

64 Ibid.
65 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , Dark Night, Bk II; Ch. 6:6.
66 S o r e n  K ie r k e g a a r d , The Joy in the Thought that It Is not the Way 

w hich Is Narrow, B u t the Narrowness which Is the Way, Page 203 {Edify­
ing Discourses IX, London, Glasgow, 1958).
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f ica tio n  of a  su fferer (for th ese  d iscou rses a re  in deed  th e  G ospel 
of Suffering), co n sid e r th e  joy  in  th e  th o u g h t.

THAT IT IS  NOT T H E  WAY W H IC H  IS  NARROW, BUT T H E 
NA RRO W N ESS W H ICH  IS TH E WAY67.

W hen afflic tion  is th e  way, th en  is th is  th e  joy: ,..68.
Joy in Suffering
That there is a deep joy in the midst of suffering is a Chris­

tian tru th  enunciated by John, too. It is difficult to write about, 
as it evades any conceptualization. It is not a feeling of joy. It 
goes far deeper than that. We might say, it is a transsensual joy; 
a joy rooted in faith, dark faith and love. And love is not test­
ed by ease and comfort, says St John of the Cross. Now we 
shall be in a position to see the mysterious connection between 
joy, love and suffering; a connection totally inconceivable with­
out God.

... W hen th e  affliction  is th e  way, th e  fac t th a t th e re  is afflic­
tio n  o n  th e  w ay ca n n o t possib ly  signify th a t  he  has gone w rong; 
on  th e  contrary , th is  is th e  sign  th a t  he  is o n  th e  r ig h t way. ... 
w h en  affliction  is th e  way, th e n  it is in d eed  im possib le  to  w alk  on  
som e o th e r  way. ...69.
John of the Cross confirms this teaching in the Ascent, 

where on the sketch he writes:
The p a th  of M ount Carm el the  perfect sp irit no th ing  no th ing  

no th ing  no th ing  no th ing  no th ing  an d  even on  the  M ount nothing.
E lsew here  w e read:
A m an  suffers all th ese  afflictive p u rg a tio n s  o f sp irit th a t  he 

m ay  be  reb o rn  in  th e  life o f th e  sp irit by  m ean s o f th is  divine 
inflow, ...70.

T his w a r  o r  co m b a t is p ro fo u n d  b ecause  th e  peace  aw aiting  
th e  sou l m u s t be  exceedingly p ro fou nd ; a n d  th e  sp iritu a l su ffer­
ing  is in tim a te  an d  p en e tra tin g  b ecause  th e  love to  be  possessed  
by  th e  sou l will a lso  be  in tim a te  an d  re fin ed ...71.

67 K ie r k e g a a r d , Edifying Discourses IX, Page 204.
68 Ibid.; Page 205.
69 Ibid.
70 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , Dark Night, Bk II; Ch. 9:6.
71 Ibid.; Bk II; Ch. 9:9.



186 BRIDGET EDMAN

The affliction m u s t lead to som eth ing ...12.
T hese a re  th e  M aste rs  ow n w ords: “N arro w  is th e  w ay w h ich  

lead e th  u n to  life”73;
... If th e  affliction  itse lf is th e  way, w h a t w o n d er th en  th a t 

one m u st go th ro u g h , w h a t w o n d er th e n  th a t  th e  afflic tion  leads 
to  som eth ing! D oubt will gladly deprive th e  su ffe re r o f con fi­
dence, w ill le t h im  stick  in  affliction, p e rish  in  th e  d esp on den t, 
aye, th e  p re su m p tu o u s  th o u g h t, th a t he  is fo rsak en  o f God, as if 
he  h ad  fallen in to  a  w ay w h ich  cou ld  on ly  c ircu m scrib e  h im , as 
if it w ere  in  a  d esp o n d en t sense th a t  th e  Aposle said: “We are  all 
ap p o in ted  to  affliction  (1 T hess. 3:3), as  if  th e re  w ere  no  p u rp o se  
in  th e  affliction, b u t we w ere m erely  d estin ed  to  affliction. If, on 
th e  contrary , th e  p u rp o se  o f th e  afflic tion  is to  be th e  way, th en  
th e re  is im m ed ia te ly  a b re a th  o f air, th e n  th e  su fferer b rea th es, 
th e n  it m u st lead  to  som eth ing ; ,..74
We could extend our study into a m inute examination of 

the whole body of text avalable from both St John of the Cross 
and Soeren Kierkegaard. Such a study is beyond the intention 
and scope of this paper. Our intention was simply to show the 
kinship between the spirit and teaching of St John and of 
Kierkegaard. What has been said so far should, however, suf­
fice to confirm our proposition that the Cross, suffering , anni­
hilation, is the way, the only way to God according to both 
John of the Cross and Soeren Kierkegaard. A few poignant, 
coherent passages will conclude our comparative study, one 
from The Dark Night, the other from Kierkegaard’s Last Jour­
nals. Both reveal man's intrinsic need for purification.

... T here are  tw o reaso n s w hy th is  div ine w insd om  is n o t 
only n ig h t an d  darkn ess fo r th e  soul, b u t also  affliction  an d  to r ­
m en t. F irst, b ecause  of th e  h e ig h t o f th e  divine w isdo m  w hich  
exceeds th e  capac ity  of th e  soul. S econd, because  o f th e  sou l’s 
baseness an d  im purity ; an d  on  th is  a cco u n t it is pa in fu l, afflic­
tive, an d  also  d a rk  fo r th e  sou l75.

I t is also  eviden t th a t th is  d a rk  co n tem p la tio n  is p a in fu l to  
th e  soul in  these beg innings. S ince th is  d iv ine in fu sed  co n tem ­
p la tio n  h as  m an y  ex trem ely  good  p ro p ertie s , a n d  th e  still

72 K ie r k e g a a r d , Edifying Discourses IX, Page 214.
73 Ibid.
74 Ibid.; Page 215.
75 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , Dark Night, Bk II; C h . 5:2.
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u n p u rg ed  soul th a t  receives it h as  m an y  ex trem e m iseies, an d  
b ecause  tw o co n tra rie s  can n o t coexist in  one su b jec t76, th e  soul 
m u st necessarily  u n dergo  afflic tion  an d  suffering. B ecause o f th e  
p u rg a tio n  o f its im p erfec tio ns caused  by  th is  co n tem p la tio n , th e  
sou l becom es a battlefie ld  in  w h ich  th ese  tw o co n tra rie s  com b at 
one  ano ther...77.

T he soul, because  of its im purity , suffers im m ensely  a t th e  
tim e  th is  divine ligh t tru ly  assails it. W hen  th is  p u re  ligh t strikes 
in  o rd e r to  expel all im purity , a  p e rso n  feels so u n c lean  an d  
w re tch ed  th a t it seem s G od is ag a in s t h im  a n d  th a t he is aga inst 
God.

B ecause it seem s78 th a t G od h as  re jec ted  it, th e  sou l suffers 
su ch  p a in  an d  grief... C learly beh o ld in g  its im p u rity  by  m ean s of 
th is  p u re  ligh t, a lth o u g h  in  darkn ess, th e  soul u n d e rs tan d s  d is­
tinc tly  th a t it is w o rth y  n e ith e r o f G od n o r  of any  c rea tu re . And 
w h a t m o st grieves it is th a t it th in ks it w ill nev er be  w orthy, an d  
th a t th e re  are  no  m ore  b lessings fo r it...79.

A p e rso n  suffers afflic tion  in  th e  secon d  m a n n e r  because  of 
h is n a tu ra l, m oral, an d  sp iritu a l w eakness. S ince th is  divine co n ­
tem p la tio n  assails h im  som ew hat forc ib ly  in  o rd e r to  sub du e 
an d  s tren g th en  his soul, he  suffeers so m u c h  in  h is w eakness 
th a t he  a lm o st dies, p a rticu la rly  a t tim es w h en  th e  ligh t is m ore 
pow erfu l. B o th  th e  sense an d  th e  sp irit, as th o u g h  u n d e r  an  
im m ense  an d  d a rk  load, u n d e rg o  su ch  agony  an d  p a in  th a t the  
sou l w ould  con sid er d ea th  a  re lief...80.

H ow  am azin g  an d  p itifu l it is th a t  th e  sou l be so u tte rly  
w eak  an d  im p u re  th a t th e  h a n d  of God, th o u g h  ligh t an d  gentle, 
sh o u ld  feel so heavy an d  contrary . F o r th e  h an d  of G od does n o t 
p ress dow n o r w eigh  u p o n  th e  soul, b u t on ly  to u ch es  it; an d  th is 
m ercifully, fo r God's a im  is to  g ra n t it favors a n d  n o t chastise  it81.... it so disentangles and dissolves the spiritual sub­stance -  absorbing it in a profound darkness -  that the soul at the sight of its miseries feels that it is melting away and being undone by a cruel spiritual death; it feels as if it were swallowed by a beast and being digested in the dark belly, and it suffers and anguish comparable to Jonah’s when in the belly of the whale [Jon. 2:l-3]...82.

76 John  is a  faithful Scholastic, following A ristotelean philosophy.
77 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , Dark Night, Bk II; Ch. 5:4.
78 O ur italics.
79 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , Dark Night, Bk II; Ch. 5:5.
80 Ibid.; Bk II; Ch. 5:6.
81 Ibid.; Bk II; Ch. 5:7.
82 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , Dark Night, Bk II; Ch. 6:1.
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The Anguished Cry o f Existence
What has been said so far of suffering is sufficient to justi­

fy the sub-title Anguished cry of Existence, at first more appro­
priate for Kierkegaard, but on a closer examination not far 
from John’s teaching either, especially as verbalized in The 
Dark Night. We concede, though, that the “Cry” is louder and 
more prom inent in Kierkegaard. According to Jacques Mari- 
tain, philosophy owes it to Kierkegaard that it has rediscov­
ered “The Anguished Cry of Existence”. That anguished cry is 
keenly experienced by 20th century man, who does not always 
know, or want to know, the hope held out for him  at the end of 
the dark tunnel of affliction. The im portnt doctrine in spiritu­
al theology that the extreme pain and affliction of suffering is 
a purification due to the infinite distance between an all holy 
Creator and a sinful creature is not recognized. Nevertheless, 
both John and Kierkegaard are emphatic, as has been amply 
shown by many of the texts we have quoted, that we travel 
safer in affliction and darkness than in light, ease and spiritu­
al consolation. We must remember, however, that they both 
knew  we are travelling somewhere. When that is lost sight of, 
despair takes over. Raissa M aritain was not far from that truth 
when she wrote of her and Jacques conversion: “Life could be 
hard, it could be cruel, but it could not be absurd”.

... I t is fitting  th a t th e  sou l be in  th is  sep u lch er o f d ak  d ea th  
in  o rd e r th a t  it a tta in  th e  sp iritu a l re su rrec tio n  fo r w h ich  it 
h o p es83.

B u t w h a t th e  so rro w ing  sou l feels m o st is th e  conv iction  th a t 
G od h as  re jec ted  it, an d  w ith  an  ab h o rren ce  of it ca s t it in to  
darkn ess...84.

... H e feels very vividly in deed  th e  sh ad o w  o f dea th , th e  sighs 
o f d ea th , an d  th e  sorrow s o f hell, all o f w h ich  reflect th e  feeling 
o f G od’s absence, o f being  ch astised  an d  re jec ted  by H im , an d  of 
be ing  u n w o rth y  of H im , as w ell as th e  ob ject of H is anger...85.
Nothing could be more Kerkegaardian than this existential 

feeling of God's absence and its accompanying fear. And noth­

83 Ibid.
84 Ibid.; Bk II; Ch. 6:2.
85 Ibid.
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ing but faith will keep the soul from despair. “Christianity 
rem ains to the very end suffering -  then eternity”86. 
Kierkegaard, in the very last annotation he made in his life 
(cited above), made disgust with life the very definition of life. 
The following entry was made on the 23rd of September, 1855. 
On the 2nd of October Kierkegaard collapsed in the street and 
was taken to hospital, where he died on the 11th of November.

Only a m an  of will can  becom e a  C hristina, because  only a 
m an  of will has a  will w h ich  can  be  broken. B u t a  m an  of will 
w hose will is b rok en  by th e  u n con d itio ned  o r  by  G od is a  C hrist­
ian. The s tron ger th e  n a tu ra l will th e  deeper can  be th e  b reak ...87.
Nothing is spared the soul in this purification. In stripping 

m an of all natural affections and attachments, God lets him 
experience the rejection by creatures too, as did Jesus on the 
Cross and all through His preceeding life. Kierkegaards con­
cept of “sick unto death” is connected with this radical purifi­
cation that is, and m ust be, the death of “the old m an”, but 
“sick unto death” is far too complex and complicated a concept 
to be forced into our analysis at this stage.

“A person also feels forsaken and despised by creatures, 
particularly by his friends”....88. Anybody acquainted with the 
biographies of St John of the Cross and Soren Kierkegaard will 
know that that rejection was just too true in their lives as well. 
In Kierkegaard's life we m ust also take into consideration a 
strong childhood experience of the rejection of God due partly 
to an accentric, neurotic old father.

A tru e  fo llow er o f C hrist will soon  be cas t head lo ng  o u t of 
th is  w orld ...89... I do  n o t expect to  be  acknow ledged  by  m y  co n ­
tem p o ra rie s ...90

N o one w an ts  to  be  a  single person , everyone sh rin k s  from  
th e  s tra in .

B u t n o t m erely  for th is  re a so n  does no  one  w an t to  be  a  s in ­

86 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals, Page 161.
87 Ibid., Page 358.
88 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , Dark Night, Bk II; Ch. 6:3.
89 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals, Page 353 (Dated 22 Septem ber 1855).
90 Ibid., Page 62.
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gle person , b u t also  from  fear of th e  envy a n d  op po sition  o f th e  
su rro u n d in g  w orld ...91.

A no ther excellence of d a rk  co n tem p la tio n , its m ajesty  an d  
g randeur, causes a  fo u rth  k in d  o f a fflic tion  to  th e  soul. This 
p ro p e rty  m akes th e  sou l feel w ith in  itse lf th e  o th e r  ex trem e -  its 
ow n in tim a te  poverty  an d  m isery. S uch  aw areness  is one of the  
ch ief afflictons it suffers in  th e  p u rg a tio n 92.

F o r G od’s m ajesty  is n o t o f th e  k ind , w h en  rebe llion  
becom es stronger, to  low er th e  p rice: no , he  ra ises it...93.

Alas, in  a  c e rta in  sense it is a  te rrib le  th in g  fo r th e  p o o r  m an  
w ho is to  be u sed  in  th is  way, to  be  con stan tly  m a in ta in ed  a t the  
n ea re s t ap p ro ach  to  no th ing ; an d  th is, m oreover, in  every sense, 
in  o rd e r th a t th e  m ajesty  can  be p ro p erly  seen ...94.

... I t is fitting  th a t it [the  soul] be b ro u g h t in to  em ptiness  an d  
poverty  an d  b an d o n m en t in  th ese  p a rts , an d  left in  dryness and  
darkn ess...95.

G od does all th is  by m ean s o f d a rk  co n tem p la tio n . A nd th e  
sou l n o t on ly  suffers th e  vo id  a n d  su p en s io n  o f th ese  n a tu ra l 
su p p o rts  an d  ap p reh en sio n s , w h ich  is a  te rrib le  an g u ish  (like 
h an g in g  in  m id a ir  u n ab le  to  b rea th e ), b u t it is a lso  p u rg ed  by 
th is  co n tem p la tio n ... th e  heavy afflic tion  th e  sou l suffers from  
th e  p u rg a tio n  cau sed  by th e  fire  o f th is  co n tem p la tio n . F o r  the  
p ro p h e t [E zechiel] a sse rts  th a t  in  o rd e r  to  b u rn  aw ay th e  ru s t of 
th e  affections th e  sou l m ust, as it w ere, be  an n ih ila ted  u n d  
u n d o n e  in  th e  m easu re  th a t th ese  p ass io n s  an d  im p erfec tio n s 
a re  c o n n a tu ra l to  it.

B ecause th e  sou l is p u rified  in  th is  forge like gold in  th e  c ru ­
cible, as the  W ise M an says (Wis. 3:6), it feels te rrib le  a n n ih ila ­
tio n  in  its very su b stan ce  an d  ex trem e poverty  as th o u g h  it w ere 
ap p ro ach in g  its  end ...96.

A nd here  too  is to rm en t: fo r since desp ite  every suffering  it 
is som eth in g  in describab le  g rea t to  be G o ds in s tru m en t, so the  
ap o stle97 has alw ays th e  fu rth e r  effo rt to  m ake -  to  be  thank fu ll 
w ith o u t cease fo r th is  in fin ite  b en e fit98.

91 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals, P a g e  5 1 .
92 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s ,  Dark Night, Bk II; Ch. 6 :4 .
93 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals, Page 16 0 .
94 Ibid.
95 J o h n  o f  t h e  C r o s s , Dark Night, Bk II; Ch. 6 :4 .
96 Ibid.; Bk II; Ch. 6 :5 , 6.
97 Kierkegaard devoted a special essay to the difference betw een a 

genius and  an apostle.
98 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals, P a g e  14 5 .
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W e say th a t as G od’s c rea tu res  w e m u s t love G od -  an d  th e  
on ly  one w ho  tru ly  loves G od is th e  apostle , he  w ho, th a t he  
m ig h t becom e a n  in s tru m en t, h as  b een  abso lu te ly  an n ih ila ted  by 
God.

To love G od because  he  has c rea ted  you  is to  love yourself. 
No; if  y ou  will tru ly  love God, th is  m u st h e  sho w n  by y o u r g lad­
ly an d  ado ring ly  le ttin g  yo u rse lf  be  qu ite  an n ih ila ted  by  God, 
th a t th e  m ay  u n co n d itio n a lly  p ro m o te  h is  w ill" .
Only a humble m an can truly be a Christian. St John’s fel­

low Carmelite mystic Teresa of Jesus defined humility as to 
walk in tru th  before Truth Itself.

... Its  te rrib le  divine sharp -sig h ted ness is as th o u g h  in ten d ed  
to  exasp era te  an d  em b itte r  m an  in  th e  m o st frigh tfu l m a n n e r  -  
un less he  can  hu m b le  h im self. F o r C h ristian ity  is th e  sovereign­
ty o f G od100.

... My rew ard  in  th is  w orld  is su fferin g ...101.
Insisting upon how hard discipleship is, and as always, 

refuting mediocrity, Kierkegaard refers to the Gospel incident, 
when Peter out of love and concern tries to dissuade Christ 
from suffering. The incident is a supreme example of misguid­
ed charity. Now, if Christ had to suffer thus, it follows that the 
disciple must suffer too, but however much the truth-witness 
has to suffer, Christ’s suffering was greater.

... T he apostle  Peter: as a n  apostle  he  tow ers above w h a t we 
call m ediocrity , ... Peter, w h en  C hrist seem s to  will deliberate ly  
to  expose h im se lf to  d ea th  (w hich  by  o rd in a ry  h u m a n  ideas is 
n o t perm issib le), an d  also  b ecause  o f th e  p e rso n a l love h e  h as  for 
th e  M aster, from  w h o m  he  is so re lu c ta n t to  be sep a ra ted  -  P e te r 
takes th e  o p p o rtu n ity  to  rep ro ach  h im . A nd C h rist says -  take 
heed, you b a tta lio n s  o f m ediocrity , w ho  in  co m p ariso n  w ith  
P e te r a re  b u t an ts, ... “G et th ee  b eh in d  m e, Satan : th o u  a r t an  
offence u n to  m e, fo r th o u  savo urest n o t th e  th ings th a t be  of 
God, b u t th ose  th a t be  of m en ” (M atthew  16:23).

So h igh  in  C hrist’s ju d g em en t is C h ristian ity  an d  be ing  a  
C h ristian  th a t to  try  to  d issuade  h is te ach e r  an d  frien d  fro m  vol­

"  Ibid.
100 K ie r k e g a a r d , Last Journals, Page 114.
101 Ibid., Page 61.
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u n ta r ily  exposing h im se lf to  d e a th  is th e  scandal, it is a  sugges­
tio n  o f S a ta n 102.

... If  you  will n o t ren o u n ce  every th ing  y o u  can n o t be  m y d is­
cip le  -  fo r th e  w o rld ’s resis ten ce  w ill be  so g rea t fo r you... The 
w o rld  will cast dow n y o u r  tow er, o r  lau g h  a t you  fo r hav ing 
b eg u n  a t a ll103.

T he d ifference be tw een  th e  G od-M an a n d  th e  w itness to  th e  
tru th  is th a t th e  G od-m an to o k  suffering  u p o n  h im se lf ab so lu te ­
ly freely -  hen ce  th is  u ltim a te  an d  m o st fearfu l su ffe rin g104.

C h ristian ity  is th a t  w h ich  G od m u t su ffer on  acco u n t o f us 
m e n 105.

Alas, w h a t have I, a  p o o r  m an , n o t exp erienced  in  th is  
regard! This co n trad ic tio n  o f n o t be ing  ab le  to  chan ge  a n d  yet of 
loving! Alas, w h a t have I n o t experienced! T his he lps m e, fro m  a 
g rea t d istance , to  have a  fa in t n o tio n  o f th e  suffering  of th e  
divine love106.
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