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ABSTRACT

In The Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard provides incisive definitions, analyses and illustrations of the self mired in despair and sin. Unfortunately, he leaves the sick self without an adequate theology and practical steps for moving forward. In this paper, I join Kierkegaard’s ideas to the spiritual theology of Nemeck and Coombs’ The Way of Spiritual Direction. After demonstrating the foundational continuity between the two works, I show how Nemeck complements Kierkegaard’s analysis with an understanding of God’s active involvement in the cure of the sick self, the addition of a mentor’s help, and an understanding of the evolutionary journey of spiritual progress.

Introduction

Søren Kierkegaard looked at his 19th century Denmark and saw a people steeped in Christian ideas but devoid of true faith. He devoted much of his labour to arousing his countrymen to realise that each one “shall render account to God as an individual.”
 Kierkegaard was so enraptured with the necessity of an individual’s authenticity that he chose his epitaph to be “That Individual.”
 However, he was so focused on the individual’s private faith, that he largely ignored the important role of Christian community on the formation and progress of that faith. 

In this paper, I show how Kierkegaard’s analysis of the journey of the lonely self can, and should, be extended to include the ideas of Christian mentoring. As a basis for mentoring, I focus on the presentation in The Way of Spiritual Direction by Nemeck and Coombs,
 a work with a firm theological foundation based on St. John of the Cross and Thomas Merton (TWOSD, p. 14). I first introduce Kierkegaard’s The Sickness Unto Death. I then argue biblically for the extension of Kierkegaard’s ideas to include the active help of both God and others in the life of the despairing self. I then demonstrate the compatibility between the core ideas of Kierkegaard and Nemeck. Finally I show three ways that Nemeck’s description of spiritual theology and spiritual direction can be used to extend Kierkegaard’s view. I close with some personal reflections on this topic.

Kierkegaard on Self, Despair and Sin

In The Sickness Unto Death, Søren Kierkegaard defines, analyses, and illustrates three basic terms: self, despair and sin. The self is the basic construct that constitutes each human being. Despair describes the state of an unhealthy self. Sin results when a self despairs before its Creator. For Kierkegaard, “a human being is a synthesis of the infinite and the finite, of the temporal and the eternal, of freedom and necessity.”
 This human being combines these seemingly incompatible elements, but is not yet a self. To be a self, the human being adds a relationship to itself, i.e. a knowledge of and emotional stance toward being this self. A self also has a relationship to God, the one who established the self. So the self is a human being who has a dynamic involvement with itself and with its Creator.

After defining the self, Kierkegaard analyses and describes the sickness of the self. This sickness is despair: when the self does not wish to be itself. He details the many forms of despair by dialectically examining the definition of the self. Unconscious despair results when the self does not even know that it is a self; it simply passes through life in a beast-like existence, surviving but not truly living. Yet even when the self is conscious, it may not embrace what it finds in itself. For example, the conscious self may discover that it is finite when it desires to be completely infinite. That is, this self wants to live in a fantasy world where every imagined emotion, knowledge or deed magically becomes reality so that it is felt, understood and accomplished without fail. When this self faces its own finitude, it is disappointed and despairs. Another example is the self that despairs of possibilities. This self sees a dizzying range of opportunities. The one thing it desires is some necessity, something that will force it to choose one direction. Thus it despairs because it knows not what to do. Kierkegaard also expounds on the deceptions a self uses to avoid facing the reality of who it is. A self may dislike itself and then try to forget about itself through diversions. Or it may blame what it sees on outward circumstances or wait for the disliked self to change, or try to re-create its self to be someone else, or simply resign itself to hating itself. Kierkegaard systematically and thoroughly catalogues these forms of despair, the diseases of the self.

To this point, Kierkegaard has dwelt principally in the psychological and philosophical. But then he turns to the spiritual and defines sin as despairing before God. The self that wishes to be other than itself, and does so before God, the very creator of the self, is in sin. This simple and novel definition encapsulates every sin, whether from weakness or defiance. Kierkegaard maintains that sin is the opposite of faith, which he defines as “the self in being itself and in wanting to be itself is grounded transparently in God” (TSUD, p. 114). The faithful self is the one that knows itself, desires to be itself, and does so in right relationship with the creator of itself.

Help for the Despairing Self

Kierkegaard’s descriptions of self, despair and sin provide a bridge that connects sinful behaviour with the sinner’s inner life. He helps to reveal the sinner’s rebellious defiance and self-destructive weakness. Unfortunately, he stops at this point and does not attempt to provide a framework for making positive progress. His failure to proceed is predictable because his lonely, diseased self cannot pull itself up by its own bootstraps. Indeed Kierkegaard saw himself as alone: “As far back as I can remember I was in agreement with myself about one thing, that for me there was no comfort or help to be looked for in others.”
 He likewise leaves the sinful despairer “alone before God, alone in this enormous exertion and this enormous accountability” (TSUD, p. 35).

Kierkegaard’s lonely despairer has lost sight of two helpers: the triune God and other people. God is determined to unite himself with a holy people: “He chose us in [Christ] before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight” (Eph 1:4). If our sin could thwart his purpose, then the human story would have ended in Eden. God does not wait far off, hoping that we will turn to him in faith. Instead he uses every possible means to show us how to love him. Ultimately, he has done this through the incarnated Word, Jesus (Heb 1:2). Subsequently, Jesus sent the Holy Spirit to constantly correct our errors and commune with God for us when we are unable (Jn 16:13, Rm 8:26). God has not left us alone to struggle our way back to him.

God has also commissioned others to be our helpers. God has always shared his work with people. He did not create each human with his own hands, but told Adam and Eve to “be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth…” (Gn 1:28, NIV). He chose to empower his blessed creatures to procreate. Likewise in the work of redemption, Jesus did not choose to complete the work himself. Rather, he chose to empower people to do this work: “‘As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.’ And with that he breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit’” (Jn 20:21-22, NIV). Similarly the Holy Spirit has commissioned prophets to speak for him, kings to rule for him, scribes to disseminate the Scriptures for him, and preachers to teach for him. God has made humankind just “a little lower than God and crowned him with glory and honor” (Ps 8:5, NIV, footnoted reading). Though we are full of weakness and sin, God gives us this great honour and responsibility of working with him. Here is what Kierkegaard missed: God commissions us to aid in the reconciliation of men and women to him (2Co 5:18-21). Nemeck describes it so well when he writes, “In spiritual direction, God gifts one human being with the grace to assist another in achieving a greater voluntary cooperation with God’s own transforming activity within that other” (TWOSD, 22).

Joining the Despairing Self and Spiritual Direction

In this section, I bring together Kierkegaard’s ideas of the self’s diseases with the theology and practice of spiritual direction as contained in Nemeck. I first demonstrate the basic agreement between Kierkegaard and Nemeck. Though they come from different Christian traditions and draw on different intellectual disciplines, they agree on the self’s malady, goal and (some aspects of) the approach to reaching that goal. I then show three ways that Nemeck provide a way forward through despair by eliminating Kierkegaard’s limitations concerning the active roles of God and others, and taking an evolutionary view of spiritual progress.

Agreement in Malady, Goal and Approach
Kierkegaard focuses on the self’s malady, which he concisely defines as a person being in despair: “he wants to be a self he is not…that is, he wants to tear his self away from the power which established it. But despite all his despairing efforts, that power is the stronger, and it compels him to be the self he does not want to be” (TSUD, p. 50). Nemeck’s ‘self-alienation’ echoes Kierkegaard’s despair:

“self-alienation occurs when we deny or repress our inner experience of selfhood and of our world. … We block off our true feelings and inspirations while attempting to substitute something false in their place. Trying to be something we are not, we interact with our world by constantly changing masks” (TWOSD, p. 57).

Nemeck also refers to this problem as illusion: “The unmasking of illusions consists principally in helping directees un-know the mistaken assumptions which they entertain regarding God, self, prayer, love, sin, etc.” (TWOSD, p. 88). Both Nemeck and Kierkegaard see the same basic human problem: despairingly living in an illusory world, labouring fruitlessly to re-make oneself according to one’s own false image.

The second point of connection between Kierkegaard and Nemeck is the goal, the destination that the ill soul correctly navigates toward. Again, Kierkegaard defines it succinctly as faith: “that the self in being itself and in wanting to be itself is grounded transparently in God” (TSUD, p. 114). The goal of faith is to be content as oneself before God. Nemeck similarly describes the goal as self-intimacy, “experienc[ing] the mystery of ourselves as we really are…[having] ownership of our thoughts, feelings, desires, aspirations and motives” (TWOSD, p. 56). For both authors, the result of self-knowledge and self-acceptance before God is a renewed connection with him. Kierkegaard describes this state as being “grounded transparently in the power that established it” (TSUD, p. 44). Nemeck uses more traditional Christian language to describe the same reconciliation between creature and Creator: “We are each called to transforming union with him. To put it more biblically: We are to return to the Father with his Son in the Holy Spirit” (TWOSD, p. 15). Both Kierkegaard and Nemeck have the same ideal in mind: that individuals will be reconciled with both themselves and the one who fashioned them.

The third point of connection is the approach to be taken to move from despair to faith. There are differences here, but they agree that it requires suffering and an up-and-down journey. Nemeck describes the necessary suffering as a desert. “The rugged emptiness of the desert was the place of intimate, loving communion with God. … As the love of God gradually stripped them of their false, illusory selves, they began to experience their transformed selves emerge….” (TWOSD, p. 36). For the ascetical-mystical tradition, the suffering of the desert and communion with God are intimately intertwined. Kierkegaard also recognised that to eradicate despair, the self must travel through it: “the despairer who does not know he is in despair is simply one negativity further from the truth and deliverance” (TSUD, p. 74). Both authors also describe the subsequent journey as up-and-down. In one instance, Kierkegaard paints a painful picture of a despairer encountering his own weakness: “But instead of now definitely turning away from despair in the direction of faith, humbling himself before God under his weakness, he engrosses himself further in despair and despairs over his weakness” (TSUD, p. 92). Nemeck similarly describes the twists and turns that result from “laxity, sinfulness, reluctance to face the truth, defense mechanisms, etc.” (TWOSD, p. 151). We see that both authors envision a necessarily difficult journey of self-discovery, self-acceptance and risky faith in God.

In summary, Kierkegaard and Nemeck have a strong common foundation when examining the human condition. People have an innate goal of reunion with God. But between themselves and their Creator are barriers of lack of self-knowledge, illusions of self and God, and dislike of self. The way forward is not simple and pleasant, but rather involves the rigour of the lonely desert and halting, difficult progress. However, the goal is overwhelmingly worthy and the journey is both good and necessary.

Help in Despair

Though Kierkegaard and Nemeck have much in common, each can add to the other. Kierkegaard provides a rigour and analytical depth that Nemeck lacks. But Nemeck also provides necessary extensions to Kierkegaard’s view. He expands Kierkegaard’s limited vision in three ways. First, Kierkegaard’s picture of the lonely self struggling to reach a distant God is replaced with one where God actively and decisively seeks the self. Second, the self may be helped along the in the journey by another self. Third, the metaphor for the process of moving toward faith is softened from one of escaping a debilitating disease to one of evolution and growth. I consider each in turn.

Kierkegaard has a deeply transcendent view of God that comes from living in a society that trivialised the claims of Christianity. He saw his state church as the “bastion of spiritual complacency and compromise.”
 Kierkegaard’s portrayal of God is holy, with an otherness that strikes fear into the heart. He knows that God has extended every love to sinners, yet the sinner may—in fact, probably will—reject it. He writes of God’s predicament: 

He can debase himself, take the form of a servant, suffer, die for men, invite all to come up to him, offer up every day of his life and every hour of the day and offer up his life – but the possibility of offence he cannot take away. (TSUD, 159)

In a nutshell, Kierkegaard’s God is not sovereign over a self’s sin. Here is where Nemeck adds an understanding of God’s activity on our behalf:

God’s love is at the same time creative (we are brought into being out of nothing), generative (we are made his children), and unitive (we are called to attain our fullness of being only in him). Yet, this fullness is infinitely beyond anything we could ever achieve of ourselves (1Co 2:9). (TWOSD, p. 21)

Kierkegaard would agree with the first two activities, yet he leaves uniting with God in our hands. Nemeck maintains that this transformative work cannot be done by us but only by the Holy Spirit (TWOSD, p. 31). These insights transform the journey to God from a thousand impossible human steps to several small and difficult steps from us and the rest from God.

Spiritual direction is fundamentally grounded on a belief in helpful fellowship between people. Kierkegaard does not leave room for this sort of spiritual companionship. He believes “that there can be little or no spiritual help or harm between human beings.”
 But he contradicts this by preaching in his writing: “Oh!, my friend, what is it you have attempted in life? Tax your brain, tear off every wrapping and lay bear the viscera of feeling in your breast, demolish every fortification that separates you from the one of whom you are reading” (TSUD, p. 161). Clearly he believes that such words can lift the reader from despair.
 He also alludes to a hypothetical spiritual director who points out his directee’s pride (TSUD, p. 96) and to a confidant who helps relieve the burden of a despairer (TSUD, p. 97). However, he does not have a category for a companion on the road from despair to faith. Again, Nemeck provides help. The Spirit is working in the lives of others so that they are helpers for the sinner. Specifically for the case of spiritual direction, Nemeck writes:

Spiritual direction … is a unique participation in another’s spiritual regeneration, deification, transformation. Spiritual direction is a God-willed contribution of one person to another’s process of spiritualization, interiorization, sanctification. (TWOSD, p. 16)

Kierkegaard misses this grace because his eye is dimmed to the Spirit’s activity. Nemeck introduces another self into the story, extending the self’s relationships from two (to self and God) to three (to self, God, and another).

Finally, Kierkegaard views sin as a deadly disease with recovery requiring heroic effort (TSUD, p. 35). In other words, despair calls for desperate measures. Meanwhile Nemeck sees a difficult but peaceful journey from a mostly-sinful state toward a mostly-faithful state. His idea of journey is illustrated by his guidance for those suffering from ‘legalism’s despair’:

When confronted with legalistic directees, we must try first to bring them to at least an initial awareness of the basic problem. We have to encourage them to examine the motivations behind their legalistic attitudes. We need to challenge them to rethink their concepts of God, prayer and self…. It usually takes some time before the interior change of heart becomes fully integrated into the directee’s behavior (TWOSD, p. 137).

This slow, progressive growth into faith under the care of a Spirit-led director is in marked contrast to Kierkegaard’s tone of grasping toward faith. For example, he describes one despairer as a hair-trigger away from healing: “A despair of this kind is hard to forget – it goes too deep; but any moment the despair is held open, there is also a possibility of salvation” (TSUD, p. 93). Kierkegaard’s limited view leads to an impatient desire for recovery in a despairing person’s life. In contrast, Nemeck says the despairer “must be patient with [his] own impatience towards God and his mysterious ways” (TWOSD, p. 152). Nemeck’s view is evolutionary: “God does not reveal to us in one fell swoop all the bitter truth about ourselves. He quite literally takes a lifetime” (TWOSD, p. 151). 

In summary, Kierkegaard’s incisive analysis of the sickness of the self leaves one well diagnosed but lacking a theology and practice for recovery. The tradition of spiritual direction, especially as embodied in Nemeck’s work, provides a way forward. Kierkegaard leaves the despairing self to sort out its own inner tangles, which may naturally lead to a psychotherapeutic methodology. But from the beginning of time God has not chosen to leave his children to wallow in their confusion. He is also the God who gifts other people to mentor, rebuke, inspire and inform. These two key relationships, God’s outreaching hand and the love of the Christian community, offer aid to the despairer. In the midst of these helping relationships, the despairing self is also calmed with an admonition to patience, trusting the time of growth and healing into the hands of God.

Personal Experience

I have personally engaged with this material both within my own soul and also vocationally. I came to Regent with a number of deep questions about myself, God and our relationship. In particular, I had built up a picture of the Christian life that did not seem to connect with reality. I had an unrealistic view of myself as needing to be holy apart from God. That is, I had somehow fallen into the lie that Paul attacks so vehemently in Galatians: starting in the Spirit but seeking to be perfected in the flesh (Gal 3:3). As a result, I had built an unrealistic view of God as waiting at a distance until I had perfected myself. Kierkegaard gave me the analytical tools to discover my own entangled despair. His new language of faith as transparently resting in God gave me a new goal of peace that has proven much closer to my reach than the perfection I was unrealistically seeking. The old gospel truths of coming to Jesus just as I am are making sense to me again.

The second phase of my soul’s engagement with this material came when I read The Way of Spiritual Direction. Here I was delightfully reminded of God’s loving involvement in my life up until this point, through it, and beyond. But I also saw the deep tension between Kierkegaard’s loneliness and Nemeck’s communion. That was when I realised that I needed to write this paper. I could not let Kierkegaard’s incisive analysis languish for lack of the knowledge of the Spirit’s active role in those seeking reconciliation with God. Nemeck starts with the same problem of despair and the same goal of faith and gave me confidence that God’s spiritual direction will not fail. He will be faithful to complete what he has begun.

Beyond my own internal wrestling, these two books have excited me vocationally. My heart soars with the story of spiritual direction, sharing the journey to faith with others. Other works on spiritual direction have left me wondering about their basis in Christian truth. But Nemeck’s grounding in Christian theology and connection with Kierkegaard’s precise thinking gives me not only an excitement and hope for my own life, but also for journeying beside those that walk beside me. May God lead me into mentoring relationships where I can give and receive his grace.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have sought to extend Kierkegaard’s incisive definitions of self, sin and faith, and his thorough diagnoses of despair with the additional relationships to God and others that provide a way forward from despair. Kierkegaard’s foundation stones provide a strong footing yet lack both a spirituality and theology of human relationship which are necessary for reaching the goals he describes. Nemeck’s treatment of spiritual direction lacks Kierkegaard’s rigour and completeness when discussing these foundation stones, yet is in harmony with them. By adding Nemeck’s understanding of spirituality and spiritual direction, Kierkegaard’s picture of the dynamics of Christian faith is greatly enhanced. The lonely journey thus grows to one shepherded by God and accompanied by a spiritual friend. The next step would be to extend the picture from one of an individual together with a mentor, to one of complete personhood, embracing the multitude of relationships God gives us along the journey.
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