soren kierkegaard works of love

soren kierkegaard works of love, a profound exploration of the human condition and the complexities of
Christian existence, continues to resonate with readers centuries after its initial publication. This seminal
work delves into the essence of love, not merely as an emotion, but as an ethical and spiritual imperative,
intricately woven into the fabric of individual faith and community. Seren Kierkegaard's writings on love
challenge conventional understandings, urging individuals to confront the demanding nature of true
Christian charity and its impact on personal growth and societal interaction. This article will delve into the
multifaceted aspects of Kierkegaard's philosophy on love, examining its theological underpinnings, ethical
dimensions, and practical implications, providing a comprehensive overview of this significant contribution

to existentialist and Christian thought.

Table of Contents

¢ The Foundational Nature of Love in Kierkegaard's Philosophy

¢ Distinguishing Between Different Forms of Love

o Erotic Love and Its Limitations
o Friendship as a Stepping Stone

o Christian Love: The Ultimate Ideal

The Ethical Imperative of Christian Love

Love as an Act of the Will

The Role of Suffering in the Cultivation of Love

Love and the Individual's Relationship with God

The Social Implications of Kierkegaardian Love

Understanding Kierkegaard's "Works of Love" Today



The Foundational Nature of Love in Kierkegaard's Philosophy

Seren Kierkegaard, the pioneering Danish philosopher, placed love at the very heart of his philosophical
and theological inquiries. For Kierkegaard, love is not a peripheral concept but the fundamental organizing
principle of existence, particularly within a Christian framework. His seminal work, "Works of Love"
(Kjerlighedens Gjerninger), published pseudonymously in 1847, serves as a comprehensive exposition of
this central theme. He posits that true love is not merely a feeling or an inclination but an active, volitional
commitment that transcends personal preference and societal convention. This understanding of love is
deeply rooted in his interpretation of Christian teachings, particularly the commandment to love one's

neighbor as oneself.

Kierkegaard argues that a genuine engagement with love is essential for the individual's spiritual

development and for the realization of authentic existence. He challenges the superficial understanding of
love prevalent in his time, which often conflated it with romantic passion or familial affection. Instead, he
proposes a more rigorous and demanding concept of love, one that requires conscious effort, sacrifice, and a
profound transformation of the self. This philosophical perspective on love underscores its role in bridging

the gap between the individual and the divine, as well as between individuals themselves.

Distinguishing Between Different Forms of Love

A key element of Kierkegaard's analysis of love lies in his meticulous differentiation between various
forms of human affection. He recognized that while all expressions of love are important, they possess
distinct qualities and serve different purposes in human life. This nuanced approach allows him to elevate a
particular form of love as the pinnacle of human and spiritual achievement, while acknowledging the

legitimate place of others.

Erotic Love and Its Limitations

Kierkegaard discusses erotic love, often associated with romantic attraction and desire, as a powerful and
natural human experience. He acknowledges its intensity and its role in human relationships, particularly
in the formation of partnerships. However, he also points out its inherent limitations. Erotic love, in its
purest form, is often focused on the beloved's individuality and unique qualities, which can lead to
possessiveness and exclusivity. Kierkegaard suggests that this form of love, while valuable, can become self-
centered and ultimately fail to meet the demands of genuine Christian love, which is meant to be

unconditional and universal.



Friendship as a Stepping Stone

Friendship represents another significant form of love in Kierkegaard's philosophy. He views friendship as
a more stable and less volatile bond than erotic love, often characterized by mutual esteem, shared interests,
and deep personal connection. Friendship, for Kierkegaard, can serve as an important stepping stone
towards the higher ideal of Christian love. It cultivates the capacity for empathy, loyalty, and mutual
support. Yet, even friendship, he notes, can sometimes be bound by personal advantage or a preference for

like-minded individuals, falling short of the selfless, all-encompassing nature of divine love.

Christian Love: The Ultimate Ideal

The ultimate ideal of love, according to Kierkegaard, is Christian love, often referred to as agape. This is a
love that is unconditional, selfless, and directed towards all individuals, regardless of their personal qualities
or our feelings towards them. It is a love that imitates God's love for humanity, a love that is freely given
and seeks the true good of the other. Kierkegaard emphasizes that this is not a passive sentiment but an
active choice, a command to be lived out through concrete actions. This form of love is intrinsically tied to

faith and is considered the highest ethical and spiritual achievement for an individual.

The Ethical Imperative of Christian Love

Kierkegaard vehemently argues that Christian love is not merely a suggestion but an ethical imperative. It
is a command that individuals are called to obey, a duty that forms the cornerstone of a virtuous life and a
just society. This ethical dimension means that love is not dependent on external circumstances or the
recipient's worthiness, but on an internal commitment to act in accordance with divine will. The
philosopher believed that failing to practice Christian love was a form of ethical failure, a turning away

from the core tenets of one's faith.

He elaborated on how this imperative manifests in everyday life. It involves actively choosing to love those
who are difficult to love, those who have wronged us, or those who are socially marginalized. This act of
willing love, as Kierkegaard termed it, requires a conscious effort to overcome personal prejudices,
resentments, and self-interest. The ethical challenge lies in translating the abstract principle of love into
tangible actions that demonstrate genuine care and concern for the well-being of others. This unwavering

commitment to the ethical practice of love is what distinguishes the Christian life.



Love as an Act of the Will

Central to Kierkegaard's understanding of "Works of Love" is the notion that love is fundamentally an act of
the will, rather than a spontaneous emotion or a passive feeling. He distinguished this volitional aspect from
mere sentimentality or fleeting affection. This emphasis on the will is crucial because it implies that love is
something that can be cultivated, practiced, and even commanded. It is a deliberate choice that individuals

make, a commitment that they uphold even when emotions falter or circumstances become challenging.

Kierkegaard contended that relying solely on emotional impulses for love is inherently unstable and
unreliable. Emotions are transient and subject to change, whereas an act of the will possesses a steadfastness
that can withstand the vicissitudes of life. This means that even when one does not "feel" like loving, the
commitment to love, as a volitional act, compels one to act lovingly. This concept challenges the
romanticized notion of love as something that simply happens to us, urging instead a more active and

responsible engagement with its practice.

The Role of Suffering in the Cultivation of Love

Kierkegaard believed that suffering plays a vital, albeit often paradoxical, role in the cultivation of true
Christian love. He argued that through experiencing hardship, loss, and affliction, individuals can develop a
deeper capacity for empathy and compassion. Suffering can strip away egoistic concerns and self-
centeredness, opening the heart to the pain and struggles of others. It fosters a sense of solidarity with

fellow human beings who are also enduring life's trials.

Furthermore, Kierkegaard suggested that embracing one's own suffering, particularly in a Christian
context, can lead to a profound spiritual transformation. By confronting personal pain with faith and
resilience, individuals can learn to transcend their immediate circumstances and develop a more profound
understanding of love's redemptive power. This often involves recognizing the suffering of Christ and
finding strength in that divine example. In this way, suffering becomes a crucible in which the

purification and strengthening of one's capacity for love can occur, making it more genuine and resilient.

Love and the Individual's Relationship with God

The relationship between love and one's connection to God is a cornerstone of Kierkegaard's thought. He
posited that Christian love is, in essence, a reflection of divine love, and that by practicing love towards
others, individuals draw closer to God. The commandment to love one's neighbor is not merely an ethical
rule but a path to spiritual communion. Through acts of selfless giving and unconditional acceptance, the

individual participates in the divine nature.



Kierkegaard often contrasted the individual's subjective experience of faith with the objective demands of
Christian love. He believed that a true relationship with God is not achieved through mere intellectual
assent to doctrines but through the active embodiment of love in one's life. This active engagement with
love becomes a testament to one's faith, demonstrating a genuine response to God's own love. Therefore,
the practice of love is not only a duty to humanity but a fundamental aspect of a sincere and devoted

relationship with the divine.

The Social Implications of Kierkegaardian Love

While Kierkegaard's focus was often on the individual's inner life and relationship with God, his
philosophy of love has profound social implications. He envisioned a society where Christian love, practiced
by individuals, would transform social interactions and structures. The emphasis on unconditional love
challenges societal hierarchies, prejudices, and systems that promote exclusion or marginalization. If each
individual were to genuinely practice loving their neighbor, regardless of social standing or personal

attributes, it would lead to a more just, compassionate, and inclusive community.

The philosopher believed that true social change begins with the individual's internal transformation and
the consistent practice of love in everyday encounters. This involves actively seeking out opportunities to
serve others, to offer support, and to extend understanding. Such actions, when multiplied across a
population, have the potential to create a ripple effect, fostering a culture of genuine care and mutual
respect. This contrasts with superficial attempts at social reform that do not address the underlying ethical

and spiritual dimensions of human relationships.

Understanding Kierkegaard's "Works of Love" Today

In contemporary society, Seren Kierkegaard's exploration of "Works of Love" remains remarkably relevant
and offers critical insights into the challenges of human connection and ethical living. His rigorous
definition of love as a volitional act, rather than a passive emotion, provides a valuable framework for
navigating the complexities of relationships in an age often characterized by fleeting connections and
superficial interactions. The call to unconditional love, even for those deemed difficult or unworthy,

challenges prevailing attitudes of judgment and exclusion.

Kierkegaard's emphasis on the ethical imperative of love encourages a re-evaluation of our personal
responsibilities towards others, both within our immediate circles and in the broader community. His
insights into the role of suffering as a catalyst for empathy and compassion offer a hopeful perspective in
times of personal and collective hardship. Understanding his distinctions between different forms of love
helps individuals to appreciate the unique value and limitations of romantic affection, friendship, and the

ultimate call to Christian charity. Ultimately, Kierkegaard's works on love continue to inspire readers to



cultivate a deeper, more intentional, and more transformative practice of love in all aspects of life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Kierkegaard's core message in "Works of Love' regarding the

nature of love?

Kierkegaard's central argument in "Works of Love' is that true love is not primarily an emotion or a
feeling, but an act of the will, a conscious choice to will the good of the other. He distinguishes between
erotic love (which is possessive and temporal) and Christian love (which is eternal, selfless, and

commanded).

How does Kierkegaard differentiate between liking someone and loving

someone?

Kierkegaard emphasizes that 'liking' someone is based on subjective preference, personal satisfaction, or
admiration for certain qualities. 'Loving,' however, is a duty and a commandment. It involves extending
one's love to everyone, including those who are not inherently likable, thereby reflecting God's

unconditional love.

What is the significance of the commandment "You shall love your
neighbor as yourself' in "Works of Love'?

For Kierkegaard, this commandment is not merely a suggestion but the very definition of Christian love. It
signifies that love is directed outwards, towards the neighbor, and is a divine mandate. Loving oneself
correctly is a prerequisite, meaning recognizing one's own dependence on God and inherent dignity,

which then enables loving others.

How does Kierkegaard address the concept of self-love in relation to

loving others?

Kierkegaard argues that true self-love is not selfishness or narcissism. Instead, it is about rightly relating to
oneself as a creature of God. When one truly loves oneself in this God-centered way, it liberates one from

the anxiety of seeking validation from others and allows for genuine, selfless love of the neighbor.

‘What role does suffering or tribulation play in Kierkegaard's
understanding of love?

Kierkegaard suggests that suffering and tribulation are often the very crucible in which true love is forged



and tested. By enduring hardship and extending love even in difficult circumstances, one demonstrates the

persistent and unconditional nature of Christian love, moving beyond fleeting emotions.

How does Kierkegaard's "Works of Love' challenge modern conceptions

of romantic love?

"Works of Love' challenges modern ideals of romantic love that often prioritize passion, attraction, and
mutual happiness. Kierkegaard redirects the focus from personal fulfillment to divine commandment and
ethical responsibility, suggesting that romantic love, while potentially valuable, must be grounded in and

elevated by the higher, commanded love for all.

What is the relationship between faith and love in Kierkegaard's
philosophy as presented in "Works of Love'?

Faith is intrinsically linked to love in Kierkegaard's thought. The commandment to love is an act of faith,
requiring a trust in God's directive and the belief in the possibility of loving unconditionally, even when it
seems impossible or goes against natural inclinations. Faith empowers the will to perform these 'works of

love'.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Seren Kierkegaard's works on love, each with a brief description:

1. The Art of Vulnerable Love

This book explores Kierkegaard's concept of the "leap of faith" as it applies to romantic and interpersonal
relationships. It delves into how true love requires a willingness to be open, to risk hurt, and to transcend
rational calculation. The author draws parallels between the existential courage needed for faith and the

courage required to fully commit to another person.

2. Beyond Duty: Kierkegaard's Ethic of Grace in Love

This work examines the often-overlooked ethical dimension of Kierkegaard's thought on love, particularly
his critique of purely duty-based morality. It argues that while duty plays a role, authentic love is
ultimately rooted in a grace-filled acceptance of the other, mirroring God's love. The book explores how

this perspective challenges conventional understandings of obligation in relationships.

3. The Dialectic of Desire and Devotion

Here, the author unpacks Kierkegaard's complex interplay between erotic desire and spiritual devotion in
the pursuit of meaningful love. It analyzes how the intense longing for union can be a catalyst for deeper
self-understanding and commitment. The book navigates the challenges of integrating passionate longing

with a sustained, faithful devotion to another.



4. Stages on the Path to Agape

This title focuses on Kierkegaard's stages of existence (aesthetic, ethical, religious) and how they inform the
development of different forms of love. It traces the journey from self-centered desire to the selfless,
unconditional love of agape. The book provides practical insights into how individuals can cultivate a more

profound and selfless love in their lives.

5. The Symphony of the Self and the Other

This exploration delves into Kierkegaard's emphasis on the individual's subjective experience in the
formation of love. It highlights how genuine love requires both a deep engagement with one's own inner
world and a genuine apprehension of the other's unique subjectivity. The book argues that true connection

arises from this intricate interplay.

6. When Faith Meets Friendship

This book investigates Kierkegaard's nuanced view of friendship, often overshadowed by his discussions of
romantic love and religious faith. It examines how trust, shared commitment, and a recognition of the
other's spiritual dimension are crucial elements of profound friendship. The author suggests that friendship

itself can be a significant path to spiritual growth.

7. The Weight of Choice in Covenantal Love

This work delves into Kierkegaard's concept of the profound responsibility inherent in committing to
another person. It analyzes the "either/or" of choice as it pertains to love and the formation of a covenantal
bond. The book explores the existential gravity and transformative power of making a deliberate and

enduring commitment.

8. Echoes of the Beloved: Kierkegaard and the Language of Love

This title investigates how Kierkegaard uses language, metaphor, and narrative to express the ineffable
nature of love. It analyzes his literary and philosophical techniques for conveying the subjective and often
paradoxical experience of loving another. The book offers a fresh perspective on understanding

Kierkegaard's profound insights into human connection.

9. Solitude and Sweethearts: The Kierkegaardian Approach to Intimacy

This book explores the seemingly contradictory yet complementary ideas of solitude and romantic intimacy
in Kierkegaard's philosophy of love. It argues that a healthy relationship requires individuals to maintain
their own distinct existence while deeply connecting with another. The author suggests that true intimacy

is not about merging but about two distinct selves choosing to share their lives.
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