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    Editorial direction and English presentation: P Maitland.

    Patricia Maitland Edition · Galashiels · 2026.

  




  About this edition

  Restored 15 September 2026. The previous intake stopped before the end of First Series V. This edition adds the complete conclusion as passages 30–44 and restores the biblical epigraph. Existing passage references 1–29 are unchanged. The new close and readable layers were drafted from the Danish with SKS K9 commentary and reviewed in this AI-assisted session; no independent specialist review is claimed.
This free, provisional edition places the English reading text first. It was prepared through a documented AI-assisted process and remains open to correction and specialist review. It is intended to help general readers, book groups and church groups encounter the argument of Works of Love without placing the technical apparatus in their way.

  Editorial disclosure: P Maitland does not read Danish and makes no claim to Danish-language scholarship. The human editorial role has been to direct the project, test and shape the English for general readers, document decisions and limitations, and invite correction. AI tools have been used for the Danish-language analysis and drafting. This limitation is central to the edition’s provisional status.

  Published human scholarly translations are the gold standard and the editions to use for academic quotation and citation. This edition should not be presented as their replacement.

  Why discourses rather than chapters?

  Kierkegaard’s subtitle describes Works of Love as ‘Some Christian deliberations in the form of discourses.’ These are not conventional chapters in a textbook. Each is a sustained address to the reader, returning to a biblical saying or a claim about love from several directions so that reflection may lead to action. Kierkegaard used ‘discourse’ rather than ‘sermon’ because a sermon presupposed an ecclesiastical authority he did not claim. The discourses form a deliberately ordered book, but each may also be read slowly and pondered on its own.

  Breathing spaces and paragraph integrity

  Kierkegaard’s paragraphs and argumentative units can be very long. This EPUB uses the restrained breathing spaces already present in the edition’s reading text. These spaces are editorial reading aids within a numbered passage: they do not create new Kierkegaard paragraphs. The wording, order and numbered source-unit boundaries remain unchanged.

  A stable reference system

  EPUB pages change with the reader’s device, type size and chosen layout. For a durable reference, give the First Series discourse and passage number - for example, “First Series III.A, passage 12”. These references agree with the website and remain stable when the text reflows.

  Source, reuse and corrections

  The Danish source is Søren Kierkegaards Skrifter, volume 9, at the Royal Danish Library.

  The scholarly commentary accompanying Søren Kierkegaards Skrifter, volume K9 was consulted throughout the translation process, particularly for lexical, historical, biblical and allusive questions. It was used as an interpretive aid and source of references, not as a substitute for the Danish text or for human specialist judgement.

  No claim is made to copyright in Kierkegaard’s 1847 Danish text. Readers are welcome to copy, share and adapt this edition for non-commercial use. Please acknowledge the Patricia Maitland Edition (Galashiels, 2026), identify adaptations, and preserve the project’s provisional AI-assisted status.

  Corrections and accessibility feedback are welcome at patricksmc107@gmail.com.

  Dedication

  This project is named the Patricia Maitland Edition in memory of my late mother, 1938 - 2024.




  Works of Love · First Series front matter

  Preface and Prayer

  Written by

  Søren Kierkegaard

  
    Editorial note

    Kierkegaard wrote the Prayer as one paragraph. Its four movements are given breathing space as a reading aid; they remain one source paragraph and one reference unit.

  
  
    Preface

    
      Preface 1

      These Christian considerations, the fruit of much consideration, are to be understood slowly—but then easily as well. They will certainly become very difficult if someone, through hasty, merely curious reading, makes them very difficult for themselves. “That single individual”, who first considers with themselves whether to read or not, if they then choose to read, let them consider lovingly whether difficulty and ease, when thoughtfully brought together on the scales, stand in the right relation to one another—so that what is Christian is not weighed out falsely by making either the difficulty or the ease too great.

    
    
      Preface 2

      These are “Christian considerations”, therefore, not about—“love”—but about—“works of love”.

    
    
      Preface 3

      It is “works of love”: not as though all its works had now been counted and described—oh, far from it; not as though even the single work described had now been described once and for all—God be praised, far from it! What in all its richness is essentially inexhaustible is also, in its smallest work, essentially indescribable, precisely because it is essentially wholly present everywhere and essentially cannot be described.

      S. K.

    
  
  
    Prayer

    
      Prayer 1

      How could love be spoken of rightly if you were forgotten, you God of love, from whom all love comes in heaven and on earth; you who spared nothing but gave everything up in love; you who are love, so that the loving person is what they are only by being in you!

      How could love be spoken of rightly if you were forgotten, you who revealed what love is; you, our Saviour and Reconciler, who gave yourself up to save everyone!

      How could love be spoken of rightly if you were forgotten, you Spirit of love; you who take nothing as your own, but call to mind that sacrifice of love; who remind the believer to love as they have been loved, and to love their neighbour as themselves!

      O eternal Love, you who are present everywhere and never without witness wherever you are invoked, do not leave yourself without witness either in what is to be said here about love, or about the works of love. Human language selectively and narrowly calls only certain works “works of love”; but in heaven no work can be pleasing unless it is a work of love: sincere in self-denial, arising from love’s need and, precisely for that reason, making no claim to merit!

    
  
  
    Source and reference

    Stable references are Preface 1–3 and Prayer 1. Danish source: Søren Kierkegaards Skrifter at the Royal Danish Library. The accompanying K9 scholarly commentary was consulted for lexical, biblical and allusive questions.

    Published human scholarly translations are the gold standard and the editions to use for academic quotation and citation.

  



  Works of Love · First Series I

  The Hidden Life of Love and How Its Fruits Disclose It

  Written by

  Søren Kierkegaard

  Kjerlighedens skjulte Liv og dets Kjendelighed paa Frugterne

  Luke 6:44. For every tree is known by its own fruit; for figs are not gathered from thorns, nor are grapes picked from thorn-bushes.


  
    Why this is called a discourse

    Kierkegaard called Works of Love ‘Christian deliberations in the form of discourses.’ Unlike textbook chapters, these sustained addresses return to a scriptural or ethical claim from several directions so that reflection may lead to action. ‘Discourse’ also avoids the ecclesiastical authority implied by ‘sermon.’

  
  
    Editorial introduction: before you read

    Kierkegaard begins by asking what it means for love to be known by its fruits. Before doing so, he warns that the proud determination never to be deceived may itself become a deeper deception: a person can be deceived not only by believing what is false, but by refusing to believe what is true.

The discourse holds two claims together. Love has a hidden life, grounded more deeply than observation can reach; yet love is also disclosed in works. Its purpose is not to give us a licence to judge other people, but to turn the Gospel saying inward upon the reader.

  
  
    The discourse

    
  First Series I · Passage 1

  
    If conceited shrewdness were right - proud as it is of escaping deception - that nothing should be believed unless the bodily eye can see it, then belief in love would be the first thing one ought to relinquish. And if one did so from fear of being deceived, would that not itself be deception? Deception, after all, takes many forms. One can be deceived by believing the false; but surely failure to believe the true also deceives. Appearance can deceive; so can the appearance of shrewdness, the flattering conceit that regards itself as wholly protected from deception. Which deception, then, is the more dangerous? Whose cure is more doubtful: the cure of one who does not see, or of one who sees and nevertheless does not see? Which is harder: waking someone asleep, or waking someone who, while awake, dreams that they are awake? Which spectacle is sadder? Is it the one that moves us at once and unconditionally to tears - the person unhappily deceived in love? Or is it the sight that could in one sense tempt us to laughter - the self-deceived person, whose foolish confidence that they have escaped deception is certainly ludicrous and laughable - if that very ludicrousness were not an even stronger expression of horror, marking them as unworthy of tears?

  


  First Series I · Passage 2

  
    Nothing is more terrible than shutting oneself out of love through self-deception. It is an eternal loss, beyond redress in time or eternity. Someone deceived in love still remains related to love, whatever form the deception takes; the mistake was to suppose love present where it was not. The self-deceiver, by contrast, has barred themselves from love and goes on doing so.

People also speak of being deceived by life, or in life; but the person who, through self-deception, deprived themselves of living has suffered an irreplaceable loss. Even someone deceived by life throughout their life may find abundant compensation stored up by eternity. But the self-deceived person has prevented themselves from gaining what is eternal. The person who, precisely through their love, became a victim of human deception - what have they really lost when in eternity it becomes clear that love remains while the deception has ceased? But the person who shrewdly deceived themselves by cleverly walking into cleverness’s own snare - even if throughout their life they congratulated themselves in their delusion, what have they not lost when in eternity it becomes clear that they deceived themselves?

For in temporality a human being may perhaps succeed in doing without love; they may perhaps get through time without discovering the self-deception; they may perhaps succeed - terrible thought - in remaining in a delusion, proud of being in it. But in eternity they cannot do without love and cannot avoid discovering that they have squandered everything. How serious existence is, and how most terrible, precisely when, as punishment, it allows the self-willed person to rule themselves, so that they are permitted to live on, proud of being deceived, until one day they are permitted to learn the truth: that they deceived themselves for eternity.

Truly, eternity will not be mocked. It does not even need to use force; in its omnipotence it uses a little mockery to punish the presumptuous person terribly. What, then, links the temporal order with eternity? Love alone: it is there before all things and endures after everything else has passed. But precisely because love is the bond of eternity, and precisely because temporality and eternity are unlike in kind, love can seem a burden to the earthly shrewdness of temporality; and in temporality it can seem an immense relief to the sensuous person to cast off this bond of eternity.

  


  First Series I · Passage 3

  
    The self-deceived person certainly thinks they can comfort themselves, indeed that they have more than conquered. Their foolish delusion conceals from them the utter desolation of their life. Granted, they have “stopped grieving”; but what good is that, when salvation would require them to begin grieving in earnest over their own condition? They may even imagine themselves able to offer consolation to others who have been betrayed by unfaithfulness. But what madness, when someone who has themselves suffered loss where the eternal is concerned wants to heal someone who, at worst, is sick unto death. The self-deceived person may even think, in a strange self-contradiction, that they sympathise with the unhappily deceived. But if you attend to their consoling speech and healing wisdom, then you will know love by the fruits: the bitterness of mockery, the sharpness of calculating good sense, the poisonous spirit of mistrust, the biting cold of hardheartedness. By these fruits it will be recognisable that there is no love within.

  


  First Series I · Passage 4

  
    By the fruits one knows the tree: “grapes are not gathered from thorns, or figs from thistles” (Matthew 7:16). If you try to gather them there, you will not only gather in vain; the thorns themselves will show you that you gather in vain. For every tree is known by its own fruit.

Two fruits may resemble one another very closely: one wholesome and pleasant-tasting, the other acrid and poisonous. At times the poisonous one is highly palatable, while the wholesome one tastes somewhat bitter. Love, too, is known by the fruit that is its own. A mistake must arise either from failure to distinguish the fruits or from faulty discernment in the individual case.

So it is when a person mistakes for love what is really self-love: when they loudly declare that they cannot live without the beloved, but will hear nothing of love’s task and demand, which is to deny oneself and give up this self-love within erotic love. Or so it is when a person mistakenly gives the name of love to weak indulgence, ruinous whining, harmful solidarity, vain display, the alliances of morbid self-absorption, the bribes of flattery, the appearances of the moment, or merely temporal relations.

One flower is called “the flower of eternity”. Strangely, there is also a so-called “everlasting flower”; like flowers that perish, it comes into bloom only during a particular season of the year. To call this second one a flower of eternity - what an error! Yet while it is in bloom, its appearance can readily deceive. Still, each tree is known by its own fruit, as is love; and Christian love is known by the fruit proper to it: it holds eternity’s truth within it.

Every other love is perishable. Humanly speaking, it may finish flowering early and change, or it may lovingly preserve itself through the season of temporality; either way it does no more than bloom. Herein lie its frailty and melancholy: an hour or seventy years, it is still only a flowering. Christian love, however, is eternal. A person with self-understanding would never speak of Christian love as something that blossoms; nor would a poet with self-understanding celebrate it in verse. Whatever a poet is to sing must possess the melancholy that is the riddle of the poet’s own life: it must blossom - and, alas, must pass away. Christian love abides, and precisely in abiding it is. Whatever passes away comes into flower, and whatever comes into flower passes away; but what truly is is not for song. It must be believed and it must be lived.

  


  First Series I · Passage 5

  
    Yet when one says that love is known by the fruits, one also says thereby that love itself, in a certain sense, is hidden, and precisely for that reason is to be known only by the fruits that reveal it. This is indeed the case. Every life, and so also love’s life, is hidden as such, but manifest in something else. The plant’s life is hidden; the fruit is the revelation. Thought has a hidden life; speech is the expression that discloses it. The holy words just read therefore speak of two things, even though only one is spoken of openly. One thought is plainly contained in the statement, while another is contained in it hiddenly.

  


  First Series I · Passage 6

  
    Let us now set both thoughts before us for reflection, as we speak of:

  


  First Series I · Passage 7

  
    The Hidden Life of Love and How Its Fruits Disclose It.

  


  First Series I · Passage 8

  
    What is the source from which love comes? What are its origin and its wellspring? Where does it have its abiding place, from which it goes out? This place is hidden; it is in concealment. Somewhere in a human being’s innermost lies the place from which love’s life proceeds, for “from the heart life goes forth”. But you cannot see it. However deeply you press inward, the origin withdraws into remoteness and concealment. Even at your furthest inward point, it always remains, as it were, a little further in, like the spring’s source, which is further away just when you are nearest to it.

Love issues from this place by many routes; none of them, however, allows you to press back into the hiddenness of its coming-to-be. God inhabits a light from which every world-illuminating ray goes out; yet no one can penetrate back by those ways to behold God, for the ways made by light become darkness when one faces the light itself. So love has its dwelling in concealment, hidden in the innermost.

A spring’s welling flow, with the soft persuasion of its murmur, entices - almost implores - a person to follow its course instead of intruding out of curiosity to find the source and expose its secret; the sunbeam invites a person, with its help, to behold the glory of the world, yet gives warning by striking with blindness the presumptuous person who turns about with inquisitive audacity to discover light’s origin; faith beckons, offering to accompany a human being along the road of life, yet petrifies the overbold person who turns back, presuming to comprehend: in the same way, love wishes and prays that its concealed source and the hidden life within the innermost should remain a secret. No one is to intrude upon it with that same inquisitive audacity and disturb it in order to see what cannot be seen; such curiosity can nevertheless forfeit the joy and blessing that come from it.

Suffering is always most painful when a physician is compelled to penetrate by cutting apart the body’s nobler, and for that very reason hidden, parts. The suffering is likewise most painful - and most ruinous - when someone, rather than rejoicing in love through its manifestations, takes pleasure in probing love to its depths and thereby disturbs it.

  


  First Series I · Passage 9

  
    Love’s hidden life is in the innermost, beyond fathoming, and in turn has an unfathomable connection with existence as a whole. As the still lake is grounded deep in hidden springs that no eye has seen, so human love is grounded more deeply still - in God’s love. If there were no spring at the bottom, if God were not love, neither the little lake nor human love would exist. As the still lake has its dark ground in the deep spring, so human love has its mysterious ground in God’s love. The lake invites you to contemplate it, yet its dark reflection prevents you from seeing through it. In the same way, the mysterious origin of human love in God’s love forbids sight of its ground. Whenever you suppose you have seen that ground, a reflection has deceived you: what merely conceals the deeper ground has appeared to be the ground itself. Think of the cleverly made lid of a secret compartment: precisely so that it may hide the compartment completely, the lid looks like the bottom. In just this way, what only covers a greater depth deceptively appears to be the bottommost ground.

  


  First Series I · Passage 10

  
    Thus love’s life remains hidden; yet its hidden life is movement in itself and contains eternity. However placid the lake may lie, it is in truth flowing water - for is there not a spring at the bottom? In the same way love, however still within its concealment, continues to flow. A lake may dry up should its spring cease; love’s life, by contrast, possesses an eternal spring. This life is fresh and everlasting. No chill can turn it to ice, so great is its inward warmth; no heat can make it languid, so fresh is its coolness. Yet hidden it is. When the Gospel speaks of this life’s recognisability by its fruits, the meaning above all is not that we should unsettle or disturb its concealment, or surrender ourselves to observation and self-examination bent on discovery, which only “grieves the spirit” and retards growth.

  


  First Series I · Passage 11

  
    Yet this hidden life of love can be recognised by its fruits; indeed, love needs to be capable of recognition by them. O, how beautiful that the same thing which signifies the utmost wretchedness also signifies the highest wealth! Need - to feel a need and to be needy - how reluctant a person is to have this said of them. And yet we say something of the highest order when we say that the poet has a need to make poetry, the orator a need to speak, and the young woman a need to love. Ah, how rich was the life even of the neediest person who ever lived, provided they had love, compared with the sole truly poor person: the one who passed through life without ever needing anything.

The young woman’s greatest wealth is precisely that she needs the beloved. For the devout person, the highest and truest riches lie in needing God. Put the question to them. Ask the young woman whether she could be just as happy if she were equally able to do without the beloved; ask the devout person whether they can understand, or can wish, that they might equally well do without God. So also with love’s recognisability by its fruits. When the relation is right, this recognisability is said to “press forward”; once again the expression signifies wealth.

It would indeed be the greatest torment if love itself could harbour this contradiction: commanding love to be kept hidden, commanding it to be made unrecognisable. Would that not resemble a plant which felt within itself the life and blessing of luxuriant growth but dared not let them become known, and so had to keep the blessing as though it were a curse - alas, keep it secret while it inexplicably withered? But matters do not stand so. Even if one definite manifestation of love, even a shoot of the heart, had for love’s sake to be forced back into painful concealment, the same life of love would find another manifestation and would still be recognised by its fruits. O silent martyrs of unhappy erotic love! What you endured in having, for love’s sake, to hide a love may indeed have remained secret and never become known. So great was the love that made this sacrifice. Nevertheless its fruits made your love known; and perhaps the fruits ripened in the quiet fire of hidden pain were precisely the most precious.

  


  First Series I · Passage 12

  
    The tree is recognised by its fruits. It can indeed also be recognised from its leaves, but fruit remains the essential mark. Suppose, then, that the leaves led you to identify a tree as one particular kind, but in fruiting season you discovered that it bore nothing: you would know it was not really the tree it had presented itself as through the leaves. The same is true of love’s recognisability. The apostle John says (1 John 3:18), “My children, let us not love with word or tongue, but in deed and truth.” With what could this love in words and phrases be compared more aptly than with the tree’s leaves? Words, expressions, and the inventions of language may serve as marks of love, but the evidence is uncertain.

Spoken by one person, the same word may be full of meaning and entirely trustworthy; spoken by another, it may amount to no more than the indistinct rustle of foliage. From one mouth the word may resemble the “blessed nourishing grain”; from another it has the sterile loveliness of a leaf. Yet this does not license you to hold back words, any more than you should hide an outward stirring when it is genuine. Doing so may itself be an unloving wrong, like withholding what another person is owed. Your friend, your beloved, your child - or anyone else who is the object of your love - has a claim upon love’s expression in words as well, when love genuinely moves you inwardly. That inward stirring is not your property but the other person’s; its expression is what they are owed, for in the stirring you belong to the person who moves you and become conscious of belonging to them.

When the heart is full, you must not press your lips together and silently injure the other, enviously and loftily depriving that person of what is due. You must let the mouth speak from the heart’s abundance. You must not be ashamed of your feeling, and still less of honestly giving each person what is theirs. But we must not love in words and phrases, nor should we take these as proof of love. Rather, from this sort of fruit - or from the fact that there are only leaves - we should recognise that love has not been given its time to grow. Sirach warns (6:4), “Devour your leaves, and you shall lose your fruits and leave yourself standing as a dry tree.” When words and phrases are love’s only fruit, they show that a person has stripped off the leaves prematurely and so will bear no fruit - not to mention the more terrible possibility that words and phrases sometimes disclose the deceiver. Immature and deceptive love, then, is recognisable by having words and phrases as its only fruit.

  


  First Series I · Passage 13

  
    Some plants, we are told, have to “form a heart”. The same must be said of human love: if it is truly to bear fruit, and thus to be recognised by the fruit, it must first form a heart. Love certainly proceeds from the heart; but let us not hastily forget the eternal truth that love forms the heart. Every person has the fleeting stirrings of an indeterminate heart, but possessing a heart by nature in this sense differs infinitely from forming one in eternity’s sense. And how rare it may be for the eternal to gain such mastery over a person that love becomes enduringly established within them - or forms a heart.

Only when this has happened can love bear its own fruit and thereby become recognisable. For just as love itself cannot be seen, which is why one must believe in it, neither can any particular expression make it known unconditionally and directly. There is no word in human language - not one, not even the holiest - of which we can say: when a person uses this word, love within them is thereby proved without qualification. Indeed, one person may disclose love by saying one thing while another discloses love by saying its opposite. Conversely, identical words may disclose love in one speaker and its absence in another.

Nor is there any deed - not one, not even the best - about which we dare say without qualification: whoever does this proves love by doing it. Everything depends on how the deed is done. Certain deeds are, of course, called “works of love” in a special sense. But giving alms, visiting the widow, and clothing the naked do not by themselves prove or reveal a person’s love. Works of love can be performed unlovingly, even in a manner governed by self-love; when that happens, the deed bearing the name “work of love” is no work belonging to love.

You have surely seen this sorrowful thing often enough; perhaps at times you have caught yourself in it. Every honest person will admit as much, precisely because they are not so unloving and hardened that they overlook what is essential, becoming so intent on what they do that they forget how they do it. Ah, Luther is said to have said that not once in his life had he prayed wholly undisturbed by a distracting thought. In the same way, honest people will admit that, however often, willingly, and gladly they have given alms, frailty has always entered in: perhaps some chance impression distracted them; perhaps they acted with capricious partiality; perhaps they sought to buy themselves free; perhaps their face was turned away - but not in the biblical sense; perhaps the left hand remained unaware - but only through thoughtlessness; perhaps their own sorrow occupied them instead of the poor person’s; perhaps they sought relief by almsgiving rather than seeking to relieve poverty. Thus the deed called a “work of love” failed, in the highest sense, to become a work belonging to love.

Thus, how the word is spoken and, above all, how it is meant; how the deed is done: this is decisive in determining and knowing love by its fruits. Yet here too there is no particular “how” of which it can be said unconditionally that it proves love is present, or proves that love is absent.

  


  First Series I · Passage 14

  
    And yet it remains established that love is to be known by its fruits. The sacred words of the text are not meant to set us busily judging one another. Rather, they admonish the single individual - you, my listener, and me - so that each will not let love become fruitless but will labour for it to be capable of recognition by its fruits, whether those fruits are recognised by others or not. The individual must not labour so that love becomes known by its fruits, but must labour so that it can be known by them. While labouring, each person must watch themselves, lest love’s being recognised become more important than the one essential matter: that love has the fruits and consequently can be known.

One thing is the prudent advice that may be given about caution against deception by others. Something else, and something far more important, is the Gospel’s summons to the single individual: take to heart that the tree is known by its fruits, and that the tree to which the Gospel compares someone is you - or your love. As shrewd discourse would phrase it, the Gospel does not say, “You - or people in general - are to recognise the tree by the fruits.” It says, “The tree is to be recognised by the fruits.” Unfolded, it says: you, reader of this Gospel sentence - you are the tree. The prophet Nathan added to his parable, “You are the man”; the Gospel needs no such addition, for the saying’s grammatical form and its very character as Gospel already contain it. The Gospel’s divine authority never makes one human being the audience for discourse about another - not you, my listener, for discourse about me, nor me for discourse about you. No: when the Gospel speaks, its address is to the single individual. It does not take us human beings - you and me - as its topic; it addresses us, you and me. Its subject is love’s recognisability in the fruits it bears.

  


  First Series I · Passage 15

  
    Suppose, then, that someone - overwrought and fanatical, or hypocritical - were to teach that love is a feeling so hidden that it is too exalted to bear fruit, or hidden in such a way that fruits prove neither for nor against it - indeed, even poisonous fruits prove nothing. We would call to mind the Gospel’s words: “The tree is to be known by the fruits.” We would do so not to attack such people but to defend ourselves against them, remembering that what holds for every Gospel word holds here: “the one who acts accordingly is like a man who builds upon a rock”. When the downpour comes and destroys the exalted frailty of that delicately sensitive love, when the winds blow and beat against hypocrisy’s web, then true love will be recognisable by its fruits.

Truly, love is to be recognisable by its fruits; but it surely does not follow that you must assume the role of the expert. A tree, too, is to be known by its fruits; yet it does not follow that one tree should undertake to pass judgement on the rest. Quite the reverse: the task of each separate tree is to - bear fruit. A person is to fear neither the one who can kill the body nor the hypocrite. Only One is to be feared: God; and there is only one of whom a person should be afraid: themselves.

Truly, no hypocrite has ever deceived one who, in fear and trembling before God, was afraid of themselves. But whoever becomes busy hunting hypocrites, whether the hunt succeeds or not, must take care that this activity is not itself hypocrisy; such discoveries are scarcely fruits of love. True fruit-bearing love, by contrast, discloses any hypocrite who draws near - without the loving person’s willing or seeking it - or at least puts the hypocrite to shame. The loving person may remain unaware of this. The poorest protection against hypocrisy is cleverness; indeed, it is hardly protection at all, but rather a dangerous proximity to hypocrisy. The best protection is love. Love is not merely a defence: it is a gulf that swallows, and through all eternity it has nothing to do with hypocrisy. This too is a fruit by which love becomes known: it keeps the loving person from falling into the hypocrite’s snare.

  


  First Series I · Passage 16

  
    Even granted that love is recognisable by its fruits, let us not, in any relation of love between us, demand impatiently, mistrustfully, and judgementally to see those fruits again and again. This discourse began by developing the claim that one must believe in love; otherwise one does not even notice its existence. The discourse now circles back to that beginning and repeats: believe in love! This is both the first and the last thing to be said about love when one is to know it. At its first occurrence, the claim opposed the brazen rationality that would deny love’s existence. Now, after the recognisability of love by its fruits has been developed, it opposes the morbid, anxious, exacting narrow-heartedness which, in petty and wretched mistrust, insists upon seeing the fruits.

Do not forget: it would be a beautiful, a noble, a holy fruit by which love in you became recognisable if another person’s love bore inferior fruit and your own love enabled you to regard theirs as fairer than it was. Mistrust may truly see less than is there; love may likewise see more.

Do not forget that even when love’s fruits give you joy, when through them you know that love dwells in another person, believing in love is nevertheless more blessed still. Here is a new expression of love’s depth: having learnt to know love by its fruits, one returns to the beginning, and returns to it as to the highest - to believe in love. The fruits do indeed make love’s life manifest; yet that life exceeds any single fruit and exceeds the sum of all its fruits at any one moment. The final, most blessed, unconditionally convincing sign is therefore love itself, known and recognised by the love present in another. What is like is known by like alone. Only one who abides in love is able to know love, just as that person’s love is itself capable of being known.

  


  
  
    Using and citing this discourse

    Preferred reference: Søren Kierkegaard, Works of Love, Patricia Maitland Edition (Galashiels, 2026), First Series I, passage [number].

    Published human scholarly translations are the gold standard and the editions to use for academic quotation and citation.

    Danish source: Søren Kierkegaards Skrifter at the Royal Danish Library.

    The scholarly commentary accompanying Søren Kierkegaards Skrifter, volume K9 was consulted throughout the translation process, particularly for lexical, historical, biblical and allusive questions. It was used as an interpretive aid and source of references, not as a substitute for the Danish text or for human specialist judgement.

  



  Works of Love · First Series II.A

  You Shall Love

  Written by

  Søren Kierkegaard

  Du skal elske

  Matthew 22:39. But the second commandment is like it: you shall love your neighbour as yourself.


  
    Why this is called a discourse

    Kierkegaard called Works of Love ‘Christian deliberations in the form of discourses.’ Unlike textbook chapters, these sustained addresses return to a scriptural or ethical claim from several directions so that reflection may lead to action. ‘Discourse’ also avoids the ecclesiastical authority implied by ‘sermon.’

  
  
    Editorial introduction: before you read

    The command ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself’ begins from a searching presupposition: every person already loves himself. Kierkegaard asks how the command wrests self-love away from us while also teaching us to love ourselves rightly.

The word ‘shall’ is central. Love becomes a duty, not in order to extinguish affection, but to give love constancy beyond mood, preference and change.

  
  
    The discourse

    
  First Series II.A · Passage 1

  
    Every discourse, especially a fragment of one, normally presupposes some point of departure. Anyone who wishes to consider a discourse or statement therefore does well first to identify that presupposition and begin there. Our text likewise contains a presupposition. It appears at the end, yet it is the beginning. When the command says, “You shall love your neighbour as yourself”, it presupposes that every human being loves himself. Christianity begins neither without presuppositions, as those high-flying thinkers claim to do, nor with a flattering one. And can we really deny that Christianity’s presupposition is true?

Yet could anyone misunderstand Christianity as though it taught what worldly shrewdness teaches, unanimously - alas, and for that very reason discordantly - “everyone is closest to himself”? Could anyone suppose that Christianity means to sanction self-love? Its purpose is precisely the opposite: to wrest self-love away from us. Self-love consists in loving oneself; but when one is commanded to love the neighbour “as oneself”, the command works like a lock-pick, forcing open self-love’s lock and wresting self-love from the person.

If the command to love the neighbour were expressed in any other way than by this little phrase “as yourself”, at once so easy to use and yet charged with eternity’s force, it could not master self-love as it does. This “as yourself” does not waver in its aim. With eternity’s immovable judgement it penetrates to the innermost hiding-place where a person loves himself. It leaves self-love not the slightest excuse or avenue of escape.

How remarkable. Long and ingenious discourses might be delivered about how one should love one’s neighbour; yet after hearing them, self-love could still invent an excuse and find a way out. The subject had not been exhausted, every case had not been listed, something had always been forgotten, or had not been stated and described with enough precision or binding force. But “as yourself” - no wrestler can enclose his opponent as this command encloses self-love, leaving it unable to move from the spot.

When self-love has struggled with this phrase, which is so easy to understand that no one need rack his brains over it, it will discover that it has struggled with one stronger than itself. As Jacob limped after wrestling with God, so self-love will be broken if it has wrestled with this phrase. Yet the phrase does not teach a person not to love himself; on the contrary, it teaches him how to love himself rightly.

What struggle is as protracted, terrible, and intricate as self-love’s struggle to defend itself? Yet Christianity decides everything with a single stroke. The whole thing is quick as a turn of the hand; everything is decided, like the resurrection’s eternal decision, “in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye” (1 Corinthians 15:52). Christianity presupposes that a person loves himself and then merely adds, concerning the neighbour, “as yourself”. And yet between the first and the last lies eternity’s change.
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    But is this also the highest? Should it not be possible to love another human being more highly than oneself? This is the language of poetic enthusiasm heard in the world. Could it be that Christianity cannot soar so high and therefore, perhaps because it addresses simple, everyday people, miserably stops at the demand to love the neighbour “as oneself”? In place of the object celebrated by that high-flying love, “a beloved, a friend”, Christianity sets the apparently very unpoetic “neighbour”. Surely no poet has sung of love for the neighbour, any more than of loving “as oneself”. Could this be so?

Or should we concede something to celebrated love in comparison with commanded love, and then offer Christianity the meagre praise of moderation and practical wisdom, as though it stayed sober and fasting close to the earth, perhaps in the spirit of the proverb “love me little and love me long”? Far be this from us.

Christianity knows better than any poet what love is and what it means to love. For that very reason it also knows what may escape the poets: the love they celebrate is secretly self-love, and this explains its intoxicated expression, “to love another human being more highly than oneself”. Erotic love is not yet the eternal; it is the beautiful vertigo of infinity, and its highest expression is the audacity of mystery. Hence it ventures the still more dizzying expression, “to love a human being more highly than God”. This audacity delights the poet beyond measure, sounds sweet in his ear, and inspires him to song. Alas, Christianity teaches that it is blasphemy.

What applies to erotic love applies also to friendship insofar as friendship too belongs to preference: it loves this one human being before all others and in opposition to all others. The objects of erotic love and friendship therefore bear the names of preference, “the beloved” and “the friend”, who are loved in contrast with the whole world. Christian teaching, by contrast, is to love the neighbour: to love the whole human race, every human being, even the enemy, making no exception either for preference or for aversion.

  


  First Series II.A · Passage 3

  
    There is only One whom a human being, with eternity’s truth, can love more highly than himself: God. Therefore it is not said, “You shall love God as yourself”; it is said, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” A human being shall love God in unconditional obedience and adore him in love.

It is ungodliness if any human being dares to love himself in this way, or dares to love another human being in this way, or dares to permit another human being to love him in this way. If the beloved or the friend asked something of you which, precisely because you loved honestly, you had anxiously considered to be harmful to him, then you would bear responsibility if you loved by obeying instead of loving by refusing the fulfilment of the wish. But God you shall love in unconditional obedience, even if what he requires of you should seem to you harmful to yourself, indeed harmful to his cause. God’s wisdom is beyond comparison with yours, and God’s governance is not responsible to your prudence. You have simply, lovingly, to obey.

A human being, by contrast, you shall love only... But no, that is the highest: a human being you shall love as yourself. If you can see his good better than he can, you have no excuse in saying that the harmful thing was his own wish, what he himself asked for. If this were not so, then there could indeed be talk of loving another human being more highly than oneself, for that would mean obediently doing what he demanded, or adoringly doing what he wished, despite your insight that it was harmful to him. But precisely this you are not permitted to do. You bear the responsibility if you do it, just as the other bears responsibility if in this way he wants to misuse his relation to you.
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    Therefore: “as yourself.” If the craftiest deceiver who ever lived - or one still craftier than any who has lived - wanted, if possible, to make the law use many words and become prolix, for then the deceiver would soon have won, and if year after year he kept “tempting” the “royal law” by asking, “How shall I love my neighbour?”, the terse command would go on repeating unchanged the short phrase “as yourself.” And if some deceiver spent his whole life deceiving himself through every kind of prolixity about this matter, eternity need only hold before him the law’s brief word: “as yourself.”

Truly, no one can escape the command. If “as yourself” presses as close upon self-love as possible, then “the neighbour” is likewise a determination that presses upon self-love with the greatest possible danger. Self-love itself sees that it is impossible to wriggle away. Its only escape is the one the Pharisee attempted in order to justify himself: to make it doubtful who one’s neighbour is - in order to get him out of one’s life.
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    Who, then, is one’s neighbour? The word is plainly formed from “nearest”; so the neighbour is the one who is nearer to you than all others, though not in the sense of preference. To love the one who in the sense of preference is nearer than all others is self-love: “Do not even the pagans do the same?” The neighbour, then, is nearer to you than all others. But is he also nearer to you than you are to yourself? No, he is not; but he is precisely, or he shall precisely be, just as near to you.

The concept “neighbour” is really the redoubling of your own self. “The neighbour” is what thinkers would call the other, that by which the selfishness in self-love is to be tested. In this respect, for the sake of the thought, the neighbour does not even need to exist. If a human being lived on a desert island, and formed his mind according to the command, then by renouncing self-love he could be said to love the neighbour.

It is true that “the neighbour” is in itself a multiplicity, for “the neighbour” means “all human beings”; and yet in another sense one human being is enough for you to practise the law. For, in the selfish sense, it is impossible for two people consciously to share in being a self; self-love must have that to itself. Nor are three needed. If there are two, that is, if there is one other human being whom you love in the Christian sense “as yourself”, or in whom you love “the neighbour”, then you love all human beings.

What the selfish absolutely cannot tolerate is redoubling, and the command’s word “as yourself” is precisely the redoubling. The one burning with erotic love cannot, on the basis or in the power of this burning, tolerate the redoubling that here would mean giving up erotic love if the beloved required this. The lover therefore does not love the beloved “as himself”, for he is demanding; but this “as himself” contains precisely the demand upon him. Ah, and yet the lover even thinks he loves the other human being more highly than himself.
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    “The neighbour” thus presses as close upon self-love as possible. If there are only two human beings, the other is the neighbour. If there are millions, each is the neighbour, who again is nearer than “the friend” and “the beloved”, insofar as these, as objects of preference, quietly make common cause with self-love within a person.

That the neighbour exists and is so near to one is generally known well enough when one thinks one has rights in relation to him, when one thinks one can demand something of him. If someone in this sense asks, “Who is my neighbour?”, then Christ’s answer to the Pharisee contains the answer in a distinctive way, for in the answer the question is first really made into its opposite, by which is indicated how a human being ought to ask.

After telling the parable of the merciful Samaritan, Christ says to the Pharisee: “Which of these three do you think was neighbour to the man who fell among robbers?” The Pharisee answers correctly, “the one who showed mercy to him.” That is, by acknowledging your duty you easily discover who your neighbour is. The one to whom I have the duty is my neighbour; and when I fulfil my duty I show that I am the neighbour.

Christ does not speak about knowing the neighbour, but about oneself becoming the neighbour, proving oneself to be the neighbour, as the Samaritan proved it by his mercy. By mercy he did not prove that the assaulted man was his neighbour; he proved that he was the assaulted man’s neighbour. The Levite and the priest were, in a nearer sense, the assaulted man’s neighbours, but they wanted to know nothing about it. The Samaritan, by contrast, though prejudice had occasioned misunderstanding, rightly understood that he was the assaulted man’s neighbour. To choose a beloved, to find a friend, yes, that is a lengthy work; but the neighbour is easy to know, easy to find, if only one is willing oneself to acknowledge one’s duty.
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    The command sounded thus: “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” But when the command is understood rightly, it also says the reverse: you shall love yourself in the right way. If someone will not learn from Christianity to love himself in the right way, neither can he love the neighbour. He may perhaps, as people say, “in life and death”, hold together with another or several other human beings, but this is by no means to love the neighbour.

To love oneself in the right way and to love the neighbour correspond completely to one another; at bottom they are one and the same. When the law’s “as yourself” has wrested from you the self-love that Christianity, sadly enough, must presuppose in every human being, then you have precisely learned to love yourself. The law is therefore: you shall love yourself as you love the neighbour, when you love him as yourself.

Anyone with some knowledge of human beings will surely admit that, as often as he has wished he could move them to give up self-love, he has also often had to wish, if it were possible, to teach them to love themselves. When the busy person wastes his time and strength in the service of vain and insignificant pursuits, is this not because he has not learned rightly to love himself? When the frivolous person gives himself away almost as nothing in the fool’s play of the moment, is this not because he has no understanding of rightly loving himself? When the melancholy person wishes to be rid of life, yes, of himself, is this not because he will not learn strictly and earnestly to love himself?

When a human being, because the world or another person has faithlessly betrayed him, gives himself over to despair, what is his guilt - since we are not speaking here of his innocent suffering - except that he does not love himself in the right way? When a person imagines, in self-torment, that he serves God by tormenting himself, what is his sin except refusing to love himself rightly? Alas, and when a person presumptuously lays hands on himself, is this not precisely his sin: that he does not rightly love himself in the sense in which a human being shall love himself?

O, there is so much talk in the world of betrayal and faithlessness - and God help us, unfortunately it is only too true. But amid it all let us never forget that the most dangerous betrayer is the one every human being carries within himself. This betrayal, whether it consists in selfishly loving oneself or in selfishly refusing to love oneself in the right way, is indeed a secret. It occasions none of the outcry raised by other betrayals and acts of faithlessness. But is it not for that very reason all the more important to be reminded again and again of Christianity’s teaching: a human being shall love his neighbour as himself, that is, as he shall love himself.

  


  First Series II.A · Passage 8

  
    The commandment concerning love of the neighbour therefore speaks in the single phrase “as yourself” both of this love and of love of oneself. The introduction has now reached the subject of this consideration. Yet love of neighbour and love of self become identical in meaning not only through “as yourself”; still more decisive is “you shall”. This is what we shall now consider:
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    You shall love,
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    for this is precisely the mark of Christian love and its distinctive character: it contains this apparent contradiction, that to love is duty.
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    You shall love: this is the word of the “royal law”. And truly, my listener, if you can imagine what shape the world had before this word was spoken, or if you try to understand yourself and attend to the lives and dispositions of those who call themselves Christians but really live within pagan conceptions, then before this Christian truth, as before everything Christian, you will humbly confess with the wonder of faith that such a thing did not arise in any human heart.

Now it has been commanded throughout Christianity’s eighteen centuries, and before that in Judaism. Everyone has been instructed in it and, spiritually speaking, has almost been led to forget that it is a gift, like someone raised in a prosperous home who forgets that daily bread is a gift. Christian truth is often despised by those raised in it in favour of every kind of novelty, just as someone who has never been hungry despises wholesome food in favour of sweets. Christianity is presupposed as known and given, merely alluded to so that one may move on. Everyone can now say the words without further ado. Alas, how seldom they are attended to. How seldom does a Christian dwell earnestly and gratefully on what his condition would have been if Christianity had not entered the world.

What courage would be needed to say for the first time, “You shall love”; or rather, what divine authority would be needed to overturn with this word the natural human being’s ideas and concepts. Where human language stops and courage fails, at that boundary revelation breaks forth from its divine origin and proclaims what is not difficult to understand because of profundity or human comparison, but what nevertheless arose in no human heart. Once spoken, it is not really difficult to understand, and it is meant to be understood only in order to be practised; but it arose in no human heart.

Take a pagan who has not been spoiled by learning thoughtlessly to rattle off Christian language, or by the delusion that he is a Christian. The command “You shall love” will not merely astonish him; it will provoke him and become a stumbling block. Precisely what marks the Christian applies to this command of love: “Everything has become new.” The command is not new by accident, not a novelty for curiosity, not simply something recent within time. Love existed in paganism too. But that one shall love is eternity’s change, and everything has become new.

What a difference there is between the play of forces belonging to feeling, drive, inclination, and passion - in short, to immediacy - the glory poetry celebrates in smiles or tears, in desire or longing, and the seriousness of eternity and command, in spirit and truth, sincerity and self-denial.
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    But human ingratitude, oh, what a short memory it has. Because the highest is now offered to everyone, people take it as nothing, notice nothing about it, still less properly account for its precious character, as though the highest lost something by everyone having or being able to have the same thing.

If a family possesses some costly treasure connected with a particular event, parents tell the children from generation to generation, and the children again their children, how it happened. But because Christianity has now through so many centuries become the possession of the whole race, should all speech therefore fall silent about what change of eternity takes place in the world with Christianity? Is not every generation equally near, that is, equally obligated to make this clear to itself? Is the change less remarkable because it was eighteen centuries ago? Has it also now become less remarkable that God exists because for several millennia there have lived generations who believed in him? Has it therefore become less remarkable to me, if indeed I believe it?

And for the one who lives in our time, was it eighteen centuries ago that he became Christian, because it is eighteen centuries since Christianity entered the world? If it was not quite so long ago, then surely he must be able to remember how he was before he became Christian, and therefore know what change took place in him, if the change did indeed take place in him that he became Christian. Thus there is no need for world-historical descriptions of paganism, as though paganism’s downfall were eighteen centuries ago. For it is surely not quite so long ago, since both you, my listener, and I have been pagans, have been so, yes, if indeed we have become Christians.
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    And this is precisely the saddest and most ungodly kind of deception: by lack of appreciation to let oneself be deceived out of the highest, which one thinks one possesses, and behold, one does not possess it after all. For what is the highest possession, what is the possession of everything, if I never receive the right impression that I possess it, and of what it is I possess?

Because the one who has earthly goods, according to the Bible’s word, is to be as one who does not have them, is it therefore also right in relation to the highest to have it and yet be as one who does not have it? No, let us not be deceived by the question, as though it were possible to have the highest in that way. Let us consider that it is an impossibility. Earthly goods are the indifferent, and therefore Scripture teaches that when they are possessed they should be possessed as the indifferent. But the highest neither can nor shall be possessed as the indifferent.

Earthly goods are in an outward sense an actuality; therefore one can possess them while being as one who does not have them. But the goods of the spirit are only inwardly, are only in the possession; and therefore, if one really possesses them, one cannot be as one who does not possess them. On the contrary, if one is such a person, one precisely does not possess them. If someone thinks he has faith and yet is indifferent to this possession, neither cold nor warm, then he may be certain that he does not have faith. If someone thinks he is Christian and yet is indifferent to being so, then truly he is not Christian either. Or what would we judge of a person who assured us he was in love, and also that it was a matter of indifference to him?
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    Let us therefore never, here or whenever we speak of Christianity, forget its originality: it arose in no human heart. Nor should we forget to speak of it with the originality of faith. Wherever faith exists in a person, that person does not believe because others have believed, but because he too has been gripped by what gripped countless people before him, no less originally for all that.

A craftsman’s tool grows blunt through the years; a spring loses its tension and slackens. But what possesses eternity’s force retains it wholly unchanged through every age. When a testing machine has been used for a long time, even the weak may eventually pass its test. Eternity’s measure of strength, by which every human being is tested as to whether he will have faith, remains wholly unchanged through every age.

When Christ says, “Beware of human beings” (Matthew 10:17), is this not also included: beware lest through human beings - through constant comparison with others, habit, and outwardness - you let the highest be tricked away from you? A deceiver’s schemes are not so dangerous and are more easily noticed. The terrible danger is to possess the highest within a kind of indifferent commonality, in the sluggishness of habit, indeed in a habitual sluggishness that substitutes the human race for the single individuals, makes the race the recipient, and supposes the individuals to participate automatically.

The highest is not to be treated as private spoil. You are not to have it for yourself selfishly, for what you alone can possess is never the highest. Yet even though in the deepest sense you share the highest with everyone - and the highest is precisely what can be shared with everyone - you must still possess it personally in faith. You must retain it while perhaps everyone else retains it too, and also if everyone else abandons it.

Beware of human beings in this respect too. Be wise as serpents so that you may preserve faith’s secret for yourself, even while hoping, wishing, and working that everyone will do as you do. Be simple as doves, for faith is precisely this simplicity. Do not use shrewdness to turn faith into something else; use it wisely in relation to other people in order to guard faith’s secret within you.

Does a watchword cease to be secret merely because every person knows it individually, when it is entrusted to each and preserved by each as a secret? The watchword may be one thing today and another tomorrow, but the essence of faith is to be a secret, to belong to the single individual. Unless each single individual preserves it as a secret, even while confessing it, he does not believe.

Is it perhaps a defect in faith that it is, remains, and must remain a secret? Is falling in love any different? Are not precisely the fleeting stirrings those that become visible at once and therefore disappear just as quickly, while the deep impression always preserves its secret? We even say, and rightly, that falling in love which does not make a person secretive is not true falling in love.

The secretiveness of falling in love may be an image of faith; but the hidden person’s incorruptible inwardness in faith is life itself. The one who, wise as a serpent, guards himself against human beings so that, simple as a dove, he can “preserve the secret of faith”, also has, as Scripture says, “salt in himself” (Mark 9:50). If he does not guard himself against human beings, the salt loses its strength; with what then shall it be salted? And even if the secret of a love affair has sometimes brought a person to ruin, faith is eternally and always the saving secret.

Consider the woman with the issue of blood. She did not force her way forward to touch Christ’s clothing or tell others what she intended and believed. She said very softly to herself, “If I only touch the hem of his garment, I shall be healed.” She kept that secret to herself. It was faith’s secret, which saved her both temporally and eternally. You can keep this secret with you even when you openly confess the faith; and when you lie powerless on a sickbed, unable to move a limb or even your tongue, you can still have this secret with you.
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    The originality of faith corresponds in turn to the originality of Christianity. Lengthy descriptions of paganism, its errors, and its distinctive character are unnecessary; the marks of Christianity are contained within Christianity itself. Make the experiment. Forget Christianity for a moment. Think of whatever else you know about love, reflect on what you have read in the poets and what you can discover for yourself, and then say whether it ever occurred to you to think: you shall love.

Be honest. Or, so that this does not trouble you, I shall honestly admit that many, many times in my life it has filled me with startled wonder. At times it has seemed to me that love lost everything by this, although it gains everything. Be honest and admit that, for most people, the poets’ glowing descriptions of erotic love or friendship perhaps seem far higher than the poor phrase “You shall love”.
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    “You shall love.” Only when it is a duty to love, only then is love made secure for eternity against every change; set eternally free in blessed independence; eternally and joyfully safeguarded against despair.

  


  First Series II.A · Passage 17

  
    However glad, happy, and indescribably trusting the love of drive and inclination - immediate love as such - may be, precisely at its most beautiful moment it feels a need, if possible, to bind itself still more firmly. The two therefore swear fidelity or friendship to one another. At our most solemn we do not say of two people, “they love one another”; we say, “they swore fidelity to one another” or “they swore friendship to one another”.

But by what does this love swear? We need not distract ourselves by recalling all the different things invoked by this love’s spokesmen, the poets, at the ceremony. In relation to this love, the poet receives the vow from the two, unites them, prompts their oath, and has them swear. In short, the poet is the priest.

Does this love swear by something higher than itself? No. This is precisely the beautiful, moving, mysterious, poetic misunderstanding: the two do not discover it themselves, and the poet is their one beloved confidant precisely because he does not discover it either. When this love swears, it gives meaning to the very thing by which it swears. Love itself casts splendour over it. Love therefore not only fails to swear by something higher; it actually swears by something lower than itself.

So indescribably rich is this love in its lovable misunderstanding. Since it regards itself as infinite wealth and unlimited trustworthiness, when it wishes to swear it comes to swear by something lower, without discovering this itself. Its oath, intended and sincerely believed to be the highest seriousness, is therefore nevertheless the most charming jest.

The poet, that mysterious friend whose perfect intimacy is the highest understanding this love knows, does not understand it either. Yet it is easy to understand that a true oath must be sworn by something higher, so that God in heaven alone can truly swear by himself. The poet cannot understand this as poet. The individual who is a poet may understand it, but not insofar as he is a poet; “the poet” cannot understand it. The poet can understand everything in riddles and explain everything marvellously in riddles, but he cannot understand himself or understand that he is himself a riddle.

If forced to understand, then, unless he became angry and embittered, he would say sorrowfully: “Would that no one had forced this understanding upon me. It disturbs what is most beautiful to me; it disturbs my life, yet I can make no use of it.” To this extent the poet is right, for true understanding would settle the question of life for his existence. There are therefore two riddles: first, the love of the two; second, the poet’s explanation of it, or the fact that the explanation itself is also a riddle.
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    Thus this love swears, and then the two add to the oath that they will love one another “for ever”. If this is not added, the poet does not unite the two; he turns indifferently away from such temporal love, or turns mockingly against it, while he belongs for ever to that eternal love. There are therefore really two unions: first the two who will love one another for ever, and then the poet who will belong to the two for ever.

The poet is right that when two human beings do not want to love one another for ever, their love is not worth speaking of, still less worth singing. But the poet does not notice the misunderstanding: that by their love the two swear that they will love one another for ever, instead of by eternity swearing love to one another. Eternity is the higher thing. If one is to swear, one must swear by the higher; but if one is to swear by eternity, one swears by duty, “that one shall love.”

Ah, but the poet, the darling of lovers, himself even rarer than the two true lovers whom his longing seeks, himself the wonder of lovableness, is also like the pampered child. He cannot bear this “shall”; as soon as it is said, he either becomes impatient or begins to weep.
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    Immediate love does have the eternal within it in the beautiful sense of imagination, but it is not consciously grounded upon the eternal and can therefore change. Even if it does not change, it can change, for it belongs to happiness; and of happiness it is true, as of everything happy, what cannot be thought without melancholy when one thinks of the eternal: “Happiness is, once it has been.”

So long as happiness continued or existed, change remained possible. Only once it has passed can one say that it continued. “Call no one happy while he lives”, for while he lives his happiness can change. Only after he is dead, if happiness never left him while he lived, does it become clear that he - was happy.

Whatever merely exists without having undergone change always has change outside itself. Change can enter at any time, even at the final moment. Only when life is finished can one say: change did not come - or perhaps it did. What has undergone no change may possess continuance, but it does not possess constancy. Insofar as it continues, it exists; but insofar as it has not gained constancy through change, it cannot become contemporary with itself. It remains either happily unaware of this misrelation or attuned to melancholy.

Only the eternal can be, become, and remain contemporary with every time. Temporality, by contrast, separates within itself: the present cannot become contemporary with the future, the future with the past, or the past with the present. But of what has gained constancy by undergoing change, one may say not only afterwards, “it continued”, but “it continued while it was continuing”. This is security, a relation wholly different from happiness.

When love undergoes eternity’s change by becoming duty, it gains constancy, and its continuance follows of itself. It does not follow that whatever continues at this moment will continue in the next; but it does follow that what is constant continues.

We say that something stands its test and praise it when it does. Yet this language concerns the imperfect. The constancy of what is constant neither needs nor can disclose itself by standing a test: it is already constant. Only what is perishable can acquire the appearance of constancy by enduring a test. No one would therefore say that assayed silver must prove itself through the years; it is already assayed silver.

So it is with love. Love that has mere continuance, however happy, blissful, trusting, or poetic it may be, must still stand its test through the years. But love that has undergone eternity’s change by becoming duty has gained constancy; it is assayed silver.

Does that make it less applicable or useful in life? Is assayed silver less useful? Certainly not. Language instinctively, and thought consciously, honour assayed silver in a distinctive way: we simply say that it is used. We do not speak of testing it or insult it by proposing a test, because we know in advance that assayed silver will stand. With a less reliable alloy, by contrast, we must become more intrusive and speak less simply, almost ambiguously saying two things: “we use it, and while using it we also test it”, since it remains possible that it may change.
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    Only when it is a duty to love is love made eternally secure. Eternity’s security drives out all anxiety and makes love perfect, perfectly secure. Love that has only continuance, however trusting it may be, still contains anxiety about the possibility of change. Neither it nor the poet understands this as anxiety, because the anxiety is hidden. Yet the burning longing is precisely the expression by which the anxiety hidden at the ground becomes known.

Why else is immediate love so inclined, indeed so enamoured of putting love to the test? Because love has not, by becoming duty, undergone “the test” in the deepest sense. Hence the sweet unrest, as the poet calls it, that wants to devise ever more audacious tests. The lover wants to test the beloved; the friend wants to test the friend. The test certainly has its ground in love, but this fiercely burning desire to test, this longing to be put to the test, reveals that love is insecure without knowing it.

Here again immediate love and the poet’s explanation contain a mysterious misunderstanding. The lovers and the poet suppose that the desire to test love expresses its security. But does it? We do not wish to test what is indifferent to us, certainly; but it does not follow that wishing to test what we love expresses security. The two love one another, love one another for ever, and are so certain that they - test it. Is this the highest certainty? Is the relation not the same as when love swears, yet swears by something lower than love? The lovers’ highest expression of their love’s constancy therefore reveals that it has only continuance, for what has only continuance is precisely what is tested and put to the test.

When it is a duty to love, no test is needed, nor any insulting audacity that insists upon testing. Love is higher than every test; it has already more than stood the test, in the same sense that faith “more than conquers”. Testing always concerns possibility: what is tested may fail.

If someone wished to test whether he had faith, or to test his way into faith, he would really be preventing himself from gaining faith. He would throw himself into a longing’s unrest in which faith is never won, for “you shall believe”. If a believer asked God to put his faith to the test, this would not show that he possessed faith to an extraordinary degree. That is a poetic misunderstanding. Indeed, it is already a misunderstanding to speak of an “extraordinary” degree of faith, since its proper measure is precisely the highest. Such a request would show that he did not yet have faith completely, for “you shall believe”.

No higher security has ever been found, and eternity’s rest has never been found anywhere but in this “shall”. However blissful it may seem, “to test” is an unrestful thought, and unrest tries to persuade you that testing yields higher assurance. Testing is endlessly inventive and inexhaustible, just as shrewdness can never calculate every possible case. Faith, by contrast, as the earnest person says so well, “has calculated every case”. When one shall, the matter is decided for eternity; and when you are willing to understand that you shall love, your love is made eternally secure.
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    And by this “shall” love is also eternally secured against every change. For the love that merely has continuance can change; it can change in itself, and it can change away from itself.
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    Immediate love can change in itself; it can change into its opposite, into hatred. Hatred is a love that has become its opposite, a love that has gone to ruin. Down in the ground love is still burning, but the flame is hatred’s. Only when love is burned out is the flame of hatred also extinguished. As it is said of the tongue that “it is the same tongue with which we bless and curse”, so one must also say that it is the same love that loves and hates. But precisely because it is the same love, it is not in eternity’s sense the true love that remains unchanged the same, while immediate love, when changed, is still at bottom the same.

True love, which underwent eternity’s change by becoming duty, never changes. It is simple; it loves and never hates, never hates the beloved. It might seem as though immediate love were stronger because it can do the double thing, because it can both love and hate. It might seem to have quite another power over its object when it says, “If you will not love me, then I will hate you.” Yet this is only a deception of the senses. Is changeability a stronger power than unchangeability? Who is the stronger: the one who says, “If you will not love me, then I will hate you”, or the one who says, “If you will hate me, then I will nevertheless continue to love you”? Certainly it is dreadful and terrible that love changes into hatred; but for whom is it really terrible, if not for the person concerned, to whom it happened that his love changed into hatred?
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    Immediate love can change within itself. By self-ignition it can become jealousy, passing from the greatest happiness into the greatest torment. However great its delight, the heat of immediate love is so dangerous that it can readily become a sickness. The immediate is like something fermenting. It is called fermenting precisely because it has not yet undergone a change and has therefore not separated out the poison that is nevertheless the glowing element within it. If love ignites itself with this poison instead of separating it out, jealousy arises. Alas, the Danish word Iversyge says it itself: a zeal to become sick, a sickness of zeal.

The jealous person does not hate love’s object, far from it; but he torments himself with the fire of reciprocal love that ought to purify and cleanse his love. Almost pleadingly he catches every ray of love in the beloved, but gathers them all through jealousy’s burning glass upon his own love and slowly consumes himself.

Love that has undergone eternity’s change by becoming duty knows no jealousy. It does not merely love in proportion as it is loved; it loves. Jealousy loves as it is loved. Tormented by anxiety over whether it is loved, jealousy is as jealous of its own love - whether it is disproportionate to the other’s indifference - as it is of the other’s expressions of love. Absorbed in anxious concern with itself, it dares neither fully to trust the beloved nor fully to surrender, lest it give too much. It continually burns itself, as one burns oneself upon something that is not hot except through the anxiety of the touch. Comparison is the self-ignition.

Immediate love may seem to contain a wholly different fire because it can become jealousy. Alas, this fire is precisely the terrible thing. Jealousy may seem to hold its object far more securely, watching it with a hundred eyes while simple love appears to have only one eye for its love. But is dispersion stronger than unity? Is a torn heart stronger than one that is full and undivided? Does an incessantly anxious grasp hold its object more firmly than the united powers of simplicity?

How, then, is simple love secured against jealousy? By not loving comparatively. It does not begin with an immediate preferential love; it loves. Therefore it can never come to love sickly and by comparison; it loves.
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    Immediate love can change away from itself; it can change through the years, as is often seen. Love then loses its fire, joy, delight, originality, and fresh life. As a river springing from rock may further on weaken into the sluggishness of stagnant water, love weakens into the lukewarmness and indifference of habit.

Of all enemies habit is perhaps the most cunning, and above all cunning enough never to let itself be seen. Whoever sees habit is saved from it. Habit is unlike other enemies that one sees and resists in open struggle. The real struggle is with oneself, to bring habit into view.

There is a predatory animal notorious for its cunning that stealthily attacks sleepers. As it sucks the sleeper’s blood, it fans him with cool air and makes his sleep still more pleasant. So it is with habit - or habit is worse. That animal seeks its prey among sleepers but has no means of lulling the wakeful to sleep. Habit does. It steals upon a person and lulls him to sleep; then it sucks the sleeper’s blood while fanning him with cool air and making his sleep more pleasant.

Thus immediate love can change away from itself and become unrecognisable, for hatred and jealousy can still be recognised as forms of love. Sometimes, as when a dream passes and is forgotten, a person notices that habit has changed him. He wishes to put matters right but does not know where to buy new oil with which to rekindle love. He becomes despondent, vexed, tired of himself and his love, tired of its wretched condition, tired of being unable to change it. Alas, he failed to attend to eternity’s change in time and has now even lost the capacity to endure the cure.

We sometimes see with sorrow a person who once lived in prosperity and has now become poor. Yet how much sadder it is to see a love changed into this almost repulsive condition.

If love has undergone eternity’s change by becoming duty, it knows no habit; habit can never gain power over it. As it is said of eternal life that there will be no sighing and no tears, one might add: and no habit. Truly, this is no less glorious a claim.

If you wish to save your soul or your love from habit’s cunning, people may tell you there are many ways to remain awake and secure, but there is only one: eternity’s “shall”. Let a hundred cannons thunder three times a day to remind you to resist habit’s power. Like that mighty emperor in the East, keep a slave to remind you daily; keep a hundred. Have a friend remind you whenever he sees you, a wife remind you lovingly morning and evening. But take care that even this does not become a habit.

You can become so accustomed to a hundred cannons that, while sitting at table, you hear the smallest triviality far more clearly than the thunder you have grown used to. You can become accustomed to a hundred slaves reminding you every day, until you no longer hear them because habit has given you the ear with which one hears and yet does not hear.

Only eternity’s “You shall”, together with the hearing ear that wills to hear this “shall”, can save you from habit. Habit is the saddest change; and, on the other hand, one can become accustomed to every change. Only the eternal, and therefore what has undergone eternity’s change by becoming duty, is unchangeable; and precisely what is unchangeable cannot become habit.

However firmly a habit establishes itself, it never becomes the unchangeable, even if the person becomes incorrigible. Habit is always what ought to be changed; the unchangeable is what neither can nor should be changed. The eternal never grows old and never becomes habit.
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    Only when it is a duty to love is love set eternally free in blessed independence. But is immediate love not free? Does the lover not find his freedom precisely in love? And, on the other hand, does this discourse intend to commend self-love’s comfortless independence, which became independent because it lacked the courage to bind itself and so became dependent upon its cowardice? That comfortless independence drifts because it found no abiding-place and resembles “one who wanders here and there, an armed robber lodging wherever night overtakes him”; it proudly bears no chains - at least none that can be seen. Far from it.

The preceding discourse recalled that the expression of the highest wealth is to have a need. In the same way, the true expression of freedom is that freedom becomes a need within the free person. The one for whom love is a need surely feels free in his love; and precisely the one who feels wholly dependent, as though he would lose everything by losing the beloved, is independent - on one condition: that he does not confuse love with possession of the beloved.

If someone said, “either love or die”, meaning that a life without loving was not worth living, we would entirely agree. But if “love” meant possessing the beloved - either possess the beloved or die, either win this friend or die - then we would have to say that such love is dependent in an untrue sense.

Whenever love, in relating to its object, does not also relate just as much to itself, though it is wholly dependent, it is dependent in an untrue sense. The law of its existence lies outside itself; it therefore depends in a perishable, earthly, temporal sense. But love that has undergone eternity’s change by becoming duty, and loves because it shall love, is independent. The law of its existence lies within love’s own relation to the eternal.

Such love can never become dependent in the untrue sense, for it depends only upon duty, and duty is the one liberating power. Immediate love makes a person free and in the next moment dependent. It resembles a person’s coming into being: by becoming a “self” he becomes free, yet in the next moment he depends upon this self. Duty, by contrast, makes a person dependent and in the same moment eternally independent.

“Only the law can give freedom.” We so often imagine that freedom exists first and law then binds it. The reverse is true: without law freedom does not exist at all; law gives freedom. We also imagine that law creates difference, since without law there would be no difference. Again the reverse is true: when law makes distinctions, it is precisely law that makes everyone equal before the law.
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    Thus this “shall” sets love free in blessed independence. Such love does not stand and fall with the contingency of its object; it stands and falls with eternity’s law, and therefore never falls. It depends neither on this nor on that, but only upon the one liberating power, and is therefore eternally independent. No other independence can compare with this.

The world sometimes praises a proud independence that claims to feel no need to be loved, while still saying that it “needs other human beings, not to be loved by them, but in order to love them, so as to have someone to love”. How false this independence is. It feels no need to be loved, yet it needs someone to love; it therefore needs another person in order to satisfy its proud sense of self. It is like vanity, which thinks it can do without the world but still needs the world to know that vanity does not need it.

Love that has undergone eternity’s change by becoming duty certainly feels a need to be loved, and this need together with the “shall” forms an eternally harmonious accord. Yet, if it must, it can do without being loved while continuing to love: is this not independence? This independence depends only upon love itself through eternity’s “shall”. It depends on nothing else, and therefore not upon love’s object when that object proves to be something other than it seemed.

This does not mean that independent love then ceases and changes into proud self-satisfaction; that would be dependence. No, love remains: this is independence. Unchangeability is true independence. Every change - whether weakness collapses or pride holds its head high, whether it sighs or is self-satisfied - is dependence.

If, when the other says, “I can no longer love you”, someone proudly answers, “Then I can stop loving you too”, is that independence? It is dependence, for whether he continues to love depends upon whether the other will love him. But the one who answers, “Then I shall nevertheless continue to love you”, has a love eternally set free in blessed independence. He does not say this proudly, dependent upon his pride, but humbly, humbling himself beneath eternity’s “shall”. Precisely for that reason he is independent.
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    Only when it is a duty to love is love eternally and joyfully safeguarded against despair. Immediate love can become unhappy and fall into despair. This may again seem to express its strength, as though it possessed the power of despair. But this is only appearance. The power of despair, however much it is praised, is impotence; its highest point is precisely its downfall.

That immediate love can despair shows that it is already despairing. Even in happiness it loves with the powers of despair, loving another human being “more highly than itself, more highly than God”. Of despair one must say: only one who is despairing can despair. When immediate love despairs over misfortune, it merely becomes manifest that it was despairing, that it had been despairing even in happiness.

Despair consists in relating oneself with infinite passion to a single finite thing; if one is not despairing, infinite passion can be directed only towards the eternal. Immediate love is therefore despairing. When it becomes happy, as people say, its despair is hidden from it; when it becomes unhappy, what it was becomes manifest.

Love that has undergone eternity’s change by becoming duty can never despair precisely because it is not despairing. Despair is not something that simply happens to a person, an event like happiness or misfortune. It is a misrelation in the innermost being. No fate or event can reach so far or so deep; an event can only make manifest that the misrelation was already there.

There is therefore only one security against despair: to undergo eternity’s change through duty’s “shall”. Everyone who has not undergone this change is despairing. Happiness and prosperity may cover it over; misfortune and adversity do not, as the person imagines, make him despairing, but reveal that he already was. To speak otherwise is frivolously to confuse the highest concepts.

Misfortune does not make a person despairing; the lack of the eternal does. Despair is to lack the eternal; despair is not to have undergone eternity’s change through duty’s “shall”. Despair is therefore not the loss of the beloved. That is misfortune, pain, and suffering. Despair is the lack of the eternal.

  


  First Series II.A · Passage 28

  
    How, then, is the love commanded by the law safeguarded against despair? Quite simply, by the command itself, by “You shall love.” First and foremost this means that you may not love in such a way that losing the beloved would reveal you to have been despairing. You may not love despairingly.

Does this forbid love? By no means. It would be strange if the command “You shall love” forbade love by commanding it. The command forbids only loving in a way that has not been commanded. In its essence the command is not prohibitive but affirmative: you shall love.

The commandment of love does not guard against despair with weak, lukewarm consolations about not taking anything too much to heart. Is such wretched prudence, which “has ceased to grieve”, any less despairing than the lover’s despair? Is it not an even worse kind of despair? No, the commandment of love forbids despair by commanding love.

Who could have such courage without eternity? Who but eternity is entitled to say this “shall”, commanding love at the very moment when love wishes to despair over its misfortune? Where could such a command have its home except in eternity? When temporality has made possession of the beloved impossible, eternity says, “You shall love”. Eternity saves love from despair precisely by making it eternal.

Let death separate the two. When the survivor is about to sink into despair, what can help? Temporal help would itself be a still sadder form of despair; but eternity helps. In saying “You shall love”, it says, “Your love has eternal validity.” It does not say this as a consolation, for consolation would not help. It commands it, precisely because danger is at hand. And when eternity says “You shall love”, eternity itself guarantees that it can be done.

What is every other consolation compared with eternity’s? What is every other kind of pastoral care? If eternity spoke more gently and said, “Console yourself”, the grieving person would have objections ready. Not because eternity is too proud to tolerate objections, but out of care for the grieving person, it commands: “You shall love.”

What a wonderful discourse of consolation and compassion. Humanly speaking, it is the strangest thing, almost a mockery, to tell a despairing person that he shall do the one thing he wishes to do, when its impossibility is precisely what drives him to despair. Is any further proof needed that the commandment of love has a divine origin?

Try it. Approach someone who is grieving just as the loss of the beloved is about to overwhelm him and see what you can think of saying. Admit it: you will offer consolation. The one thing that will not occur to you is, “You shall love.” And when those words are first spoken, they may almost embitter the grieving person because they seem the most inappropriate words possible.

But you who have undergone the serious experience; you who in the difficult hour found only the emptiness and repulsiveness of human consolations, but no consolation; you who discovered with terror that not even eternity’s admonition could keep you from sinking: you learned to love the “shall” that saves from despair. What you may often have discovered in lesser matters - that true upbuilding speaks strictly - you learned here in the deepest sense: only this “shall” saves eternally and joyfully from despair.

Eternally and joyfully, yes; for only the person eternally saved from despair is saved from despair. Love that has undergone eternity’s change by becoming duty is not exempt from misfortune, but it is saved from despair, equally in happiness and misfortune.
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    Passion inflames; earthly shrewdness cools. But neither this heat, this cold, nor their mixture is eternity’s pure air. The heat contains something feverish, the cold something sharp, and the mixture something indefinite, an unconscious cunning like the dangerous season of spring. “You shall love” removes everything unhealthy and preserves what is healthy for eternity.

So it is everywhere: eternity’s “shall” saves, purifies, and ennobles. Sit beside someone in deep grief. If you can give passion the expression of despair that even the grieving person cannot give, it may bring relief for a moment, but it is untrue. If your prudence and experience can provide a temporary prospect where the grieving person sees none, the cooling relief may tempt for a moment, but it too is untrue.

By contrast, “You shall grieve” is both true and beautiful. I may not harden myself against life’s pain, for I shall grieve; but neither may I despair, for I shall grieve; and I may not cease grieving either, for I shall grieve.

So too with love. You may not harden yourself against this feeling, for you shall love. You may not love despairingly, for you shall love. Nor may you stunt this feeling within yourself, for you shall love. You shall preserve love and preserve yourself; by and in preserving yourself, you shall preserve love.

Where the merely human would storm ahead, the command restrains it. Where the merely human would lose courage, the command strengthens it. Where the merely human would become weary and calculating, the command kindles it and gives wisdom.

The command consumes and burns away what is unhealthy in your love; yet through the command you can rekindle love when, humanly speaking, it would have died down. Where you suppose you can advise yourself easily enough, take counsel with the command. Where in despair you would advise yourself, take counsel with the command. And where you do not know what counsel to give, let the command counsel for you, so that all may nevertheless become well.
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  Du skal elske Næsten

  
  
    Why this is called a discourse

    Kierkegaard called Works of Love ‘Christian deliberations in the form of discourses.’ Unlike textbook chapters, these sustained addresses return to a scriptural or ethical claim from several directions so that reflection may lead to action. ‘Discourse’ also avoids the ecclesiastical authority implied by ‘sermon.’

  
  
    Editorial introduction: before you read

    This discourse asks who the neighbour is. Kierkegaard’s answer removes every privileged boundary: the neighbour is every human being, not because differences disappear, but because all stand in equality before God.

Neighbour-love is therefore an ethical task rather than a preference for a particular kind of person. God stands as the middle term, preventing love from becoming a closed alliance between an ‘I’ and another ‘I’.

  
  
    The discourse
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    For it is Christian love that discovers and knows that “the neighbour” exists, which is the same as knowing that everyone is the neighbour. If love were not a duty, the concept “neighbour” would not exist either. Only when one loves the neighbour is the selfishness of preference rooted out and eternity’s equality preserved.
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    The objection has often been raised against Christianity, though in different ways, in different moods, with different passion and intention, that it displaces erotic love and friendship. Then people have wanted to defend Christianity, and to that end have appealed to its teaching that one shall love God with all one’s heart and the neighbour as oneself. When the dispute is conducted in that way, it is fairly indifferent whether people quarrel or agree, since fighting in the air and agreement in the air are equally meaningless.

Rather, one must try to make the point of dispute quite clear, so that in defending Christianity one can calmly concede that Christianity has thrust erotic love and friendship from the throne: the love of drive and inclination, preference. In their place it sets the love of spirit, love for “the neighbour”, a love that in earnest and truth is inwardly more tender than erotic love is in union, and more faithful in sincerity than the most famous friendship is in solidarity.

One must make it clear that the praise of erotic love and friendship belongs to paganism, and that “the poet” properly belongs to paganism because his task belongs to it. Then, with conviction’s assured spirit, one can give Christianity what belongs to Christianity: love for the neighbour, a love of which there is not even an intimation in paganism.

It is better to separate and divide rightly, and if possible occasion the single individual to choose, than to confuse and mix together and thereby prevent the single individual from gaining a definite impression of which is which. Above all, one should rather refrain from defending Christianity than consciously or unconsciously try to claim everything for it, including what is not Christian.
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    Anyone who considers this matter with insight and seriousness will easily see that the point of dispute must be put like this: shall erotic love and friendship be love’s highest form, or shall this love be deposed? Erotic love and friendship belong to passion; and all passion, whether it attacks or defends itself, fights in only one way: either-or. “Either I exist and am the highest, or I do not exist at all; either everything or nothing.”

The bungling and confusing approach, which is just as much against paganism and “the poet” as against Christianity, arises when the defence comes down to this: that Christianity admittedly teaches a higher love, but also commends erotic love and friendship. To speak this way betrays two things: that the speaker has neither the poet’s spirit nor Christianity’s.

In matters of spirit one cannot, if one wants to avoid speaking badly, speak like a shopkeeper who has a best grade of goods but also a middle grade, which he can recommend as almost just as good. If it is certain that Christianity teaches love of God and neighbour as true love, then it is also certain that, just as it has cast down every “height that raises itself against the knowledge of God” and taken every thought captive in obedience, it has also cast down erotic love and friendship.

Would it not be strange if Christianity were such a bungled and confused discourse as many a defence of it, often worse than any attack, tries to make it? Would it not be strange if in the whole New Testament there were not a single word about erotic love in the sense in which “the poet” sings it and paganism deified it? Would it not be strange if in the whole New Testament there were not a single word about friendship in the sense in which “the poet” sings it and paganism cultivated it?

Let “the poet”, insofar as he understands himself as poet, search through what the New Testament teaches about erotic love, and he will be brought to despair because he will not find a single word that could inspire him. If some so-called poet nevertheless found a word he used, this would be a lying use, a transgression, because instead of respecting Christianity he steals a precious word and perverts it in use. Let “the poet” search the New Testament for words about friendship that could please him, and he will search in vain to the point of despair. But let a Christian who wants to love the neighbour search; truly, he will not search in vain. He will find one word stronger and more authoritative than another, fit to kindle this love in him and preserve him in this love.
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    “The poet” will search in vain. But is the poet, then, not a Christian? We have not said this, nor do we say it. We say only that insofar as he is poet, he is not Christian. Yet a distinction must be made, for there are also devotional poets. They do not sing erotic love and friendship; their songs praise God and concern faith, hope, and love. Nor do they sing love in the sense in which “the poet” sings erotic love, for love of the neighbour does not want to be sung; it wants to be fulfilled.

Even if nothing else prevented “the poet” from singing love of the neighbour, this would already be enough: beside every word in the holy books there stands, in invisible writing, a mark that disturbs him, for it says, “Go and do accordingly.” Does that sound like a poet’s summons, calling him to sing?

The devotional poet is therefore a special case. But of the worldly poet it holds that, insofar as he is poet, he is not Christian. And it is the worldly poet we ordinarily mean by “the poet”. That “the poet” lives in Christendom does not change the matter. Whether he is Christian is not for us to decide; but insofar as he is “the poet”, he is not Christian.

It may seem that since Christendom has existed so long, it must have penetrated every relation and all of us. But this is a deception of the senses. Christianity’s long existence does not mean that we have lived so long, or have been Christians so long. Precisely the poet’s existence in Christendom, and the place allowed him, is a serious reminder of how much is taken for granted in advance and how easily we imagine ourselves far ahead of ourselves. Attacks of coarseness and envy upon the poet are surely no Christian objection to his existence.

While the proclamation of the Christian is sometimes heard sparingly, everyone listens to “the poet”, admires him, learns from him, and is enchanted by him. While one quickly forgets what the priest has said, how precisely and how long one remembers what the poet has said, especially what he has said with the actor’s help.

The point is not that one should perhaps use force to get rid of the poet; that would yield only a new deception of the senses. What would it help if there were no poet, when so many people in Christendom still rested in the understanding of existence over which “the poet” presides, and so many still longed for “the poet”? Nor is the Christian required, in blind and unwise zeal, to bring himself to the point where he can no longer bear to read a poet, any more than he is forbidden to eat ordinary food with others or required to live shut away from other human beings.

No, the Christian must understand everything differently from the non-Christian; he must understand himself in knowing how to distinguish. A human being could not live every moment exclusively in the highest Christian conceptions, any more than he could live on no food except that served at the Lord’s table.

So let “the poet” exist; let the individual poet be admired as he deserves, if he truly deserves it. But let the single individual in Christendom also test his Christian conviction by this trial: how he relates to “the poet”, what he thinks of the poet, how he reads him, and how he admires him. Such matters are almost never discussed in these times. This deliberation may seem to many neither Christian nor serious enough precisely because it speaks about subjects that occupy people during the six days of the week and, even on the seventh, perhaps for more hours than devotional things do.

Yet we trust ourselves to know how, and especially what, should be discussed in these times. We have been well instructed and trained in Christianity from childhood, and in mature life have devoted our days and our best powers to this service, though we always repeat that our discourse is “without authority”. We are all baptised and instructed in Christianity, so the question is not one of spreading Christianity. Far be it from us to judge someone who calls himself a Christian and declare that he is not; nor is the task here to confess Christ in opposition to non-Christians.

What is useful and necessary is that the single individual should attend carefully and self-consciously to himself and, if possible, help others, as one human being can help another, for God is the true helper, to become Christians in a deeper and deeper sense.

“Christendom”, used as a general name for an entire people, is a heading that easily says too much and therefore easily leads the single individual to believe too much about himself. A sign beside the highway may tell you, at the very moment you set out, that the road leads to the distant place which is your destination. Have you therefore reached it? So too with the sign “Christendom”. It gives the direction, but are you therefore at the goal, or even always on the way? Is it progress along the road if, once a week for one hour, you go as though along that road, while for six days you live within entirely different conceptions and make no attempt to understand how the two can hang together?

Is it really serious to conceal the true connection of things and relations, and then speak with the utmost seriousness about the most serious thing, which ought to be carried out into the confusion, while its relation to that confusion is left unexplained out of sheer seriousness? Who has the harder task: the teacher who presents the serious as though it were a vision suspended far from daily life, or the learner who must apply it? Concealing the serious is a deception; but is it not equally dangerous to state it under circumstances, and present it in a light, wholly unlike the reality of daily life?

If worldly life, with its splendour, distractions, and enchantments, can capture and ensnare a human being in so many ways, what is serious: to keep silent about the worldly in church out of sheer seriousness, or to speak seriously about it there and, if possible, strengthen people against its dangers? If it were impossible to speak about the worldly in a solemn and truly serious way, it would not follow that devotional discourse should pass it over in silence. It would follow only that devotional discourse should forbid it with the utmost solemnity.
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    So we will test Christian conviction on “the poet”. What does “the poet” teach about erotic love and friendship? The question here is not about this or that particular poet, but about “the poet” insofar as he is faithful to himself and to his task as poet. If a so-called poet has lost faith in the poetic validity of erotic love and friendship, and has put something else in their place, he is not a poet. Perhaps what he substitutes is not Christian either; perhaps the whole thing is bungling.

Erotic love is grounded in a drive which, clarified into inclination, has its highest and, poetically speaking, its sole unconditional expression in this: there is only one beloved in the whole world, and this one occurrence of erotic love is love, is everything; the second time, nothing. Ordinarily the proverb says, “Once is no time.” Here, by contrast, once is unconditionally everything, and the second time is unconditionally the downfall of everything.

This is poetry, and its unconditional emphasis falls upon passion’s highest pitch: to be or not to be. To love a second time is not also to love; for poetry it is an abomination. If a so-called poet tries to persuade us that erotic love can be repeated in the same person, or busies himself with clever follies that supposedly dissolve passion’s mystery into prudence’s “why”, he is not a poet. Nor is what he puts in place of poetry Christian.

Christian love teaches one to love all human beings, unconditionally all. Just as unconditionally and strongly as erotic love strains towards there being only one beloved, Christian love strains with equal force in the opposite direction. If in relation to Christian love one makes an exception of a single person whom one will not love, such love is not “also Christian love”; it is unconditionally not Christian love.

Yet this is roughly the confusion in so-called Christendom. The poets loosen erotic love’s passion: they give way, slacken passion’s tension, and make a concession by adding more, supposing that a person can fall in love several times and thus have several beloveds. Christian love also gives way: people slacken eternity’s tension and suppose that loving quite a number of people is Christian love. In this way both the poetic and the Christian have been confused, and what replaces them is neither poetic nor Christian.

Passion always has this unconditional character: it excludes the third; the third is confusion. To love without passion is impossible. The opposition between erotic love and Christian love is therefore passion’s only possible eternal difference; no other can be conceived. Anyone who thinks he can understand his life simultaneously through “the poet” and through Christianity, combining the two explanations so that his life makes sense, is in error.

“The poet” and Christianity explain precisely the opposite. “The poet” deifies inclination and, because he always thinks only of erotic love, is entirely right to call commanded love the greatest folly and most unreasonable speech. Christianity, because it always thinks only of Christian love, is surely also entirely right to thrust inclination from the throne and set this “shall” in its place.
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    “The poet” and Christianity explain precisely the opposite, or more exactly, “the poet” really explains nothing. He explains erotic love and friendship in riddles; he explains them as riddles. Christianity, however, explains love eternally. It is therefore impossible to live by both explanations at once, for the greatest possible opposition between two explanations is surely that one is no explanation and the other is the explanation.

Erotic love and friendship, as the poet understands them, contain no ethical task. They are happiness. Poetically understood, and the poet certainly understands happiness excellently, it is the highest happiness to fall in love and find this one beloved; it is happiness, almost as great, to find this one friend. The task can at most be to be properly grateful for one’s happiness. But finding the beloved or this friend can never become something one is required to do. It cannot be done, as the poet again understands excellently. The task therefore depends upon happiness giving one the task, which is precisely to say that, ethically understood, there is no task.

When, by contrast, one shall love “the neighbour”, there is the task, the ethical task, which is the origin of all tasks. Precisely because the Christian is the truly ethical, it shortens deliberation, cuts away lengthy introductions, removes all intervening waiting, and exempts one from every waste of time. The Christian is immediately at the task because it carries the task with it.

The world conducts a great dispute about what should be called the highest. Yet whatever different thing receives the name, it is astonishing how many lengthy preliminaries are involved in grasping it. Christianity immediately teaches a person the shortest way to find the highest: shut your door and pray to God, for God is surely the highest.

When a person goes out into the world to seek the beloved or the friend, he may go for a long time and in vain, may wander the world and in vain. Christianity, however, never lets a person take even one single step in vain. The door you closed to pray to God: when you open it and go out, the first person you meet is “the neighbour”, whom you shall love.

How remarkable. A curious and superstitious girl may try to discover her future fate and see her future husband. Deceptive cleverness persuades her that, after doing this and that, she will recognise him as the first person she sees on a certain day. Is “the neighbour” really so hard to see, unless one prevents oneself from seeing him? Christianity has made it eternally impossible to mistake him. In the whole world no one is more certain or easier to recognise than “the neighbour”. You can never confuse him with anyone else, for “the neighbour” is all human beings.

If you take some other person for the neighbour, the identification itself cannot be wrong, since that other person too is the neighbour. The mistake lies in your refusal to understand who the neighbour is. If in the dark you save someone’s life, supposing him to be your friend, but he was your neighbour, this is no mistake. The mistake would be to save only your friend. If your friend complains that you have mistakenly done for the neighbour what he thought you would do only for him, remain calm: your friend is the one who is mistaken.
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    The point of dispute between “the poet” and Christianity can therefore be stated exactly: erotic love and friendship are preference and the passion of preference; Christian love is the love of self-denial, for which this “shall” gives surety. To weaken either passion is to create confusion. The boundlessness of passionate preference consists in excluding everyone but one single person. The boundlessness of self-denial consists in giving itself without excluding a single person.
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    At other times, when people were serious about understanding the Christian in life, they thought Christianity objected to erotic love because it is grounded in a drive. They thought that Christianity, as spirit, had set division between flesh and spirit and therefore hated erotic love as sensuousness. But this was a misunderstanding, an overwrought spirituality.

It is easy to show that Christianity is far from irrationally setting the sensuous against a person himself by teaching such overstrain. Does Paul not say that it is better to marry than to burn? Precisely because Christianity is truly spirit, it understands by “the sensuous” something other than what is ordinarily called sensuous. It no more wished to condemn a drive that a person did not give himself than it wished to forbid people to eat and drink.

By the sensuous, the fleshly, Christianity means the selfish. There can be no conflict between spirit and flesh unless a rebellious spirit stands on the side of flesh for spirit to contend with. There can be no conflict between spirit and a stone, or between spirit and a tree. The selfish, then, is the sensuous.

This is precisely why Christianity is suspicious of erotic love and friendship: preference in passion, or passionate preference, is really another form of self-love. Paganism never dreamed of this. Since paganism had no intimation of self-denial’s love for the neighbour, whom one “shall” love, it divided matters like this: self-love is detestable because it is self-love, but erotic love and friendship, which are passionate preference, are love. Christianity, which has revealed what love is, divides differently: self-love and passionate preference are essentially one; love for the neighbour is love.

Christianity asks: is loving the beloved really to love? And it adds, “Do not the pagans do the same?” Is loving the friend really to love? “Do not the pagans do the same?” It is therefore a misunderstanding to suppose that Christianity differs from paganism merely because Christians love the beloved and the friend more faithfully and tenderly. Does paganism not provide examples of erotic love and friendship so perfect that “the poet” looks back to them in order to learn?

But no one in paganism loved “the neighbour”; no one had an intimation that he existed. What paganism, in contrast with self-love, called love was preference. If passionate preference is essentially another form of self-love, then here again one sees the truth of the venerable fathers’ saying that “paganism’s virtues are glittering vices”.
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    It must now be shown that passionate preference is another form of self-love, and that self-denial’s love, by contrast, loves “the neighbour”, whom one shall love. Just as selfishly as self-love closes itself around this one “self”, and thereby is self-love, so erotic love’s passionate preference closes itself around this one beloved, and friendship’s passionate preference around this one friend.

The beloved and the friend are therefore called, remarkably and profoundly enough, the other self, the other I. The neighbour, however, is the other “you”, or more exactly, the third term of equality. The other self, the other I: but where does self-love lie? It lies in the I, in the self. Should self-love not also lurk in loving the other I, the other self? One need not be a great student of human nature to follow this clue towards troubling discoveries about others and humbling discoveries about oneself in erotic love and friendship.

The fire in self-love is self-ignition: the I sets itself alight. But in erotic love and friendship, poetically understood, there is also self-ignition. It is true that jealousy is said to appear only sometimes, and then as something pathological; but it does not follow that jealousy is not always present at the ground of erotic love and friendship. Try it: place “the neighbour”, whom one shall love, as a middle term between lover and beloved; place “the neighbour” as a middle term between friend and friend, and you will immediately see jealousy.

The neighbour is precisely self-denial’s middle term. The neighbour steps between the self-loving I and I, and also between the I of erotic love or friendship and the other I. Paganism and “the poet” could see that it is self-love when a faithless person wants to be rid of the beloved or desert the friend. But only Christianity sees that the devotion with which the lover gives himself to this one person, indeed holds fast to him, is also self-love. How can devotion and boundless self-surrender be self-love? When it is devotion to the other I, the other self.

Let a poet describe what erotic love must be like in a person if he is to call it erotic love. He will mention many things, but then add: “There must be admiration; the lover must admire the beloved.” The neighbour, by contrast, has never been presented as an object of admiration. Christianity has never taught that one shall admire the neighbour; one shall love him. In the relation of erotic love there must therefore be admiration, and the stronger and more vehement it is, the better, says the poet.

To admire another human being is certainly not self-love. But to be loved by the one person admired above all others: does this relation not return selfishly into the I that loves its other I? So too with friendship. To admire another person is not self-love; but to be this one admired person’s only friend: does this relation not return troublingly into the I from which we began? Is this not directly the danger of self-love: to have a single object of admiration when that one admired person in turn makes you the sole object of his erotic love or friendship?
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    To love the neighbour, by contrast, is self-denial’s love. Self-denial drives out all preference just as it drives out all self-love; otherwise self-denial too would make a distinction and harbour a preference for preference.

Even if passionate preference had nothing else selfish about it, it would still contain conscious or unconscious self-will. The self-will is unconscious insofar as preference lies under the power of natural determination; it becomes conscious insofar as the person gives himself boundlessly to that power and assents to it. However hidden and unconscious the self-will may be in passionate devotion to its “single object”, the arbitrary is present all the same.

The “single object” was not found by obedience to the royal law “You shall love”, but by choosing, indeed by unconditionally choosing, one single individual. Christian love also has only one object, the neighbour; but the neighbour is as far as possible from being only one single person, infinitely far from it, for the neighbour is all human beings.

When the lover or the friend can love only this one person in the whole world, something the poet delights to hear, this enormous devotion contains an enormous self-will. In his impetuous, boundless devotion the lover really relates to himself in self-love. Self-denial seeks to root out this selfish and self-willed element through eternity’s “You shall”.

Self-denial enters judgingly to test self-love, and its judgement is double-edged, cutting equally in both directions. It knows that one form must be called faithless self-love, but knows equally well that another must be called devoted self-love. Its task is therefore double. In relation to faithless self-love, which wants to withdraw, the task is: give yourself. In relation to devoted self-love, the task is: give up this devotion.

The poet is indescribably pleased when the lover says, “I cannot love anyone else; I cannot stop loving or give up this love; it will be my death; I die of love.” Self-denial is not pleased at all and will not allow such devotion to be honoured with the name of love, since it is self-love. Self-denial first pronounces judgement and then sets the task: love “the neighbour”; him you shall love.
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    Wherever the Christian is, there is also self-denial, Christianity’s essential form. To relate oneself to the Christian, one must first and foremost become sober; self-denial is precisely the transformation by which a human being becomes sober in eternity’s sense. Wherever the Christian is absent, by contrast, the intoxication of self-feeling is the highest, and the highest point of this intoxication is the admired.

Erotic love and friendship are precisely self-feeling’s highest point: the I intoxicated in the other I. The more firmly the two I’s close together to become one I, the more selfishly this united self shuts itself off from all others. At the highest point of erotic love and friendship, the two truly become one self, one I. This can be explained only because preference contains natural determination, drive and inclination, together with self-love, which can selfishly unite two people into a new selfish self.

The love of spirit, by contrast, removes all natural determination and all self-love from my self. Love for the neighbour therefore cannot make me and the neighbour one united self. It is love between two beings who are eternally determined, each for itself, as spirit. Love for the neighbour is the love of spirit, and two spirits can never become one self in the selfish sense.

In erotic love and friendship, the two love one another by virtue of difference, or by virtue of a likeness grounded in difference. Two friends, for example, love one another because they resemble each other in morals, character, occupation, culture, and so on: because of the likeness by which they differ from other people, or resemble one another as distinct from others. The two can therefore become one self in the selfish sense. Neither is yet himself according to spirit’s determination of “self”; neither has yet learned Christianly to love himself.

In erotic love the I is determined sensuously, psychically, and spiritually, and the beloved is a sensuous-psychical-spiritual determination. In friendship the I is determined psychically and spiritually, and the friend is a psychical-spiritual determination. Only in love for the neighbour is the loving self purely spiritually determined as spirit, and the neighbour a purely spiritual determination.

What was said at the beginning of this discourse therefore does not apply to erotic love and friendship: that a person needs to recognise only one human being as the neighbour to be healed of self-love, if in that person he loves the neighbour. In the beloved and the friend it is not the neighbour who is loved, but the other I, or the first I once again at a higher pitch. It is often as though a person, although self-love is the condemnable thing, lacks the strength to be alone in self-love. It fully reveals itself only when the other I has been found and the two I’s, in their solidarity, gain strength for self-love’s self-feeling.

Anyone who supposed that falling in love or finding a friend had taught a person Christian love would be greatly mistaken. If someone is in love in such a way that “the poet” would say, “he is truly in love”, the commandment can be altered slightly when addressed to him and yet say the same thing: love your neighbour as you love the beloved.

Does he not love the beloved “as himself”, as the command concerning the neighbour requires? Certainly he does. But the beloved whom he loves “as himself” is not the neighbour; the beloved is the other I. Whether we speak of the first I or the other I, we have not come one step nearer to “the neighbour”, for the neighbour is the first “you”. The strictly self-loving person also loves the other I at bottom, because the other I is himself. This is self-love. In the same sense, to love the other I who is the beloved or the friend is self-love.

Just as self-love in the strictest sense has been called self-idolatry, erotic love and friendship, as the poet understands them, are idolatry; this love stands and falls with his understanding. In the last ground, love for God is decisive, and love for “the neighbour” comes from it. Paganism had no intimation of this. It left God out, made erotic love and friendship into love, and abhorred self-love. But the Christian commandment commands one to love God above everything and then to love the neighbour.

In erotic love and friendship, preference is the middle term; in love for the neighbour, God is the middle term. Love God above everything, and then you also love the neighbour, and in the neighbour every human being. Only by loving God above everything can one love the neighbour in the other person. The other human being is the neighbour, the other person in the sense of every other person. Understood in this way, the discourse was right to say at the beginning that if a person loves “the neighbour” in one single other human being, he loves all human beings.
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    Love for the neighbour is therefore eternal equality in loving, and eternal equality is the opposite of preference. This needs no lengthy explanation. Equality means not making distinctions; eternal equality means unconditionally not making the slightest distinction, boundlessly not making the slightest distinction. Preference, by contrast, means making distinctions; passionate preference means boundlessly making distinctions.
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    But has Christianity, by its “You shall love”, not put something far higher in place of erotic love and friendship after thrusting them from the throne? Something far higher, yes; but let us speak cautiously, with orthodoxy’s caution. Christianity has been confused in many ways, including this: by calling it the highest and the deepest, people make it seem that the purely human relates to the Christian as the high or higher relates to the highest and very highest.

This is deceptive speech. It falsely and improperly makes Christianity appear busily eager to ingratiate itself with the human desire for knowledge or mere curiosity. Is there anything for which the human being as such, the natural human being, is more eager than “the highest”? Let a novelty-monger merely trumpet that his latest novelty is the highest, and he will cheerfully gain followers in a world that from time immemorial has had an indescribable preference for, and a deep need to be, deceived.

No, the Christian is certainly the highest and very highest, but note well: in such a way that it is an offence to the natural human being. Anyone who defines the Christian as the highest while omitting offence as the middle term sins against it. He commits a presumption more abominable than a respectable housewife dressing as a dancing girl, and still more dreadful than stern Judge John dressing as a fashionable dandy.

The Christian is too weighty in itself, and too serious in its movements, to flit about dancing in the frivolity of such glib and shallow talk about the higher, highest, and very highest. The way to the Christian passes through offence. This does not mean that access to the Christian consists in taking offence at it; that is simply another way of preventing oneself from grasping it. Offence stands guard at the entrance to the Christian. Blessed is the one who is not offended by it.
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    So too with the command to love the neighbour. Admit it; or if it disturbs you to hear the matter put this way, then I will admit that it has often repelled me and that I am still very far from imagining that I fulfil this command, which is an offence to flesh and blood and foolishness to wisdom.

Are you, my listener, perhaps what people call cultivated? Very well, I am cultivated too. But if you think “culture” brings you any nearer to this highest thing, you are greatly mistaken. Here precisely lies the error. We all desire culture, and culture incessantly has “the highest” in its mouth. No bird that has learned only one word cries it more unceasingly, and no crow cries its own name more unceasingly, than culture cries “the highest”. But the Christian is by no means culture’s “highest”; the Christian educates precisely through the repulsion of offence.

You can readily see this here. Has your culture, or has anyone’s zeal to acquire culture, taught him to love the neighbour? Has not culture, and the zeal with which it is pursued, far rather developed a new kind of difference: the difference between the cultivated and the uncultivated?

Notice what the cultivated say about erotic love and friendship: how closely the friend must resemble them in culture; how cultivated the girl must be, and cultivated in precisely the right way. Read the poets. They scarcely know how to preserve their confidence before culture’s mighty dominion; they scarcely dare believe in erotic love’s power to break the chain of every difference. Does this talk, this poetry, or a life corresponding to them, seem to bring a person nearer to loving the neighbour?

Here again the signs of offence stand outside. Imagine the most cultivated person, the one of whom we all say admiringly, “he is so cultivated”; and then imagine Christianity saying to him, “You shall love the neighbour!” A certain polish in social intercourse, courtesy towards everyone, friendly condescension to inferiors, a frank bearing before the powerful, a beautifully governed freedom of spirit: yes, that is culture. Do you think it is also to love the neighbour?

  


  First Series II.B · Passage 15

  
    “The neighbour” is equality. The neighbour is not the beloved, for whom you have passion’s preference, nor your friend, for whom you have passion’s preference. Nor, if you are cultivated, is the neighbour the cultivated person who resembles you in culture; for with the neighbour you share the human being’s likeness before God.

Nor is the neighbour someone more distinguished than you. That is, he is not the neighbour insofar as he is more distinguished, for to love him because of his distinction can so easily be preference and therefore self-love. Nor is the neighbour someone lower than you. That is, insofar as he is lower, he is not the neighbour, for to love someone because he is lower can so easily become preference’s condescension and therefore self-love.

No, to love the neighbour is equality. In your relation to the distinguished person, it is encouraging that in him you shall love your neighbour. In relation to the lower person, it is humbling that in him you are not to love the lower person, but shall love the neighbour. It is saving, if you do it, for you shall do it.

“The neighbour” is every human being. He is not your neighbour by virtue of difference, nor by resembling you within a shared difference from other people. He is your neighbour through his likeness with you before God. Every human being has this likeness unconditionally, and has it unconditionally.
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    Why this is called a discourse

    Kierkegaard called Works of Love ‘Christian deliberations in the form of discourses.’ Unlike textbook chapters, these sustained addresses return to a scriptural or ethical claim from several directions so that reflection may lead to action. ‘Discourse’ also avoids the ecclesiastical authority implied by ‘sermon.’

  
  
    Editorial introduction: before you read

    The quotation marks around ‘you’ carry the task of this discourse. The command turns away from general speculation and addresses the person who hears it: you shall love the neighbour.

Neighbour-love does not require the abandonment of the beloved, the friend or the family member. It removes preference as love’s governing principle and asks how love can remain open to every human being amid bereavement, enmity, social difference and the temptation to admire equality only at a distance.

  
  
    The discourse

    
  First Series II.C · Passage 1

  
    Go, then, and do it: take away difference, and the likeness founded upon difference, so that you may love “the neighbour”. Take away the distinction of preference, so that you may love the neighbour. You shall not therefore cease to love the beloved; oh, far from it. The word “neighbour” would be the greatest deception ever devised if, in order to love the neighbour, you had to begin by giving up the love of those for whom you have a preference. Besides, this would be a contradiction, since the neighbour is every human being and therefore no one can be excluded - shall we now say: least of all the beloved? No, for that is the language of preference. It is preference alone, then, that must be taken away - though surely it must not be reintroduced into your relation to the neighbour, so that with a distorted preference you would love the neighbour in opposition to the beloved.

No: just as one says to the solitary person, “Take care that you are not led into the snare of self-love,” so one must say to the two who love one another, “Take care that erotic love itself does not lead you into the snare of self-love.” For the more decisively and exclusively preference closes itself around one single human being, the further it is from loving the neighbour. You, husband, do not lead your wife into the temptation of forgetting the neighbour because of you; you, wife, do not lead your husband into this temptation. Lovers may suppose that in erotic love they possess the highest; oh, but it is not so, for in it they have not yet secured the eternal by means of the eternal. “The poet” may indeed promise immortality to lovers, if they are true lovers; but who, then, is “the poet”? What use is his guarantee when he cannot guarantee himself? The “royal law”, by contrast - the commandment of love - promises life, eternal life, and this commandment says precisely: “You shall love your neighbour.”

And just as this commandment will teach every human being how he ought to love himself, so it will also teach erotic love and friendship the right love: in loving yourself, preserve love for the neighbour; in erotic love and friendship, preserve love for the neighbour. This may offend you - well, you know that the marks of offence always stand beside the Christian. Yet believe it. Do not believe that the teacher who extinguished no smouldering wick would extinguish any noble fire in a human being. Believe that he who was love wishes precisely to teach every human being to love. Believe that if all poets united in one song in praise of erotic love and friendship, what they had to say would be nothing in comparison with the commandment: “You shall love; you shall love your neighbour as yourself!”

Do not refuse to believe because the commandment almost offends you, because the discourse does not sound ingratiating, like “the poet”, who by his songs makes himself welcome in your happiness, but repelling and alarming, as though it would frighten you out of preference’s beloved refuge. Do not for that reason refuse to believe it. Consider that precisely because the commandment is like this, and the discourse is like this, its matter can be an object of faith. Do not surrender to the illusion that you can bargain - that by loving some people, your family and friends, you have loved the neighbour. For that is to abandon the poet without taking hold of the Christian. To prevent this bargaining, the discourse has sought to place you between “the poet’s” pride, which scorns every bargain, and the divine majesty of the royal law, which makes every bargain culpable.

No, love the beloved faithfully and tenderly, but let love for the neighbour be the sanctifying element in your covenant of union with God. Love your friend sincerely and devotedly, but let love for the neighbour be what you teach one another in friendship’s intimacy with God. See, death abolishes all differences, while preference always relates itself to difference; yet the way to life and to the eternal passes through death and through the abolition of differences. Therefore neighbour-love alone truly leads to life.

As Christianity’s good news is contained in the teaching of the human being’s kinship with God, so its task is the human being’s likeness to God. But God is love, and therefore we can resemble God only in loving; just as, in an apostle’s words, we can be “God’s fellow workers in - love” only. Insofar as you love the beloved, you do not resemble God, for with God there is no preference - something you have surely considered many times, to your humiliation but also many times to your restoration. Insofar as you love your friend, you do not resemble God, for with God there is no difference. But when you love “the neighbour”, then you resemble God.
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    Go, then, and act accordingly: let the differences go, so that you may love the neighbour. Ah, perhaps this does not even need to be said to you. Perhaps in the world you found no beloved and no friend upon your way, and so you walk alone. Or perhaps God took from your side and gave you the beloved, but death took - took her from your side; it took again and took your friend, but gave you no other, and so now you walk alone, with no beloved to cover your weak side and no friend at your right hand. Or perhaps life separated you, even though you remained unchanged - alone in separation. Ah, perhaps change separated you, so that you walk alone in sorrow because you found what you had found - changed.

How inconsolable! Yes, ask “the poet” how inconsolable it is to live alone, to have lived alone, without being loved and without having anyone to love. Ask the poet whether he knows anything but inconsolability when death comes between lovers, when life separates friend from friend, or when change separates them as enemies from one another. The poet certainly loves solitude, but he loves it in order to discover in solitude the absent happiness of erotic love and friendship, just as someone who wishes to gaze wonderingly at the stars seeks out a dark place.

And yet, if it was through no fault of his own that a person found no beloved; if he sought, but through no fault of his own sought in vain, to find a friend; and if the loss, separation, or change was through no fault of his own - does “the poet” know anything then except that it is inconsolable? But in that case the poet himself is subject to change: the herald of joy knows nothing on the day of distress except inconsolability’s cry of lamentation. Or will you not call it change? Will you call it faithfulness on the poet’s part that he mourns inconsolably with the inconsolable mourner? Very well, we will not quarrel about that. But if you compare this human faithfulness with heaven’s and eternity’s, you yourself will surely admit that it is a change. For heaven does not merely rejoice with the joyful more than any poet does, nor does heaven merely mourn with the mourner. No, heaven has a new and more blessed joy prepared for the mourner.

Thus Christianity always has consolation, and its consolation differs from every human consolation in this: human consolation knows itself to be only a compensation for the loss of joy; Christian consolation is joy. Humanly speaking, consolation is a later invention. First came suffering and pain and the loss of joy; then afterwards - ah, long afterwards - the human being discovered the trace of consolation. The same applies to the life of the single individual. First come suffering and pain and the loss of joy; then afterwards - ah, sometimes long afterwards - comes consolation.

But Christian consolation can never be said to come afterwards. Since it is eternity’s consolation, it is older than every temporal joy. As soon as this consolation comes, it comes with eternity’s head start and, as it were, swallows up the pain; for the pain and the loss of joy are momentary - even if this moment lasted for years - the momentary that is drowned in the eternal. Nor is Christian consolation a compensation for the loss of joy, since it is joy. Every other joy is, in the last resort, only inconsolability in comparison with Christianity’s consolation. Ah, human life on earth was not, and is not, so perfect that eternity’s joy could be proclaimed to the human being as joy. He had forfeited it, and he has forfeited it; hence eternity’s joy can be proclaimed to him only as consolation. Just as the human eye cannot bear to see the sun’s light except through a darkening glass, so the human being cannot bear eternity’s joy except through this darkening: that it is proclaimed as consolation.

Therefore, whatever your fate in erotic love and friendship may have been, whatever you lacked, whatever you lost, whatever the inconsolability of your life in intimacy with “the poet”, the highest still remains - love the neighbour. You can easily find him, as was shown; you can unconditionally find him at all times, as was shown; you can never lose him. The beloved can act towards you in such a way that he is lost, and you can lose a friend; but whatever the neighbour does towards you, you can never lose him. It is true that you can continue to love the beloved and the friend however they act towards you; but you cannot truthfully continue to call them the beloved and the friend if, alas, they have truly changed.

No change, however, can take “the neighbour” from you. It is not “the neighbour” who holds you fast, but your love that holds “the neighbour” fast. If your love for the neighbour remains unchanged, the neighbour too remains unchanged by continuing to exist. Nor can death deprive you of “the neighbour”, for if it takes one, life at once gives you another. Death can deprive you of a friend because, in loving a friend, you properly hold together with the friend; but in loving the neighbour you hold together with God, and therefore death cannot deprive you of the neighbour. So, though you have lost everything in erotic love and friendship, though you have never possessed any of this happiness, you still retain the best in loving the neighbour.
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    Love for the neighbour has the perfections of eternity. Is it really a perfection of love that its object is the excellent, the distinguished, the only one? I had thought that this was a perfection of the object, and that the object’s perfection was a subtle suspicion directed against love’s perfection. Is it an excellent quality of your love if it can love only the extraordinary, the rare? I had thought it was an excellence of the extraordinary and the rare that it is extraordinary and rare, but not an excellence of love. And do you not think so too? Have you never considered God’s love? If it were love’s excellence to love the extraordinary, then God, if I may put it so, would be at a loss, for to him the extraordinary simply does not exist.

The supposed excellence of being able to love only the extraordinary is therefore more like an accusation - not against the extraordinary, nor against love, but against the love that can love only the extraordinary. Or is it an excellence in a person’s pampered constitution that he can feel at ease in only one place in the world, surrounded by every advantage? When you see a person who has arranged his life in this way, what is it that you praise? Surely the comfort of the arrangement. But have you not noticed that every word of your eulogy upon this splendour really sounds like mockery of the poor creature who can live only in such splendid surroundings?

The perfection of the object, then, is not the perfection of love. And precisely because “the neighbour” has none of the perfections possessed in so high a degree by the beloved, the friend, the admired person, the cultivated person, the rare person, the extraordinary person, neighbour-love has all the perfections that love for the beloved, the friend, the cultivated, the admired, the rare, and the extraordinary does not have. Let the world dispute as much as it likes about which object of love is the most perfect; there can never be any dispute that love for the neighbour is the most perfect love.

Every other love therefore has the imperfection that there are two questions, and to that extent also a certain double-tonguedness. There is first the question of the object and then the question of love; or at any rate there is a question both of the object and of love. But with neighbour-love there is only one question, the question of love, and only one answer of eternity: this is love. For neighbour-love does not stand as one species alongside other species of love. Erotic love is defined by the object, friendship is defined by the object; neighbour-love alone is defined by love.

Since “the neighbour” is every human being, unconditionally every human being, all differences have been removed from the object. This love is recognisable precisely by the fact that its object has no closer determination by difference, which is to say that this love is known only by love. Is this not the highest perfection? For insofar as love can and must be recognised by something else, this something else is, within the relationship itself, like a suspicion cast upon love: that it is not comprehensive enough, and so is not infinite in the eternal sense. This something else is a disposition towards sickness of which love itself is unconscious. Hidden in this suspicion, therefore, dwells the anxiety that makes erotic love and friendship dependent upon their object, the anxiety that can kindle jealousy, the anxiety that can lead to despair.

Neighbour-love, however, is without the relationship’s suspicion and therefore cannot become suspiciousness in the one who loves. Yet this love is not proudly independent of its object. Its equality does not arise because love proudly turns back into itself through indifference towards the object. No, its equality arises because love humbly turns outwards, embracing all and yet loving each one, but singling out no one preferentially.
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    Let us recall what was developed in the preceding discourse: that for love to be a need in a human being is an expression of wealth. The deeper this need, therefore, the greater the wealth; if the need is infinite, so is the wealth. Now, when the need of love in a person is to love one single person, then even if one grants that this need is a wealth, one must nevertheless also say that he genuinely needs this person. But when the need of love in a person is to love everyone, it is a need so powerful that it is almost as though it could itself bring forth its object.

In the first case, the emphasis lies on the particularity of the object; in the second, on the essential character of the need. Only in this latter sense is need an expression of wealth; and only in the latter case do need and object relate equally to one another in an infinite sense. For the first person who comes along, every human being, is the neighbour; or, there is no object in the particular sense, while in the infinite sense every human being is the object.

When someone feels the need to speak with one single definite person, he properly needs that person. But when the need to speak in him is so great that he must speak even if he were placed in a desolate wilderness or in solitary confinement - when the need is so great that every human being is for him the person to whom he wishes to speak - then the need is a wealth. And in the person in whom neighbour-love exists, love is a need, the deepest need. He does not need human beings so that he may at least have someone to love; he needs to love human beings.

Yet there is nothing proud or arrogant in this wealth, for God is the middle term, and eternity’s “shall” binds and governs the mighty need so that it does not go astray and become pride. But in the object there is no boundary, for “the neighbour” is all human beings, unconditionally every human being.
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    Whoever truly loves “the neighbour” therefore also loves his enemy. The distinction “friend or enemy” is a distinction in love’s object; but neighbour-love has the object that is without distinction. The neighbour is the wholly unrecognisable difference between one human being and another, or is the eternal equality before God - and the enemy too has this equality.

People think it impossible for a human being to love his enemy. Ah, enemies can scarcely bear to look at one another. Very well, then close your eyes - and the enemy looks exactly like the neighbour. Close your eyes and remember the commandment that you shall love; then you love - your enemy? No, then you love the neighbour, for you do not see that he is your enemy. When you close your eyes, you do not see the differences of earthly life, and enmity too is one of earthly life’s differences. And when you close your eyes, your mind is not at the same time distracted and confused while you are to listen to the words of the commandment.

When your mind is no longer confused and distracted by looking at the object of your love and at the object’s difference, you become all ear for the words of the commandment, as though it spoke to you and you alone: that “you” shall love the neighbour. See, then you are on the way of perfection towards loving the neighbour: when your eyes are closed and you have become all ear for the commandment.
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    This is indeed the truth - and it is already contained in what was developed earlier, where the neighbour was shown to be the pure determination of spirit: one sees “the neighbour” only with closed eyes, or by looking away from differences. The sensate eye always sees differences and looks to differences. Therefore earthly shrewdness cries early and late: “Be careful whom you love.” Ah, if one is truly to love the neighbour, the rule is: above all, take care not to look carefully. For this prudence that tests the object will ensure precisely that you never see “the neighbour”, since the neighbour is every human being, the first person who comes along, taken quite blindly.

“The poet” despises prudence’s seeing blindness, which teaches that one must be careful whom one loves; he teaches that love makes blind. In some mysterious, inexplicable way, according to the poet, the lover is to find his object, or fall in love, and then becomes - blind with love: blind to every fault and every imperfection in the beloved, blind to everything but this beloved - though surely not blind to the fact that this is the only one in the whole world.

When this happens, erotic love certainly makes a person blind, but at the same time it makes him very exacting, lest he confuse any other person with this only one. It thus makes him blind in relation to this beloved by teaching him to make an enormous difference between this only one and all other human beings. But love for “the neighbour” makes a human being blind in the deepest, noblest, and most blessed sense, so that he blindly loves every human being, just as the lover loves the beloved.
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    Love for “the neighbour” has the perfections of eternity. Perhaps this is why it sometimes seems to fit so poorly into the relations of earthly life, into the temporal differences of worldliness; why it is so easily misjudged and exposed to hatred; why, in any event, loving the neighbour is a very thankless task.
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    Even the person who is otherwise disinclined to praise God and Christianity nevertheless does so when he considers with a shudder this horror: how in paganism the differences of earthly life - the division into castes - inhumanly separate one human being from another; how this ungodliness inhumanly teaches one person to deny his kinship with another, teaches him presumptuously and insanely to say of the other person that he does not exist, that he is “not born”. Then even this person praises Christianity, which saved human beings from the evil by impressing deeply and eternally, never to be forgotten, the kinship between one human being and another.

This kinship is secured by every single individual’s equal kinship and relation to God in Christ. Christian teaching addresses every single individual equally and teaches him that God created him and Christ redeemed him. Christian teaching calls each person aside and says to him: “Shut your door and pray to God; then you possess the highest a human being can possess. Love your Saviour; then you possess everything in life and death. And then let the differences remain: they add nothing and take nothing away.”

Is someone who looks down from a mountain peak upon the clouds below disturbed by that sight? Is he disturbed by the thunderstorm raging down in the earth’s lower regions? Christianity has set every human being so high - unconditionally every human being; for Christ, no less than for God’s providence, there is no mere number, no multitude: the countless are counted before him and are all single individuals. Christianity has set every human being so high that he should not damage his soul by being proud within, or sighing beneath, the differences of earthly life.

Christianity has not removed difference, any more than Christ himself wished, or would pray to God, to take the disciples out of the world - and these come to the same thing. Therefore no human being has ever lived in Christendom, any more than in paganism, without being clothed or overclothed in the differences of earthly life. Just as the Christian does not and cannot live without a body, neither does he live without the distinction of earthly life to which he particularly belongs by birth, rank, circumstances, culture, and so forth. None of us is “the pure human being”. Christianity is too serious to tell fables about the pure human being; it seeks only to make human beings pure. Christianity is not a fairy tale, even if the blessedness it promises is more glorious than anything the fairy tale possesses. Nor is it an ingenious fabrication of the brain, designed to be difficult to understand and requiring in turn one condition: an idle head and an empty brain.
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    Thus Christianity has banished that horror of paganism once and for all; but it has not removed the differences of earthly life. These must continue as long as temporality continues, and must continue to tempt every human being who enters the world. By becoming a Christian he is not exempted from difference; he becomes a Christian by conquering the temptation of difference.

In so-called Christendom, therefore, the differences of earthly life still continually tempt - ah, perhaps they do more than tempt - so that one person becomes proud and another defiantly envious. Both are rebellion, rebellion against the Christian. Truly, far be it from us to strengthen anyone in the presumptuous error that only the powerful and the distinguished are guilty. If the lowly and powerless defiantly pursue the advantages of earthly life denied to them, instead of humbly pursuing the blessed equality of the Christian, this too is to damage one’s soul.

Christianity is not blind, nor is it one-sided. With eternity’s calm it looks equally upon all the differences of earthly life, but it does not divisively make common cause with a single one of them. It sees - and surely with sorrow - that earthly busyness and the false prophets of worldliness wish, in Christianity’s name, to conjure up the appearance that only the powerful can transgress through the differences of earthly life, as though the lowly person were entitled to do anything to attain equality - anything except becoming a Christian in earnest and truth. Would one come any nearer to Christian equality by that road?
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    Christianity, then, does not wish to remove difference, either the difference of high rank or that of lowliness. On the other hand, there is no temporal distinction, not even the most reasonable and acceptable in the eyes of the world, with which Christianity will partially make common cause. Whether the temporal distinction to which a human being loses himself by clinging to it in a worldly fashion is, in the world’s eyes, outrageous and revolting, or innocent and lovable, does not concern Christianity at all. Christianity does not make worldly distinctions. It does not look at that by which a person damages his soul, but at the fact that he damages his soul. By a trifle, perhaps? But damaging one’s soul is certainly no trifle.

Between the extremes of high rank and lowliness lies a great multitude of more particular determinations of worldly difference; but Christianity makes an exception for none of these closer, and therefore perhaps less conspicuous, differences. Difference is like an enormous net in which temporality is held. The meshes of this net are themselves different: one human being seems more caught and bound in existence than another. But all this difference - the difference between one difference and another, comparative difference - does not concern Christianity in the least. Such concern and preoccupation are themselves worldliness.

Christianity and worldliness never come to understand one another, even if for a moment it may look deceptively otherwise to someone who is less exacting. To establish equality in the world among human beings, to distribute the conditions of temporality as equally as possible among them: this is something that occupies worldliness to a very high degree. But even what may be called the well-meaning worldly endeavour in this respect never meets Christianity in a shared understanding.

Well-meaning worldliness holds to the pious conviction, if one may call it that, that there must be one temporal condition, one earthly distinction - discovered by calculation and survey, or in whatever other way - that constitutes equality. If this condition became the only condition for every human being, equality would have been established. But in part this cannot be done, and in part the equality of everyone through having one common and identical temporal distinction is by no means Christian equality. Worldly equality, even if it were possible, is not Christian equality.

And the complete establishment of worldly equality is an impossibility. Well-meaning worldliness really concedes this itself. It rejoices when it succeeds in making temporal conditions equal for more and more people, but it acknowledges that its endeavour is a pious wish, that it has set itself an enormous task, that the prospect is long. If it properly understood itself, it would see that this can never be attained in temporality, and that even if the endeavour continued for millennia it would never reach its goal.

Christianity, by contrast, reaches the goal at once by means of eternity’s shortcut. It lets all the differences remain but teaches eternity’s equality. It teaches that everyone shall rise above earthly difference. Notice how equally it speaks. It does not say that the lowly person shall rise while the powerful person perhaps descends from his elevation. Ah no, such speech is not equal; and the equality established by the powerful person descending and the lowly person ascending is not Christian equality but worldly equality. No, even if it were the person who stands highest, even if it were the king, he shall rise above the distinction of elevation; and the beggar shall rise above the distinction of lowliness. Christianity lets all the differences of earthly life remain, but in the commandment of love - in loving the neighbour - is contained precisely this equality of rising above earthly difference.
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    Because this is so - because the lowly person just as fully as the distinguished and powerful person, because every human being in his different way, can lose his soul by refusing in a Christian way to rise above the differences of earthly life; and, ah, because this happens on both sides and in the most varied ways - the wish to love the neighbour is often exposed to a double, indeed a many-sided, danger.

Anyone who has despairingly clung to one or another of earthly life’s differences, so that he has his life in it and not in God, also demands that everyone who belongs to the same distinction shall join with him - not in the good, for the good forms no faction and unites neither two nor a hundred nor all human beings into a faction, but in an ungodly solidarity against what is universally human. The despairing person calls it treachery to wish to have fellowship with others, with all human beings.

On the other hand, these other human beings are themselves differentiated by other temporal differences, and may therefore misunderstand it when someone who does not belong to their distinction wishes to stand with them. For, strangely enough, in the misunderstanding of earthly differences there is conflict and agreement at the same time: one person wants one difference removed but another put in its place. As the word itself indicates, “difference” can mean the very different, indeed the most utterly different; but anyone who fights against difference by wishing one definite difference removed and another put in its place is fighting for difference.

The person who wishes to love the neighbour is not concerned to have this or that difference removed, nor in a worldly way to have them all removed; his godly concern is to permeate his own difference with the beatifying thought of Christian equality. He easily becomes someone who does not fit here in earthly life, not even in so-called Christendom. He is easily exposed to attack from every side; he easily becomes like a lost sheep among ravening wolves. Wherever he looks he naturally encounters differences - for, as was said, no human being is the pure human being, but the Christian rises above the differences - and those who have clung in a worldly fashion to a temporal distinction, whatever it may be, are like ravening wolves.
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    Let us take some examples from the differences of earthly life in order to make this matter clear; let us proceed with complete exactness. And do you have patience to read, just as I take pains and time to write. Since it is my only work and my only task to be an author, I am both able and obliged to employ an exact - a minute, if you like, but surely also useful - care which others cannot employ, since besides being authors they must also use in other ways their perhaps longer day, perhaps richer gift, perhaps greater capacity for work.

See, the times are past when the powerful and distinguished person alone counted as human while the others, though human beings, were thralls and slaves. This is owed to Christianity. But it by no means follows that high rank and power can no longer become a snare for a human being, so that he loses himself in this distinction, damages his soul, and forgets what it is to love the neighbour. If this happens now, it must surely happen in a more hidden and secretive fashion; but fundamentally it remains the same.

One person may openly, savouring his arrogance and pride, give other human beings to understand that they do not exist for him. To feed his pride, he may wish them to feel it by demanding expressions of servile submission from them. Another may cunningly and secretly express that they do not exist for him precisely by avoiding every contact with them - perhaps also from fear that open conduct would inflame people and become dangerous to himself. Fundamentally, these are one and the same. The inhuman and unchristian element does not lie in the manner in which it is done, but in wishing, for oneself, to deny kinship with all human beings, unconditionally with every human being.

Ah, to keep oneself unstained by the world is Christianity’s task and teaching - God grant that we all did so. But to cling in a worldly way even to the most glorious of all distinctions is precisely defilement. It is not coarse work that defiles when it is done in purity of heart; and it is not a lowly condition that defiles when in a godly way you take honour in living quietly. But silk and ermine can defile if they cause a person to damage his soul. It is defilement when the lowly person so shrinks under his misery that he does not have the courage to will to be built up by the Christian. But it is also defilement when the distinguished person wraps himself so tightly in his distinction that he shrinks from being built up by the Christian. And it is also defilement when the person whose distinction is to be like most people never, in Christian elevation, rises out of this distinction.
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    This corruption of high rank will teach the distinguished person that he exists only for the distinguished, that he shall live only within the solidarity of their circles, that he must not exist for other human beings just as they must not exist for him. But, it is said, prudence requires that he know how to do this as lightly and skilfully as possible, so that it does not provoke people. That is to say, the secret and the art lie precisely in keeping this secret to himself. Avoiding contact must not appear as an expression of the relationship, nor must it be done conspicuously, for that would attract attention. No, the evasiveness is intended to secure him and must therefore be so cautious that no one notices it, still less takes offence at it.

Therefore, when he moves among the multitude of human beings, he must walk as though with closed eyes - ah, but not in the Christian sense. Proudly, and yet stealthily, he must as it were flee from one distinguished circle to another. He must not look at these other human beings, lest he himself be seen; yet his eye’s whole attention must lurk behind this concealment in case he should encounter a peer, or someone still more distinguished. His gaze must hover vaguely, gropingly, over all these people, so that no one can catch his eye and remind him of their kinship.

He must never be seen among the lowly, at least never in their company; and if this cannot be avoided, distinguished condescension must be visible - though in its lightest form, so as not to offend and provoke. He may gladly employ exaggerated politeness towards the lowly, but he must never associate with them as an equal, for that would express that he was - human; but he is - distinguished. And if he can do this lightly, skilfully, tastefully, evasively, and yet always preserve his secret - that other human beings do not exist for him and he does not exist for them - then the corruption of high rank will guarantee him that he possesses - good form.

Yes, the world has changed, and corruption has changed too. It would surely be rash to suppose that the world had become good merely because it had changed. If we imagine one of those proud and defiant figures who delighted in this ungodly game, openly making “these people” feel their wretchedness, how astonished he would be to learn that so much caution had now become necessary in preserving this secret. Ah, but the world has changed; and as the world changes, the forms of corruption also become more cunning, harder to point out - but they certainly do not become better.
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    Such is the corruption of high rank. But suppose there were a distinguished person whose life by birth and circumstances belonged particularly to this same earthly distinction, yet who would not consent to this divisive conspiracy against what is universally human - that is, against “the neighbour”. Suppose he could not bring himself to do it; suppose that, fully recognising the consequences, he trusted before God that he would have strength to bear them, while he did not have the strength - to harden his heart. Experience would surely teach him what he had ventured.

First, the corruption of high rank would accuse him of being a traitor and self-loving - because he wished to love “the neighbour”. For to hold together with corruption: that was love and faithfulness and sincerity and devotion! And if, as so often happens, the lowly in turn misunderstood and misjudged him from the standpoint of their own difference - him, who did not belong to their synagogue - and rewarded him with mockery and contempt because he wished to love the neighbour, then he stood there in the double danger.

If he had wished to place himself at the head of the lowly so that in a rebellion he might trample down the distinction of high rank, they might perhaps have honoured and loved him. But he did not wish to do this. He wished only to express what was in him a Christian need: to love the neighbour. And precisely for this reason his fate became so precarious; precisely from this came the double danger.
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    The corruption of high rank would then surely mock him in triumph, saying scornfully and in judgement: “He has thoroughly deserved it.” It would surely use his name as a warning to prevent inexperienced young people of rank from going astray - away from corruption’s good form. And many a better person among the distinguished, over whom the tone of corruption nevertheless exercised power, would not venture to defend him, would not dare to refrain from joining the laughter in “the council of mockers”. It would perhaps be the utmost if anyone ventured to defend him at all.

It is quite conceivable that a distinguished person, within the distinguished circles themselves, might argue enthusiastically and eloquently for love of the neighbour, yet when it came to the point in actuality could not conquer his own mind in obedience to the view he had perhaps so victoriously defended. To argue, within the partition of difference and behind it, for an opposing view - a view that in the Christian sense, not in the rebellious sense, wishes to remove difference - is still to remain within difference.

In the company of scholars, or within surroundings that secure and emphasise his distinction as such, the scholar might be willing to expound enthusiastically this teaching about the equality of all human beings; but that is to remain within difference. In the company of the rich, in surroundings that make the advantage of wealth conspicuous, the rich person might be willing to grant every concession to equality between one human being and another; but that is to remain within difference. The better person who could perhaps victoriously drive every objection from the field in distinguished company might, with distinguished cowardice, flee from contact with actuality’s objection to difference.

“To walk with God”: we use this expression as a blessing. If this better person among the distinguished were to walk with God out among human beings instead of proudly avoiding them, he might seek to hide from himself - and therefore also from God - what he saw; but God would see that he hid it. When one walks with God, one certainly walks without danger, but one is also compelled to see, and to see in an entirely distinctive way. When you walk in God’s company, you need see only one wretched person and you will be unable to evade what Christianity wills you to understand: human equality.

Ah, but this better person might not quite dare to venture enduring this walk in God’s company and the impression it made. He might withdraw, while that same evening once again defending the Christian view in distinguished company. Yes, to walk with God - and it is only in this company that one discovers “the neighbour”, for God is the middle term - in order to learn to know life and oneself, is a serious walk. Honour, power, and glory then lose their worldly splendour, for in God’s company you cannot take worldly delight in them.

When you make common cause with some other human beings - with a definite class, with a definite condition in life, even if only with your wife - the worldly tempts you. Even if it does not seem very significant in your eyes, it tempts you comparatively into respect of persons; perhaps it tempts you for her sake. But when you walk with God, hold together only with God, and in everything you understand understand God beneath it, then you discover - shall I say to your own detriment? - the neighbour; then God compels you to love him - shall I say to your own detriment? For loving the neighbour is a thankless labour.
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    It is one thing to let thought struggle against thought, one thing to fence and win in a dispute of words; it is another to conquer one’s own mind when one fences in the actuality of life. However closely one thought in conflict comes upon the life of another, however closely in a verbal dispute one contestant approaches another, all this conflict is nevertheless at a distance and, as it were, in the air.

By contrast, this is the measure of the disposition dwelling in a human being: how far it is from what he understands to what he does, how great the distance between his understanding and his action. Fundamentally, we all understand the highest. A child, the simplest person, the wisest person - they all understand the highest, and they all understand the same thing; for it is, if I may put it so, one lesson assigned to us all. What makes the difference is whether we understand it at a distance - so that we do not act accordingly - or close at hand, so that we act accordingly and “can do no other”, cannot refrain from doing it, like Luther, who understood close at hand what he had to do when he said: “I can do no other. God help me. Amen.”

At the distance of a quiet hour from all the confusion of life and the world, every human being understands what is highest. When he leaves that hour, he has understood it; when life appears to promise fair weather, he still understands it. But when the confusion begins, the understanding flees, or it becomes apparent that this understanding was at a distance. To sit in a room where everything is so still that one can hear a grain of sand fall, and to understand the highest - every human being can do that. But, to speak figuratively, to have to sit in the cauldron upon which the coppersmiths are hammering, and then to understand the same thing: yes, then one must have the understanding close at hand; otherwise it will become apparent that the understanding was at a distance because the understanding itself was absent.

At the distance of a quiet hour from life’s confusion, the child, the simplest person, and the wisest person understand - and almost equally easily - what every human being shall do: what every human being shall do. But when in life’s confusion the only question is what he shall do, it may become apparent that this understanding was at a distance - it was at humanity’s distance from him.

At the distance from action provided by a dispute of words, by a magnanimous resolution, by a solemn promise, by repentance, every human being understands the highest. Within the security of an unchanged condition and by old habit, anyone can understand that a change ought to be made, for this understanding is at a distance. Is not remaining unchanged an enormous distance from change? Ah, in the world there is constant busy questioning about what this person can do and what that person can and cannot do. Eternity, which speaks of the highest, calmly assumes that every human being can do it and therefore asks only whether he did it.

At the distance of distinguished condescension, the distinguished person understands equality between one human being and another. At the distance of secret superiority, the scholar and the cultivated person understand equality between one human being and another. Within the concession of one small advantage, the person whose distinction is to be like most people understands equality between one human being and another. At a distance “the neighbour” is known by everyone; only God knows how many know him in actuality - that is, close at hand.

And yet at a distance “the neighbour” is an imagined figure, though he is precisely the one who is near: the first person who comes along, unconditionally every human being. At a distance “the neighbour” is a shadow that, by way of imagination, passes through every person’s thoughts - ah, but that the human being who at the same moment actually passed by him was the neighbour, he perhaps does not discover. Everyone knows “the neighbour” at a distance, and yet it is impossible to see him at a distance. If you do not see him so near that, unconditionally and before God, you see him in every human being, then you do not see him at all.

  


  First Series II.C · Passage 17

  
    Let us now consider the distinction of lowliness. The times are past when those called the lower orders had no conception of themselves, or only the conception that they were thralls - not merely lowly human beings, but not really human beings at all. The wild rebellions, the horror that followed upon that horror, may also be past. But can corruption not for that reason dwell hidden in a person?

Corrupted lowliness will persuade the lowly person that in the powerful and distinguished, in anyone favoured by an advantage, he shall see his enemy. But caution, it is said: these enemies still have so much power that an open breach with them could easily become dangerous. Therefore corruption will not teach the lowly person to rebel, nor entirely to refuse every expression of respect, nor to let the secret become manifest. It will teach that it must be done and yet not done - done, and yet in such a way that the powerful person shall derive no pleasure from it, while still being unable to say that it is denied him.

Therefore even in homage there shall be a cunning defiance that can secretly embitter, a reluctance that secretly says no to what the mouth professes, a kind of soundless, inwardly consuming envy in the jubilation that honours the powerful person. No force shall be used, for that might become dangerous; no open breach may occur, for that might become dangerous. But a secret of concealed bitterness, a distantly sensed painful ill humour, shall make power and honour and distinction a torment for the powerful, the honoured, the distinguished, who nevertheless shall be unable to find anything definite of which to complain. For precisely in this lie the art and the secret.
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    But suppose there were a lowly person into whose heart this secret of envy did not enter, and who would not allow corruption from outside to gain this power over him. Suppose that without cowardly submission, without fear of human beings, modestly but above all gladly, he gave every advantage of earthly life what was due to it - happier and more joyful in giving than perhaps, many a time, the person who is to receive it either is or can be. Then he too would surely discover the double danger.

His peers might thrust him away as a traitor and despise him as servile; and, ah, the favoured might misunderstand him and mock him as an intruder. What in the preceding relation was to be regarded as too low for the distinguished person - to love the neighbour - might here be regarded as too presumptuous for the lowly person: to love the neighbour.

So dangerous is it to wish to love “the neighbour”. For there is enough difference in the world; difference is everywhere in temporality, which is precisely the different, the manifold. Perhaps a person may succeed, precisely by virtue of his own difference, in keeping on good terms with all the differences through an accommodating and compliant agreement that yields a little in one place and then demands a little in another. But eternity’s equality - the wish to love “the neighbour” - seems both too little and too much, and therefore it is as though this love for “the neighbour” does not properly fit into the relations of earthly life.
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    Imagine a person who gave a feast and invited to it the lame, the blind, the maimed, and beggars. Far be it from me to think anything of the world except that it would find this beautiful, though strange. But imagine that this man who gave the feast had a friend to whom he said, “Yesterday I gave a great feast.” Would not the friend first of all be surprised that he had not been among those invited? When he then learned who the invited guests had been, far be it from me to think anything of the friend except that he too would find it beautiful, though strange.

Nevertheless he would be surprised, and he might say: “It is a peculiar use of language to call such a gathering a feast - a feast where the friends are not present, a feast where the question is not the excellence of the wine, the selectness of the company, or the number of servants waiting at table.” That is, the friend would think that such a feeding could be called a work of mercy, but not a feast. However good the food they received might have been - even if it had not merely been, like poor-relief food, “substantial and tasty”, but truly choice and costly; yes, even if they had received ten kinds of wine - the company itself, the arrangement of the whole, a certain missing something, I know not what, prevented one from calling such a thing a feast. It conflicted with linguistic usage - which makes distinctions.

Now suppose that the man who had given the feast replied: “But I thought I had linguistic usage on my side. Do we not read in Luke’s Gospel (14:12-13) these words of Christ: ‘When you give a midday or evening meal, do not invite your friends, nor your brothers, nor your kinsfolk, nor rich neighbours, lest they invite you in return and repayment be made to you. But when you give a feast, invite the poor, the maimed, the lame, the blind’? Not only is the word ‘feast’ used in this way; at the beginning an expression less festive than ‘midday or evening meal’ is even used, and only when the discourse concerns inviting the poor and the maimed is the word ‘feast’ used.

“Does it not seem to you that Christ wished to suggest that inviting the poor and the maimed is not merely what we ought to do, but also something far more festive than eating a midday or evening meal with friends and kinsfolk and rich neighbours - which must not be called a feast, for inviting the poor is to give a feast? But I do see that our linguistic usage is different. According to ordinary usage, the list of those invited to a feast is roughly this: friends, brothers, kinsfolk, rich neighbours - those who can make a return.

“But Christian equality and its linguistic usage are so exacting that they demand not only that you feed the poor; they demand that you call it a feast. Yet if, in the actuality of daily life, you insist strictly on this use of language, and do not think it a matter of indifference in the Christian sense under what name food is served to the poor, people will surely laugh you out of court. But let them laugh. They also laughed at Tobias. For wishing to love the neighbour is always exposed to a double danger, as we see from Tobias’s example. On pain of death the ruler had forbidden the burial of the dead; but Tobias feared God more than the ruler and loved the dead more than life: he buried them. That was the first danger. And when Tobias had ventured this heroic deed, ‘his neighbours laughed at him’ (Tobit 2:8). That was the second danger.”

So with the man who gave the feast. My listener, does it not seem to you that he is right? Yet might there not be something else to object to in his conduct? Why so contentiously invite only the lame and the poor, while deliberately - indeed, almost defiantly - failing to invite friends and kinsfolk? He could have invited them all equally. Undeniably; and if he was contentious in this way, we will not praise him or his linguistic usage. But with respect to the gospel words, the meaning is surely that these others would not come. The friend’s surprise at not being invited therefore ceased as soon as he heard what the company had been. If the man, according to the friend’s use of language, had given a feast and not invited his friend, the friend would have become angry. But now he did not become angry - for he would not have come anyway.
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    Oh, my listener, does it seem to you that what has been presented here is merely a dispute about the use of the word “feast”? Or do you not see that the dispute concerns loving “the neighbour”? The person who feeds the poor but does not so conquer his own mind that he calls this feeding a feast sees in the poor and lowly person only the poor and lowly person. But the person who gives “the feast” sees in the poor and lowly person “the neighbour” - however ridiculous this may appear in the eyes of the world.

Ah, it is not so very rare to hear the world complain of this or that person that he is not serious. But the question is what the world understands by seriousness: whether it does not understand by it, approximately, the busyness of worldly cares. And the question is whether, through this continual confusion of seriousness with vanity, the world is not, despite all its seriousness, still so comical that if it saw what is serious in the highest sense - by someone making it a matter of earnest practice - the world would not quite involuntarily burst into laughter. So serious is the world! If temporality’s manifold and multiply compounded differences did not make it just as difficult to see whether someone loves “the neighbour” as it is difficult to see “the human being”, the world would continually have material enough for laughter - provided, of course, there were a sufficient number of those who loved the neighbour.

To love the neighbour is, while remaining within the earthly distinction assigned to you, to will in what is essential to be there equally for every human being without exception. Openly to wish to exist for other human beings only according to the advantage of one’s earthly distinction is pride and presumption. But the shrewd invention of wishing not to exist for others at all, so as secretly to enjoy the advantage of one’s distinction in solidarity with one’s equals, is cowardly pride. In both there is division; but the person who loves “the neighbour” is at peace.

He is at peace by being content within the distinction of earthly life assigned to him, whether it is high rank or lowliness; and otherwise he allows every distinction of earthly life to stand and to count for what it shall and ought to count for here in this life. For you shall not covet what belongs to your neighbour - not his wife, not his ass, and therefore not the advantage in life granted to him. If it is denied to you, you shall nevertheless rejoice that it is granted to him.

Thus the person who loves the neighbour is at peace. He neither cowardly avoids the more powerful person, but loves the neighbour, nor haughtily avoids the lowlier person, but loves the neighbour. In what is essential, he wishes to be there equally for all human beings, whether or not he is in actuality known by many. This is undeniably a considerable span of the wings; but it is not a proud flight soaring over the world. It is self-denial’s humble and difficult flight close to the ground.

It is far easier and more comfortable to steal through life by living in distinguished seclusion if one is distinguished, or in unnoticed quiet if one is lowly. Strange as it may be, one can even seem to accomplish more by this stealthy way of life, precisely because one exposes oneself to much less resistance. But although avoiding resistance is so pleasant to flesh and blood, is it also consoling in the hour of death? In the hour of death the only consoling thing is surely that one has not avoided the resistance but endured it.

What a human being shall or shall not accomplish is not within his power. He is not the one who shall govern the world; he has one thing only to do: obey. Therefore everyone must first of all - instead of asking which position is most comfortable for him and which solidarity most advantageous - place himself at the point where Providence can use him, should it please Providence to do so. That point is precisely to love the neighbour, or in what is essential to be there equally for every human being.

Every other point is divisiveness, however advantageous, comfortable, and apparently significant the position may be. Providence cannot use the person who has placed himself there, for he is precisely in rebellion against Providence. But the person who took up that overlooked, despised, and scorned right position - without clinging to his earthly distinction, without holding together with one single human being, in what is essential being there equally for every human being - shall, even if he apparently accomplished nothing, even if he was exposed to the contempt of the lowly or the mockery of the distinguished or to the contempt and mockery of both, nevertheless dare consolingly in the hour of death to say to his soul:

“I have done my part. Whether I accomplished anything, I do not know; whether I benefited anyone, I do not know. But that I was there for them, I know; I know it from the fact that they treated me with contempt. And this is my consolation: that I shall not take with me to the grave the secret that, in order to have good, undisturbed, comfortable days in life, I denied kinship with other human beings - with the lowly, so as to live in distinguished reserve; with the distinguished, so as to live in hidden obscurity.”

Then let the person who, by means of factional solidarity and by not being there for all human beings, accomplished so much take great care that death does not change his life for him when it reminds him of responsibility. For the person who did his part to make human beings attentive, whether lowly or distinguished; the person who in teaching, acting, striving was there equally for all - he bears no responsibility if human beings showed by persecuting him that they had become attentive. He bears no responsibility; no, he has even benefited them, for the first condition of receiving benefit is always to become attentive.

But the person who cowardly existed only within the partition of factional solidarity, where he accomplished ever so much and gained so many advantages; the person who cowardly did not dare make human beings attentive, whether lowly or distinguished, because he had an intimation that human attention is an ambiguous good - when one has something true to communicate; the person who cowardly conducted his celebrated activity within the security of respect of persons: he bears the responsibility - that he did not love the neighbour.

If such a person were to say, “Yes, what can it help to arrange one’s life according to such a measure?”, I would answer: “What do you think this excuse can help in eternity?” For eternity’s commandment is infinitely higher than even the shrewdest excuse. Has any single one of those whom Providence has used as instruments in the service of truth - and let us not forget that every human being shall and ought to be this, or at least shall and ought so to arrange his life that he could be this - arranged his life otherwise than by being there equally for every human being? Such a person has never made common cause with the lowly and never made common cause with the distinguished, but has been there equally for the distinguished and equally for the lowliest.

Truly, only by loving “the neighbour” can a human being accomplish the highest; for the highest is to be capable of being an instrument in the hand of Providence. But, as was said, anyone who has placed himself at any other point, anyone who forms a party and a faction, or takes part in a party and joins in factional solidarity, governs on his own account; and all his accomplishing, even if it transformed a world, is a deception of the senses. Nor shall he have much joy from it in eternity. Providence may very well have used it, ah, but it did not use him as an instrument. He was self-willed and wise in his own eyes; and Providence also makes use of such a person’s striving by taking his laborious work while allowing him to have taken his reward in advance.

However ridiculous, delaying, and inexpedient loving the neighbour may appear in the world, it is nevertheless the highest that a human being is capable of accomplishing. But the highest has never fitted completely into the relations of earthly life: it is both too little and too much.
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    Consider for a moment the world lying before you in all its variegated multiplicity. It is like looking at a play, except that the multiplicity is far, far greater. Each single individual among these countless people is something definite by virtue of his difference and plays something definite; but essentially he is something else. This, however, you do not get to see here in life. Here you see only what the individual plays and how he plays it. It is just as in the theatre.

But when the curtain falls upon the stage, the person who played the king and the person who played the beggar, and likewise every one of the others, are all of equal account, all one and the same: actors. And when in death the curtain has fallen upon the stage of actuality - for it is a confusing use of language to say that at the moment of death the curtain rises upon eternity’s stage; eternity is no stage, it is the truth - then they too are all one. They are human beings, and they are all what they essentially were, what you did not see because of the differences. You see: they are human beings.

The theatre of art is like an enchanted world. But imagine that one evening, through a common fit of absent-mindedness, everything became confused for all the players, so that they believed they actually were what they represented. Would this not be what, in contrast to art’s enchantment, one would have to call an evil spirit’s enchantment - a bewitchment? And so too if, in actuality’s enchantment - for we are all enchanted by being conjured, each into his own difference - the fundamental thought became confused for us, so that we believed that what we represent is what we essentially are. Ah, but is this not precisely the case?

It seems forgotten that the differences of earthly life are only like an actor’s costume, or like travelling clothes; that each person ought to take care and keep watch that the cords fastening this outer garment are tied loosely and, above all, not in a hard knot, so that at the moment of transformation the costume can easily be cast off. And yet we all possess enough understanding of art to be offended if, at the moment of transformation on stage, when the actor is to cast off his disguise, he has to run out to have the cords loosened.

Ah, but in the actuality of life people lace the outer garment of difference so tightly that it entirely conceals the fact that this difference is an outer garment. The inner glory of equality never, or only very rarely, shines through it, though it continually should and ought to do so. For the actor’s art is the art of deception. The art is the deception; to be able to deceive is the great thing, and to allow oneself to be deceived is equally great. Precisely for that reason one must neither be able nor willing to see the actor through the costume. The highest point of art is therefore when the actor becomes one with what he represents, because this is the highest point of the deception.

But the actuality of life, even if it is not the truth as eternity is, ought nevertheless to be of the truth; and therefore the other thing that everyone essentially is ought always to glimmer through the disguise. Ah, but in the actuality of life the single individual, in temporality’s growth, grows entirely together with the difference; and this is the opposite of eternity’s growth, which grows away from the difference. The individual grows awry; every such person is, in eternity’s sense, a deformity. Ah, in actuality the single individual grows together with his difference in such a way that death must finally use force to tear it from him.

But if one is truly to love the neighbour, it must be remembered at every moment that difference is a disguise. For, as was said, Christianity has not wished to storm forward in order to abolish difference, whether that of high rank or of lowliness; nor has it wished to reach a worldly agreement between the differences. It wishes difference to hang loosely about the single individual: loosely, like the cloak Majesty casts off in order to show who he is; loosely, like the ragged clothing in which a supernatural being has hidden itself.

When difference hangs so loosely, there is continually glimpsed in every single individual that essential other, what is common to all, what is eternally alike - the likeness itself. If this were so, if every single individual lived in this way, then temporality would have reached its highest. It cannot be like eternity; but this expectant solemnity, which without halting the course of life renews itself every day through the eternal and through eternity’s equality, every day saving the soul out of the difference in which it nevertheless remains - this would be the reflected radiance of eternity.

Then in the actuality of life you would indeed see the ruler and gladly and respectfully bring him your homage; but in the ruler you would nevertheless see the inner glory, the equality of glory which his splendour only conceals. Then you would indeed see the beggar - perhaps suffering more than he does in your sorrow for him - but in him you would nevertheless see the inner glory, the equality of glory which his lowly outer garment conceals. Yes, then wherever you turned your eyes you would see “the neighbour”.

For there is not, and since the beginning of the world there has never been, a human being who is the neighbour in the sense in which the king is king, the scholar scholar, your relative your relative - that is, in the sense of particularity, or what comes to the same thing, of difference. No, every human being is “the neighbour”. In being king, beggar, scholar, rich, poor, man, woman, and so forth, we do not resemble one another; in these respects we are precisely different. But in being “the neighbour” we all unconditionally resemble one another.

Difference is temporality’s confusing mark, marking every human being differently; but “the neighbour” is eternity’s mark - on every human being. Take many sheets of paper and write something different on each one, and no sheet resembles another. But then take each sheet again; do not let yourself be confused by difference’s inscription; hold it up to the light, and you will see one common mark on them all. In the same way the neighbour is the common mark; but you see it only with the aid of eternity’s light when it shines through the difference.
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    My listener, there can surely be no doubt that this must seem glorious to you, that it has always appeared so to you whenever in quiet elevation you allowed the thought of eternity to rule and surrendered yourself to contemplation. Only take care that this understanding does not remain at a distance.

Oh, might it not seem so glorious to you that, for your own part, you resolved to make this agreement with God: that you will hold together with him in order to hold fast this understanding; that is, in order to express in your life that together with him you hold this understanding fast as the only one - whatever may befall you in life for the sake of this understanding, yes, even if it should cost you your life - and that with God you hold it fast as your victory over every affront and every injustice? Remember that the person who, in order truly to will one thing, chose truly to will the good has this blessed consolation: one suffers only once, but one conquers eternally.

See, the poet knows how to say much about the consecration of erotic love: about the ennobling power exercised upon a person by falling and being in love; about the transfiguration that penetrates his whole being; about the heavenly difference that, in the poet’s opinion, is supposed to exist between the person in love and the person who has never experienced erotic love’s transformation.

Oh, but the true consecration is to give up every claim upon life, every claim to power and honour and advantage, every claim - and the happiness of erotic love and friendship is surely among the greatest claims - thus to give up every claim in order to understand what an immense claim God and eternity have upon oneself. The person who is willing to receive this understanding is in the process of loving the neighbour.

A human being’s life begins with the deception of the senses that a long, long time and a whole world lie at a distance before him. It begins with the foolhardy illusion that it is he who has so much time for the many claims he makes. The poet is the eloquent and enthusiastic confidant of this foolhardy but beautiful illusion. But when the human being, amid infinite change, discovers the eternal so close upon his life that there is not the distance of one single claim, one single evasion, one single excuse, one single moment between him and what in this now, in this second, in this holy moment, he shall do - then he is in the process of becoming a Christian.

The mark of childishness is to say: “Me wants, me - me.” The mark of youthfulness is to say: “I - and I - and I.” The mark of maturity, and the consecration of the eternal, is to will to understand that this “I” signifies nothing unless it becomes the “you” to whom eternity speaks without ceasing and says: “You” shall; you shall; you shall. Youthfulness wishes to be the only I in the whole world; maturity is to understand this “you” of oneself, even if it were said to no other human being. You shall; you shall love the neighbour.

Oh, my listener, it is not you to whom I speak. It is I to whom eternity says: You shall.
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    Why this is called a discourse

    Kierkegaard called Works of Love ‘Christian deliberations in the form of discourses.’ Unlike textbook chapters, these sustained addresses return to a scriptural or ethical claim from several directions so that reflection may lead to action. ‘Discourse’ also avoids the ecclesiastical authority implied by ‘sermon.’

  
  
    Editorial introduction: before you read

    Kierkegaard begins by questioning the honour attached to making promises. The true beginning is not the promise but the deed; a promise can become a substitute that quietly delays action.

Paul’s saying that love is the fulfilment of the law therefore does not offer a detached definition. It catches the questioner within a task. Love is neither inactive feeling nor distracted busyness, but whole and gathered action.

  
  
    The discourse
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    “It is honourable to promise, but difficult to keep one’s promise,” says the proverb. But what right has it to say so? Surely it is keeping the promise that is honourable. The proverb may therefore be right that keeping a promise is both honourable and difficult. But what does that make promising? On this reading, the proverb says nothing about it. Perhaps promising is nothing at all; perhaps it is less than nothing; perhaps the proverb is actually warning us against it: do not waste time making promises, for keeping them, which is the honourable part, is difficult enough.

Truly, making a promise is far from being honourable in itself, even when it is not dishonestly meant. Is it not dangerous to dignify “promising” with the name of honour, especially in a world that makes so many deceptive promises, among a generation only too ready to promise and, by promising, honestly to deceive itself? It is dangerous even for the proverb’s own sake, since another proverb, equally well acquainted with the world and with human beings, has learned from experience that “a loan repaid as promised is money found”.

It might be better, then, to go to the opposite extreme and say that “promising is dishonourable”, on the assumption that true faithfulness characteristically makes no promises. It does not waste time promising, flatter itself with promises, or claim double payment, first for the promise and then for performing it. Better still, we should concentrate wholly and decisively upon keeping the promise, while an awakening admonition from one in authority serves by way of introduction to warn us against promising.
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    Holy Scripture contains a parable (Matthew 21:28 - 32) which is seldom discussed in devotional discourse, although it is both deeply instructive and capable of awakening us. Let us pause over it. There was “a man who had two sons”. In this he resembles the father of the prodigal son, who also had two sons. The resemblance is greater still, for one of the sons in this parable was himself a prodigal son, as the story will show.

The father “went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work in my vineyard today.’ He answered, ‘I will not’; but afterwards he regretted it and went. The father went to the other and said the same. He answered, ‘Lord, I will’; but he did not go. Which of the two did his father’s will?”

We could put the question another way: which of them was the prodigal son? Was it not the son who said yes, the obedient one, who said not merely “yes” but “Lord, I will”, as though to display his unconditional and obedient submission to his father’s will? Was he not the one who became lost in silence, so that his lostness was not as obvious as that of the other prodigal son, who squandered his property with prostitutes and ended by tending swine, but who was also finally restored?

The son who said yes also strangely resembles the elder brother of that other prodigal. The Gospel casts suspicion upon the elder brother’s righteousness, although he considered himself the righteous or good son. Perhaps this brother too, whom we may briefly call the Yes-brother, regarded himself as the good son. After all, did he not say yes? Did he not say, “Lord, I will”? And the proverb tells us that promising is honourable.

The other brother, however, said no. A “No” which nevertheless means that a person does precisely what he refused to do can sometimes arise from an understandable peculiarity. Honesty, exiled and alien upon the earth, sometimes hides in such an assumed “No”. Perhaps the speaker has become so disgusted by repeatedly hearing a “Yes” which means that people will not do what they say that he has become accustomed to saying No where others say Yes, and then to doing what the Yes-brothers omit. Perhaps he distrusts himself anxiously and avoids promising anything for fear of promising too much. Or perhaps, in his sincere zeal to do the good, he wants to ward off the hypocritical appearance that a promise can create.

But the “No” in the Gospel is not merely assumed. The son means it; his refusal is real disobedience. Yet he regrets it and goes to do his father’s will.
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    What, then, does the parable seek to impress upon us, if not the danger of saying “yes” too hastily, even when we mean it at the time? The Yes-brother is not portrayed as a deceiver at the moment when he says yes. He becomes a deceiver because he fails to keep his promise; more exactly, his very eagerness to promise makes him one. The promise becomes the snare. Had he promised nothing, he might have acted sooner.

When we say yes or make a promise, we easily deceive both ourselves and others. We behave as though we had already done what we promised, or at least accomplished part of it by promising, or as though making the promise were meritorious in itself. If we then fail to do what we promised, the road back to the truth becomes very long. We must travel it merely to regain the starting point from which we might do even a little of what we promised. What we promised may have been ambitious enough, but the unfulfilled promise has now placed us at an illusory distance from the beginning. Things are no longer as they were at the moment when we took the wrong turn and used the promise to swing around the work instead of beginning it. We must retrace the entire detour before we can reach the beginning again.

The road from saying no, through repentance, to making amends is much shorter and easier to find. A promise’s “Yes” lulls us to sleep; an uttered “No”, which we ourselves therefore hear, awakens us, and repentance is usually not far away. The person who says, “Lord, I will”, immediately thinks well of himself. The one who says no becomes almost afraid of himself. This difference matters greatly in the first moment and decisively in the second. But the first moment carries the judgement of the moment; the second carries eternity’s judgement.

That is why the world is so fond of promises. The worldly belongs to the moment, and in the moment a promise looks so good. Eternity, for the same reason, distrusts promises as it distrusts everything momentary. Suppose neither brother had done the father’s will. Even then, the one who said No would have been nearer to doing it insofar as he was nearer to recognising that he was not doing it. A “No” hides nothing. A “Yes”, however, can so easily become an illusion and a self-deception, perhaps the hardest of all difficulties to overcome.

It is only too true that “the road to perdition is paved with good intentions”. Nothing is more dangerous than going backwards by means of good intentions and promises, because it is so difficult to detect that one is really retreating. When a man turns his back on you and walks away, you can easily see him go. But suppose he faces what he is leaving and walks backwards, greeting you with face, eyes, and voice, repeatedly assuring you that he is coming at once, perhaps even crying incessantly, “Here I am!” Although he is moving farther and farther away, it is far harder to notice, precisely because he retreats backwards while facing you.

So it is with someone rich in good intentions and quick to promise, who backs farther and farther away from the good. His intention and promise give him the right direction: he faces the good. Yet, while facing it, he walks backwards away from it. Each renewed intention and promise looks like a step forwards. In truth, he does not merely stand still; he takes another step back.

The frustrated intention and unfulfilled promise leave discouragement and ill humour behind. These may soon flare into an even fiercer intention, which in turn produces only greater exhaustion. Just as a drunkard needs ever stronger stimulation to become intoxicated, the person addicted to intentions and promises needs ever more stimulation in order to go backwards.

We do not praise the son who said No. We are trying to learn from the Gospel how dangerous it is to say, “Lord, I will”. In relation to action, a promise is a changeling, and we must beware of it. Superstition says that hostile powers come just after a child is born, when the mother’s joy is greatest because her suffering is over and when joy has perhaps made her less attentive, and substitute a changeling for the child. So too at the great and therefore dangerous moment of beginning: just as we are about to begin, hostile powers press the changeling of a promise upon us and prevent the true beginning. How many have been deceived in this way, almost as though bewitched.
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    See, then, how important it is, in every human relation and with every task, for attention to be gathered at once, wholly and without division, upon what is essential and decisive. It is the same with love. Love must never be allowed to appear as something other than it is, lest the appearance take hold and become a snare. It must not take its time or delight in flattering fantasies about itself. It must begin the task at once and be made to understand that every preceding moment is wasted, and worse than merely wasted; every other supposed expression of love is delay and retreat. This is exactly what the words of our text express:
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    Love is the fulfilment of the law,
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    and we shall now take this saying as the subject of our deliberation.
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    If someone asks, “What is love?”, Paul answers, “It is the fulfilment of the law”, and the answer immediately prevents every further question. The law is already an extensive matter; and if the law is to be fulfilled, you can see for yourself that there is not a moment to waste.

The world has often asked curiously, “What is love?”, and often some idle person has been willing to engage the curious questioner with an answer. Curiosity and idleness like one another so well that they can scarcely tire of each other, or of endlessly asking and answering. Paul, however, does not enter into a prolonged discussion with the questioner. His answer catches the questioner. It places him under the law in obedience, immediately gives him his direction, and sets him moving to act accordingly.

This is true not only of this answer of Paul’s, but of all Paul’s answers and all Christ’s answers. The distinctively Christian way of answering turns away from a question aimed at something remote and immediately brings the task, what the questioner must do, as close to his life as possible.

The simple sage of antiquity who judged paganism in the service of knowledge understood the art of questioning: by his question he caught each respondent in ignorance. The Christian, however, is concerned not with knowing but with acting. Its distinctive art is to answer and, through the answer, to catch each person into the task. That is why it was so dangerous for Pharisees, sophists, word-splitters, and speculators to question Christ. The questioner always received an answer, but in a sense the answer told him far too much. It did not cleverly prolong the question. With divine authority it seized him and bound him to act, although he may have wanted only to remain at curiosity’s, intellectual appetite’s, or conceptual definition’s comfortable distance from himself and from doing what is true.

How many have asked, “What is truth?”, while secretly hoping that truth would remain far away for a long time before coming close enough to determine, at that very instant, what it was their duty to do. When the Pharisee asked, “Who is my neighbour?”, “wishing to justify himself”, he surely imagined a long investigation. It might take a very long time and perhaps end with the concession that the concept “neighbour” could not be defined with perfect precision. That was exactly why he asked: to find an escape, waste time, and justify himself. But God catches the wise in their foolishness. Christ caught the questioner in an answer which contained the task.

Every answer of Christ’s works in this way. He does not use a long discourse to warn against useless questions which breed only quarrels and evasions, for the long discourse would then be little better than what it opposed. As he taught, he also answered with divine authority, because authority consists precisely in setting the task.

The hypocritical questioner received the answer he deserved, but not the answer he wanted. It could not feed his curiosity or be carried away as an interesting remark. Christ’s answer retains a remarkable power: whenever it is retold, it immediately catches the single individual who hears it and binds that particular person to the task. Someone may presumptuously try to repeat one of Christ’s answers as an anecdote, but it cannot be done. The answer catches its hearer by obligating him to act.

A clever answer addressed to human cleverness is essentially indifferent to who said it and to whom. Christ’s answers have the opposite, twofold character. It is infinitely important that Christ spoke them; and whenever an answer is told to a single individual, it is addressed precisely to him. Eternity’s whole emphasis falls upon this: it is you, even when the same answer is spoken in this way to every single individual.

Cleverness is turned inward and is blind in that respect. It neither knows whether anyone is looking at it nor comes close to anyone by looking at him. Divine authority, by contrast, is all eye. It first compels the person addressed to recognise with whom he is speaking; then it fixes its piercing gaze upon him and says through that gaze, “It is you to whom this is spoken.” People therefore prefer ingenuity and profundity, because they can play blind man’s buff with them. Authority frightens them.

  


  First Series III.A · Passage 8

  
    People may therefore be reluctant to engage with Paul’s answer, because, as we have said, it catches them. The moment any other answer is given to the question “What is love?”, time and distance open up, an unoccupied interval which concedes something to curiosity, idleness, and selfishness. But if love is the fulfilment of the law, there is not even time to make a promise. Here promising stands for the last thing that can misdirect love away from action and from beginning its task at once. A promise lies right beside the beginning and deceptively resembles it, without being the beginning.

Even if a promise of love were not so apt to be an instant’s excitement which becomes disappointment in the next instant; a sudden blaze which leaves exhaustion behind; a leap forwards which carries us back; an anticipation which delays and restrains us; an introduction which never reaches the matter itself; even if none of this were so, the promise would still be a form of lingering.

It may linger over love dreamily, pleasurably, wonderingly, frivolously, or conceitedly, as though love first had to collect itself, were considering what to do, or stood amazed at itself and at what it would accomplish. A promise lingers over love and is therefore a jest, one which can become dangerous. For in earnest, love is the fulfilment of the law.

Christian love gives everything away and for that very reason has nothing to spare, neither a moment nor a promise. Yet this is not busyness, least of all worldly busyness, for worldliness and busyness are inseparable ideas. What does it mean to be busy? People generally suppose that the manner of a person’s occupation determines whether he is busy. This is not so. Manner becomes decisive only after the object of the occupation has been determined.

Someone who occupied himself only with the eternal, uninterruptedly and at every moment, if that were possible, would not be busy. Whoever is truly occupied with the eternal is never busy. Busyness means occupying oneself, in division and distraction, with the manifold things among which a human being cannot possibly be whole, either whole in them all or whole in any one part. Only a madman could imagine succeeding in this. To be busy is to occupy oneself, divided and distracted, with what divides and distracts a human being.

Christian love, as the fulfilment of the law, is whole, gathered, and fully present in each of its expressions; yet it is sheer action. It is therefore equally far from inactivity and busyness. It never anticipates action by offering a promise in its place; never satisfies itself with the notion that it has finished; never lingers pleasurably over itself; never sits idle, amazed at itself.

It is not the hidden, secret, enigmatic feeling behind the lattice of the inexplicable which the poet tries to entice to the window. Nor is it a mood in the soul which tenderly recognises no law, refuses every law, or appoints itself its own law and listens only for songs. Love is sheer action, and each of its deeds is holy, because love is the fulfilment of the law.
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    Such is Christian love. Even if it is not, or never had been, present in this form in any human being, although every Christian who abides in love works for his love to become such, it was present in the one who was love, our Lord Jesus Christ. The same apostle therefore says of him (Romans 10:4), “Christ was the end of the law.”

Christ was what the law could not produce, any more than the law could make a human being blessed. The law and its demand became everyone’s downfall, because no one was what it required and through the law people only came to know sin. Christ, however, became the downfall of the law because he was what it required. He was its downfall and its end, for when a demand is fulfilled it exists only in that fulfilment and no longer stands apart as a demand.

When thirst is quenched, it remains only in the soothing relief of refreshment. In the same way, Christ came not to abolish the law but to fulfil it, so that henceforth the law exists in its fulfilment.
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    Yes, he was love, and his love was the fulfilment of the law. “No one could convict him of any sin”, not even the law, whose witness is conscience; “neither was deceit found in his mouth”, for everything in him was truth. In his love there was no interval of a moment, a feeling, or an intention between the law’s demand and its fulfilment. He did not say no like one brother or yes like the other, for his food was to do the Father’s will. He was one with the Father and with every demand of the law; fulfilling it was his inward need, the one necessity of his life.

Love in him was sheer action. There was not a single moment of his life when love was merely an inactive feeling searching for words and letting time pass, or a mood which satisfied itself and lingered over itself while no task was being done. His love was sheer action. Even his tears did not merely occupy the time. Jerusalem did not know what made for its peace, but he knew it; the mourners at Lazarus’s grave did not know what was about to happen, but he knew what he would do.

His love was wholly present in the smallest thing as in the greatest. It did not concentrate itself more powerfully in a few great moments, as though the ordinary hours of life were exempt from the law. It was equally present at every instant, no greater when he breathed his last upon the cross than when he consented to be born. The same love said, “Mary has chosen the better part”, and with a look reproved, or forgave, Peter. The same love received the disciples when they returned joyfully from performing miracles in his name and found them when they were asleep.

His love made no claim upon another person’s time, strength, assistance, service, or love in return. Whatever Christ required of another person was solely for that person’s good and solely for that person’s sake. No one who lived with him loved himself as highly as Christ loved him.

His love entered no bargaining, indulgent, or partial agreement with any human being apart from the agreement already within him with the law’s infinite demand. Christ’s love sought no exemption for himself, not the slightest, not a farthing.

His love made no distinction, not even the most tender distinction between his mother and other human beings, for he pointed to his disciples and said, “These are my mother.” Nor did his love distinguish disciples from others, for his one wish was that everyone should become his disciple, and he wished this for each person’s own sake. Nor did he discriminate among the disciples. His divine-human love was equally directed towards every human being in willing to save them all, and equally towards all who were willing to let themselves be saved.

His life was sheer love, and yet his whole life was a single working day. He did not rest until the night came when he could work no more. Until then his work did not alternate with day and night, for when he was not working he kept vigil in prayer.

Thus he was the fulfilment of the law. He demanded nothing as a reward. His one demand, the single purpose of his entire life from birth to death, was innocently to offer himself, something which not even the law, when exacting its utmost due, dared to demand.

Thus he was the fulfilment of the law. He had, as it were, only one witness capable of following him at all, one fellow knower attentive and sleepless enough to examine him: the law itself, following him step by step and hour by hour with its infinite demand. Yet he fulfilled the law.

How poor it is never to have loved! But even the person made richest by love possesses only poverty beside this fullness. We must not, however, make the comparison in that way. Let us never forget the eternal difference between Christ and every Christian. Even if the law has been abolished, here it remains in force and secures an eternally yawning abyss between the God-man and every other human being. No human being can comprehend, but can only believe, what the divine law itself had to acknowledge: he was the fulfilment of the law.

Every Christian believes this and appropriates it in faith, but no one has known it except the law and the one who fulfilled it. What is present only weakly in a human being’s strongest moment was present in Christ far more powerfully and with equal constancy at every moment. A person may understand this in his strongest moment, only to lose that understanding in the next. He must therefore believe and hold fast to faith, lest his life be confused by understanding for one moment and failing to understand for many others.
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    Christ was the fulfilment of the law. From him we must learn how to understand this thought, for he was its explanation. Only when the explanation is what it explains, the explainer is the thing explained, and the explanation becomes transfiguration, is the relation true.

We cannot explain in this way. If we learn nothing else from that fact, we can at least learn humility before God. Our frail earthly life must separate what we explain from what we are. This inability is an essential expression of our relation to God.

Suppose a human being, humanly speaking, loves God in sincerity of heart. God has nevertheless loved him first. God is an eternity ahead, and the human being is that far behind. So it is with every eternal task. By the time a person at last begins, infinitely much has already been wasted, even if for a moment we overlook all the deficiencies and imperfections of the striving which finally began.

Suppose a person, humanly speaking, sincerely seeks first God’s kingdom and his righteousness. How much time passed before he even learned to understand what this means! He was therefore infinitely far from having sought God’s kingdom and his righteousness first. At every point wasted time precedes the human beginning.

In earthly affairs we lament that someone must go into debt in order to begin an enterprise. Before God, every human being begins with an infinite debt, even before we count the debt contracted daily after the beginning. This is only too often forgotten in life, and why, except that God too is forgotten?

One person then compares himself with another, and whoever understands a little more than others congratulates himself on being something. Would that he understood within himself that before God he is nothing. Human beings are so eager to be something; is it any wonder that, however much they speak about God’s love, they are reluctant to enter fully into relation with him? His demand and his measure reduce them to nothing.
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    Use one tenth of the strength granted to you when you exert yourself to the utmost; then turn your back upon God and compare yourself with other people. In a very short time you will be advanced among them. But turn around and face God; use all ten tenths and, if possible, force out one last reserve. You will still be as nothing, infinitely far from having attained anything and infinitely in debt.

That is why, in one sense, it does no good to speak to a human being about the highest. A revolution is required of a kind no speech can produce. If you want an easy life and an easy way to be something, forget God. Never fully notice or clearly understand that he created you from nothing. Assume that a person has no time to waste considering the one to whom he owes everything, infinitely and unconditionally, and that no one has the right to question another about it. Forget it, then, and join the crowd’s noise. Laugh or weep; keep busy from morning until night; be loved, respected, and esteemed as a friend, an official, a king, or a pallbearer. Above all, be a serious man by forgetting the one serious matter: relating yourself to God and becoming nothing.

But consider what you would lose. Speech cannot accomplish this, so may God grant you understanding. This annihilation before God is so blessed that at every moment you would seek to return to it more strongly, warmly, and inwardly than blood returns to the place from which it has been forcibly driven. To worldly prudence, of course, this is and must be the greatest foolishness.

“Never hold fast to God.” One would have to speak this plainly in order to reveal the secret of the half-heartedness which falsely pretends that it too holds fast to him. “Never hold fast to God, for in holding to him you will lose what no person who held to the world has ever lost, not even the person who lost the most: you will lose absolutely everything.”

That is true. The world cannot take everything, precisely because it cannot give everything. Only God can do that. God takes everything, everything, everything, in order to give everything. He does not take a little, much, or very much, piece by piece; if you truly hold fast to him, he takes infinitely everything.

“Flee him, therefore. A king may be dangerous enough to approach if you want to be something; proximity to a powerfully gifted spirit is dangerous; but God is infinitely more dangerous to approach.”
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    But if God is to be excluded and forgotten, I do not know what it could mean to preach upon such words, or what could remain in the saying “Love is the fulfilment of the law” except repellent meaninglessness.

Let us not shrink from understanding it, fearfully and treacherously towards ourselves, as though we feared what the natural human being really does fear, however loudly he professes a desire for knowledge and insight: learning too much. It is impossible to speak of love as the fulfilment of the law without at the same time acknowledging one’s own guilt and finding every human being guilty.
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    Love is the fulfilment of the law. Despite its many precise provisions, the law remains in some respect indeterminate, while love is the fullness. The law resembles someone struggling to speak who, despite every effort, cannot say everything; love is the fullness.
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    It may sound strange to call the law indeterminate, since its strength lies precisely in its determinations. The law possesses and commands them all. Yet it remains indeterminate, and here again lies its powerlessness. A shadow is powerless beside vigorous actuality, and something indefinite always remains in a shadow. So too something indefinite remains in the law’s shadow-outline, however precisely it is drawn.

Holy Scripture therefore calls “the law a shadow of the things to come”. The law is not a shadow cast behind love’s actuality, for in love the law is taken up and included. It is the anticipatory shadow of what is to come.

However accurately an artist draws a plan or preliminary design for a work, something in it remains undetermined. Only when the work is finished can one say that nothing whatever remains indefinite, not one line or point. There is therefore only one completely determinate sketch: the completed work itself. But that is simply to say that no sketch can be absolutely and unconditionally determinate.

The law is the sketch; love is the fullness, the completed and fully determinate work. In love the law itself becomes fully determinate. Only one power can execute the work for which the law supplies the design, and that power is love. Yet law and love have the same origin, just as design and finished work come from the same artist. They do not conflict. A work of art which fully answers to its design does not conflict with it merely because the finished work is more precisely determined than every provision in the design.
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    Paul therefore says elsewhere (1 Timothy 1:5), “Love is the sum of the command.” In what sense? In the same sense as the saying that love is the fulfilment of the law. In another sense, the sum consists of all the individual commandments: You shall not steal, and so forth. But try to reach the sum by that route. However long you keep counting, the labour will be in vain, because the law is by its nature inexhaustible, infinite, and unceasing in its determinations. Each provision gives rise to another more exact than itself; new considerations and relations then produce another still more exact, and so on without end.

Love stands to the law here as faith stands to the understanding. The understanding counts and counts, calculates and calculates, but never attains the certainty that faith possesses. The law likewise determines and determines but never reaches the sum, which is love.

The word “sum” seems to invite us to count. But when a person has grown tired of counting and at the same time still more eager to discover the sum, he realises that the word must have a deeper meaning. The law, as it were, sets all its provisions upon a person and hunts him to exhaustion. There is a determination everywhere, yet even the most precise can always be made more precise. This perpetual indeterminacy within the provisions and their multitude is an unrest that never dies. The exhausted person is thereby taught that something else must constitute the law’s fullness.

There is no conflict between law and love, any more than between a sum and the things of which it is the sum, or between the unsuccessful attempts to calculate it and the happy discovery, the happy conclusion, that the sum has been found.
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    Under the law a human being groans. Wherever he looks he sees demands without a boundary, like someone looking across the sea and seeing wave after wave but never the shore. Wherever he turns, he meets a strictness which can always become infinitely stricter, never the boundary at which strictness becomes mercy.

The law, as it were, starves a person out. It cannot bring him to fullness, for its business is to take away, demand, and exhaust him to the utmost. The indeterminacy which always remains within the multitude of its provisions is the law’s relentless exaction. Each provision demands something, yet there is no limit to the provisions.

The law is therefore life’s direct opposite, while life is fullness. The law resembles death. Yet in one respect life and death know the same thing: life knows precisely everything that has received life, and death knows just as precisely everything that has lived. In knowledge, then, law and love do not conflict. But love gives and the law takes; or, stated in the right order, the law demands and love gives.

Love does not wish to abolish a single provision of the law. On the contrary, love gives every provision its fullness and determinacy. In love, every determination of the law becomes far more definite than it was in the law itself. There is no conflict between them, any more than between hunger and the blessing which satisfies it.
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    Love is the fulfilment of the law, for love does not shirk its tasks. It is no indulgent dispensation which slips between love and the law’s fulfilment, demanding or granting exemption, pampering others or being pampered itself. Love is not an idle feeling too refined to express itself in action, a demanding incapacity which neither can nor will satisfy what is required.

Only foolishness speaks of love as though law and love were in conflict. Outside love they certainly may be, but within love there is no conflict, because love fulfils the law. Foolishness speaks as though there were an essential difference between the law’s demand and love. There certainly may be, but not within love, where fulfilment and demand become completely one.

Only foolishness sows discord between law and love, imagining itself wise when it mediates between them or even speaks badly of one to the other.
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    Love is the fulfilment of the law, but which law do we mean? Our text is apostolic and our subject is Christian love, so it can only be God’s law. The world, insofar as it differs from what we have called foolishness, agrees with God on one point; worldly wisdom agrees with Christianity that love must fulfil a law in order to be love. They disagree about which law, and that disagreement is an infinite difference.

Worldly wisdom thinks that love is a relation between one human being and another. Christianity teaches that love is a relation of human being - God - human being: God is the middle term. A relation of love between two or among many people may be beautiful; mutual devotion and sacrifice may constitute all their delight and blessedness; everyone may praise their relation. But if God and the relation to God have been excluded, then in Christian terms it was not love. It was a mutual and enchanting deception mistaken for love.

To love God is truly to love oneself. To help another person love God is to love that person. To be helped by another to love God is to be loved.

Worldly wisdom does not suppose that a lover may arbitrarily define love for himself. Since love is devotion and sacrifice, the world thinks that love’s object, whether the beloved, the friend, loved ones, a social association, or one’s contemporaries, all of whom we shall briefly call “the beloved”, must judge whether devotion and sacrifice have been shown and whether they amount to love. Everything therefore depends on whether these human judges know how to judge rightly.

If the beloved who judges does not possess before God a true conception of loving himself, namely that it means loving God, then he also has no true conception of being loved by another, namely that it means being helped to love God. He will therefore mistake a false kind of devotion and sacrifice for true love, and true love for lovelessness. Merely human judgement is not the true judgement of love, because loving God is true self-love.

When God is the middle term in judging love, a final twofold judgement remains. Although this is the only fundamentally decisive judgement, it begins only after human judgement has decided whether something is love. First: divinely understood, is it really love to show the devotion demanded by the beloved? Second: divinely understood, is it love on the beloved’s part to demand such devotion?

Every human being is God’s bondsman. No one may belong to another in love without belonging to God in that same love; nor may anyone possess another in love unless both people belong to God within it. No human being may belong to another as though the other were everything to him, and no one may allow another to belong to him as though he were everything to the other.

Imagine a relation between two or among several people so happy and perfect that a poet had to exult over it, so blissful that even someone who was not a poet became one through wonder and joy at the sight. The matter would still not be settled. Christianity now steps forward and asks about the God-relation: does each single individual relate first to God, and does their relation of love then relate to God?

If not, Christianity, precisely because it protects love, must not hesitate in God’s name to split the relation apart until the lovers are willing to understand. If only one party will understand, Christianity must not hesitate to lead that person into the horror of a collision no poet has dreamed of or dared to portray. The poet can no more engage with the Christian command to love one’s enemy than with the still stranger Christian task of appearing, out of love and within love, to hate the beloved. Yet in God’s name Christianity does not hesitate to strain the relation so high.

It does so not merely to collect God’s due as the lord and owner of his bondsman, but also out of love for the lovers. To love God is to love oneself; to love another person as though that person were God is to deceive oneself; and to allow another person to love one as though one were God is to deceive that person.

If love is to fulfil the law, Christianity can press the demand to what human understanding regards as madness. It therefore teaches that a Christian must, if required, be able to hate father, mother, sister, and beloved. Does this mean actually hating them? Far be this abomination from Christianity. It means that faithful and sincere love, divinely understood, may be regarded as hatred by loved ones, those nearest to us, and our contemporaries. They do not understand that loving oneself means loving God and being loved means being helped by another person to love God. This remains the lover’s task whether or not his willingness to be hated actually brings the other person to that understanding.

Worldly wisdom has a long list of sacrifices and forms of devotion. Does it include these: out of love to hate the beloved; out of love to hate the beloved and therefore oneself; out of love to hate one’s contemporaries and therefore one’s own life? Worldly wisdom knows many forms of unhappy love. Do any include the suffering of having to appear to hate the beloved, of having to make hatred the final and only expression of love, or of having to be hated by the beloved as love’s reward because Christian truth places an infinite difference between what each party means by love?

Before Christianity the world had seen unhappy love collide with terrible events, with love’s opposite within a shared basic understanding, and with partly different conceptions still contained within that common understanding. It had never seen that love could involve a collision between two conceptions separated by eternity: the divine and the merely human.

When such a collision occurs, love, divinely understood, means holding fast to eternity’s true conception and loving by its power, even though the people who are loved, if they possess only the human conception, must regard it as hatred.

Let us speak in fully human terms about the highest. In so-called Christendom we too easily imagine that we believe something which has not even impressed itself upon us enough to awaken our attention. We may speak humanly about the highest, provided that we never forget the eternal difference separating the one of whom we speak from every human being: Christ’s life is properly the only unhappy love.

Divinely understood, he was love. He loved the whole human race by virtue of the divine conception of love. Out of love he could not surrender that conception, for to do so would have deceived the race. His whole life was therefore a terrible collision with the merely human conception of love. The ungodly world crucified him, but even the disciples failed to understand him. They constantly tried to win him over to their conception, so that he had to say even to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan.”

What unfathomable suffering lies in that terrible collision! The most sincere and faithful disciple, not merely well-meaning but burning with love, tries to offer the best advice and to express how deeply he loves his Master. Yet because his conception of love is false, the disciple speaks in such a way that the Master must tell him: “You do not know it, but to me your words are as though Satan were speaking.”

Christianity entered the world in this way, and with it came the divine explanation of love. We often complain of being misunderstood, especially when misunderstanding is most bitterly mixed with love. In its every expression we recognise that love is unhappily present: we are certainly loved, only not understood, and everything becomes bitter precisely because a misunderstanding acts from love. But consider being misunderstood as no human being has ever been misunderstood by another, being misunderstood as Christ was, and at the same time being love as Christ was.

People act as though only ungodliness had to collide with Christ. What a misunderstanding. The best and most loving human being who ever lived, humanly speaking, also had to collide with and misunderstand him, because even this best person first had to learn from Christ what love means before God.

By merely human standards Christ’s love was anything but self-sacrificing. He did not make himself unhappy in order to make his own people happy. He made both himself and them as unhappy as it was humanly possible to be. He had the power to establish Israel’s kingdom and make everything good for himself and his followers, as every contemporary could plainly see. If he could have done it but refused, the fault, humanly judged, must have lain in him and in his heart. He would not sacrifice his ideas, his delusions, but preferred cruelly to sacrifice himself and his own people, squandering his life and the lives of those he loved.

He established no earthly kingdom, nor did he sacrifice himself so that the apostles might inherit what he had won. Humanly speaking, this was madness: he sacrificed himself in order to make those he loved as unhappy as himself.

Was it really love to gather a few simple, lowly people around him; win their devotion and love as no one had ever won them; let them glimpse the apparent fulfilment of their proudest dream; and then suddenly change his mind and his plan? Was it love to remain unmoved by their pleas, show them no consideration, plunge from that alluring height into the abyss of every danger, surrender without resistance to his enemies, and amid mockery, while the world rejoiced, be nailed to a cross like a criminal?

Was it really love to part from the disciples in this way, abandon them in a world bound to hate them for his sake, and drive them like straying sheep among ravening wolves whose thirst for their blood he himself had aroused?

What did this man want with these trusting and honest, if limited, human beings whom he so terribly deceived? Why did he call his relation to them love, persist in calling it love, and die without confessing that he had deceived them? He died maintaining that it was love, while the disciples, broken-hearted but touchingly faithful, dared form no judgement upon his conduct, presumably because he had overwhelmed them. Every ordinary person could easily see that, whatever else he may have been, and however excusable he might seem if regarded as a religious enthusiast, he had acted towards the disciples like a deceiver.

And yet he was love. He did everything out of love and wished to make human beings blessed. By what means? By their relation to God, for he was love. He knew within himself and with God that he was offering the sacrifice of atonement; that he truly loved the disciples and the whole human race, or at least every person willing to let himself be saved.
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    The fundamental falsehood in the merely human conception of love is that love is removed from the relation to God and therefore from the law meant by the saying “Love is the fulfilment of the law.”

A strange misunderstanding may lead someone to think that neighbour-love must remain related to God but that erotic love and friendship should be exempt, as though Christianity were a half-measure which did not penetrate every relation, or as though the teaching of neighbour-love were not intended precisely to transform erotic love and friendship. Many may suppose, through the same strange misunderstanding, that they need God’s help to love the neighbour, the less lovable object, but can manage erotic love and friendship best by themselves, as though God’s involvement would only disturb and inconvenience them.

No love and no expression of love may be removed from the relation to God and left on merely worldly and human terms. Love is a passion of feeling, but within that very feeling, even before relating to love’s object, a human being must first relate to God and learn the demand that love fulfil the law.

Love is a relation to another person or to other people. But it is not, and must not become, merely a marital or friendly compact, a purely human solidarity between people, however faithful and tender. Before anyone relates in love to the beloved, friend, loved ones, or contemporaries, that person must first relate to God and to God’s demand.

Once the God-relation is omitted, the highest court becomes the merely human definition agreed by the people concerned: what they choose to mean by love, what they demand of one another, and the mutual judgement they form upon that basis. It is not only the person wholly devoted to a divine calling who must not belong to a woman and be delayed by trying to please her. A man who belongs to a woman in love must also belong first and wholly to God. He must not seek first to please his wife, but first strive for his love to please God.

The wife is therefore not to teach the husband how to love her, nor the husband the wife, the friend the friend, or one contemporary another. God must teach each single individual how to love, if that love is even to answer to the law of which the apostle says, “Love is the fulfilment of the law.”

A person possessing only a worldly conception of love will naturally regard as selfishness and lovelessness precisely what Christianity understands as love. But when the relation to God determines what love is between human beings, love is prevented from ending in self-deception or illusion. At the same time, the demand for self-denial and sacrifice is made infinite.

Love which does not lead to God, and has no single aim of leading the lovers to love God, stops at human judgement about the nature of love, sacrifice, and devotion. By stopping there it avoids the possibility of the last and most terrible collision: an infinite difference within the relation itself between the parties’ conceptions of love.

On merely human terms this collision can never arise, because the parties must share the same basic conception of love. It becomes possible only in Christianity, as a collision between the Christian and the merely human.

Yet Christianity knows how to navigate this difficulty. No teaching has taught such endurance in love. For the sake of the loved ones themselves, it teaches a person to hold fast unchangingly and unwaveringly to the true conception of love, and willingly to accept being hated by the beloved as love’s reward. An infinite difference, an eternity’s difference of language, separates what the two parties mean by love.

To accommodate oneself to the beloved’s conception is, humanly speaking, to love; and doing so wins love in return. The collision arises when a person, directly against the beloved’s merely human conception, denies the beloved’s wish and also denies what he himself might humanly wish, in order to hold fast to God’s conception.

Merely human thought could never imagine that a person might stand in another’s way by being loved by that other as highly as one human being can be loved. Yet Christianity recognises that such love can obstruct the lover’s relation to God.

What can be done? A warning from the person so loved will accomplish little, since it will only make him more lovable and the lover still more deceived. Christianity resolves the collision without abolishing love. It requires just one sacrifice, though in many cases it is the heaviest possible and is always very heavy: willingly to accept being hated as the reward for one’s love.

Wherever a person is so loved and admired that he is becoming dangerous to the admirers’ relation to God, this collision has arisen. Wherever it arises, the sacrifice is also required, although the merely human conception of love cannot imagine it.

The Christian teaching is this: truly to love oneself is to love God. Truly to love another person is, at any cost, including the cost of being hated oneself, to help that person to love God or to support that person in doing so.
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    This is very easy to understand, but in the world it meets great difficulties. An opposing view of love, worldly and merely human but worked out with both ingenuity and poetry, either declares the entire God-relation an illusion and a delaying tactic or simply keeps silent about God when it speaks of love.

In these times people seek in many ways to free human beings from every bond, including beneficial ones. In the same way they seek to free the emotional relation between one person and another from the bond which binds each to God in everything and in every expression of life. They want to teach humanity something entirely new about love, although supposedly antiquated Scripture already possesses an exact phrase for it: the freedom of being “without God in the world”.

The abominable age of serfdom is over, so people imagine they can advance by means of another abomination: abolishing the human being’s bondsmanhood before God. Every human being belongs to God, not by birth but because God created him from nothing. He belongs to God as no serf ever belonged to an earthly master, since even such a master conceded the freedom of thought and feeling. A human being belongs to God in every thought, however hidden; every feeling, however secret; and every movement, however inward.

People nevertheless regard this belonging as a burdensome appendage and more or less openly plan to depose God and install the human being. Install him in human rights? No, that is unnecessary; God has already done so. They install him in God’s rights, since that office becomes vacant once God is dismissed.

The reward for such presumption will be the progressive transformation of all existence into doubt or a whirlpool. What is law at all, and what does it require of a human being? Human beings will decide. Which human beings? Doubt begins at once.

Since no human being stands essentially higher than another, I may arbitrarily choose the people with whom I will join in defining the highest. More arbitrarily still, I may invent a new definition myself and recruit supporters for it. I may equally choose one thing as the law’s demand today and another tomorrow.

Perhaps the law’s demand is to be defined by an agreement, a common decision of all humanity, under which each individual must bow. An excellent proposal, if only we could find a place and appoint a time for the assembly of all human beings. Would it include all the living, and what of the dead? It is just as impossible that all should agree upon one thing.

Perhaps agreement among a multitude, some fixed number of votes, would suffice. How many votes are required?

And if the law’s requirement is to be whatever human beings collectively determine, though not whatever one individual determines, since that would be plainly arbitrary, how is the single individual ever to begin acting? Where he enters the process will be accidental, instead of everyone beginning at the beginning.

Before acting, each individual must learn from “the others” what the law demands. But every one of those others, as an individual, must learn it in turn from “the others”. The whole of human life becomes one great excuse. Is this the race’s magnificent common enterprise, its unparalleled heroic deed? “The others” become a fabulous entity, and the fabulous pursuit of the law’s requirement becomes a blind alarm.

If the inhumanly extensive task of forming a universal agreement is not completed in one evening but drags on from generation to generation, each individual’s starting point will be entirely accidental, depending on when he happens to enter the game. Some begin at the beginning but die before the process reaches halfway. Others enter halfway but die before the end. No one really sees the end, since it comes only when everything is over and world-history has finished. Only then does humanity learn completely what the law requires.

Unfortunately, human life is not then about to begin. It has just ended, and every person has lived without complete knowledge of the law’s demand.

Suppose seven people are accused of a crime which no one else could have committed. When the seventh says, “It was not I; it was the others”, “the others” means the remaining six, and so with each. But what happens when all seven say, “It was the others”? They conjure up a phantom which doubles the actual seven and makes us imagine many more people, although only seven exist.

The same thing happens when every single member of the human race says, “the others”. They conjure an appearance as though the race existed a second time in addition to its actual existence. Because the race is innumerable, the falsehood, dazzling us with an appearance of profundity, is harder to expose. Yet the relation is exactly the same as in the fairy tale of the seven and the seven others.

This is what happens when the merely human definition of the law’s requirement is supposed to become the requirement itself. People haul themselves upwards by the fabulously dizzying fiction of “the others”, while supporting one another from below with a little solidarity.

Humanity does indeed have another existence, but not a fabulous one. It exists in God. Or rather, this is its first existence, in which every single individual learns the law’s demand from God; its temporal actuality is the second.

What does the confused condition just described resemble, if not a mutiny? Should we hesitate to use the word if the whole race at some time became guilty, provided we add that it is a mutiny against God? Is the ethical so dependent upon chance that wrong becomes right when a multitude, or all of us, commit it?

That answer would only repeat the mutiny’s thought, or thoughtlessness, since human beings would still determine the law’s demand instead of God. Whoever forgets this not only commits his own rebellion against God but contributes to the mutiny’s triumph.

Who is to stop such a mutiny? Shall we repeat its error in a new form, each saying, “I cannot stop it; ‘the others’ must”? Every single individual is obligated before God to stop it. This does not mean shouting, assuming self-important airs, or imperiously forcing others to obey. It means obeying unconditionally oneself, holding unconditionally to the relation to God and God’s demand, and thereby expressing for one’s own part that God exists and is the sole ruler, while one is an unconditional servant.

Only then do existence, truth, and actuality possess weight and meaning: when all of us, each one individually, receive our orders from one place and unconditionally obey the same command.

Because the command is the same, one person could in principle learn it from another, if it were certain enough that the other communicated it rightly. Yet even this would be a disorder contrary to God’s order. For the sake of certainty, equality, and responsibility, God wills that each single individual learn the law’s demand from him.

Then existence has stability because God holds it firm. There is no whirlpool. The individual does not begin with “the others” and therefore does not begin with evasions and excuses. He begins with the God-relation, stands firm, and as far as his reach extends arrests the dizziness from which mutiny begins.
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    So too with the law of love. Existence has weight, truth, and stability when all of us, each individually, learn from God the demand by which we must govern ourselves. Each must then guard against human confusion, although if everyone did so there would of course be no confusion. If necessary, we must even guard against the beloved, the friend, and those nearest to us, love’s particular objects, whenever they try to teach us another interpretation or lead us astray. We should, by contrast, thank them when they help us towards what is right.

Let us not forget this or deceive and be deceived by vague and misty ideas of love. We must attend to God’s interpretation, regardless of what beloved, friend, or loved ones may think. But no, not regardless: if they disagree with us, we should be inwardly and deeply concerned, yet continue undisturbed and unchanged in loving them.
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    There is a real conflict between what the world and God mean by love. An apparent agreement is easy to produce, since both use the same word. Discovering the disagreement is harder, but unavoidable if we are to know the truth.

The world often says that the wisest course is to be selfish. This hardly gives us a favourable impression of the world, since a world in which self-love is wisest or most profitable can scarcely be good.

Even if the world regards self-love as wisest, it can still regard love as nobler, and indeed it does. But the world does not understand love. Once again, God and the world appear to agree because both call love noble, while a misunderstanding hides inside the common phrase. It does no good to praise love’s nobility, as Christianity also does, if the world means something different by both “love” and “noble”.

To speak clearly, the world should say: “Self-love is not only the wisest course. If you want the world to love you and praise both your love and your nobility, you must be self-loving in the Christian sense, because what the world calls love is self-love.”

The world distinguishes as follows. If someone wants to be selfish alone, which is actually very rare, the world calls it selfishness. If he joins his self-love to that of several other selfish people, the world calls it love. The world can go no further in defining love because it has neither God nor “the neighbour” as its middle term.

What the world honours under love’s name is solidarity in self-love. This solidarity also demands sacrifice and devotion from anyone it calls loving. He must sacrifice part of his private self-love in order to participate in their united self-love. He must also sacrifice his God-relation in order to maintain worldly solidarity with the group, which excludes God or at most includes him for appearance’s sake.

God, however, means sacrificial love in the divine sense: a love which sacrifices everything to make room for God, even when the heavy sacrifice is made still heavier because no one understands it. In another sense, being misunderstood belongs to true sacrifice. A sacrifice understood and approved by other people has already received its reward in their approval; to that extent it is not the unconditional and unrewarded sacrifice.

We must therefore reject the superficial claim that a person who truly loves will also be loved by others. In interpreting the apostle’s saying that love fulfils the law, we should expect the opposite. Such a person is more likely to be accused of selfishness, precisely because he will not love people in the self-loving way they want to be loved.

The pattern is this. The world calls the most extreme private self-love “self-love”. It calls the self-love of a group “love”. It laughs as foolishness at a noble, sacrificial, and magnanimous human love which is not yet Christian. But the world hates, abhors, and persecutes Christian love.

Nor should we hide the difficulty by saying, through a dubious compromise, that this describes “the world” but not Christians. That distinction is true. Yet if every baptised person is a Christian and baptised Christendom contains Christians only, then “the world” simply does not exist in a Christian country, as the parish clerk’s and police assistant’s registers could prove.

There is a genuine conflict between God’s and the world’s understanding of love. If it is inspiring to fight for hearth and homeland, surely it is also inspiring to fight for God. A person does so by holding fast before God, before his face, to the God-relation and its definition of love.

God needs no human being, any more than he needs the whole race or the entire universe, which at any moment is for him the nothing from which he created it. Nevertheless, a person fights for God when he fights the good fight to express that God exists and is Lord, and that God’s interpretation must be obeyed unconditionally.
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    The God-relation is the mark by which love for human beings is known to be genuine. If a relation of love does not lead me to God, and if within it I do not lead the other person to God, then it is not true love, even though it may be the highest happiness and delight of inclination and the greatest earthly good the lovers possess.

The world cannot grasp that God is not merely a third person in every relation of love, but properly the sole beloved object. The husband is not ultimately the wife’s beloved; God is. Through her husband the wife is helped to love God, and through his wife the husband is helped in turn, and so with every relation.

The merely human conception of love can reach no further than reciprocity: the lover is beloved and the beloved is lover. Christianity teaches that such love has not yet found its proper object, God.

Every relation of love is threefold: the lover, the beloved, and love; but love is God. To love another person is therefore to help that person love God, and to be loved is to receive that help.
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    The world speaks confusingly about love. A young man going out into the world may be told, “Love, and you will be loved.” This is entirely true if his journey leads into eternity and the land of perfection. But he is going into the world. It is therefore deceptive to speak this way without reminding him to hold fast to God and learn what love is. Unless the world has learned the same from God, in which case it would itself be the land of perfection, its conception of love is entirely different.

If Christ had not been love, and his love the fulfilment of the law, would he have been crucified? Suppose he had lowered the demand upon himself and agreed with those who make love anything except the fulfilment of God’s law. Suppose that instead of becoming the world’s teacher and saviour out of love, he had remodelled his conception of love to conform to the world’s. Would everyone not have loved and praised him, perhaps even, in a terrible madness, deified him as his adherents’ idol?

If the apostles had not held fast to love as the fulfilment of the law, something different from keeping human agreements and participating in human solidarity, would they have been persecuted? They persisted in loving human beings in this divine sense and refused to accommodate themselves to the world’s conception.

What the world loves and calls love is half-heartedness and wholly earthly solidarity within worldliness, which from eternity’s standpoint is precisely half-heartedness. No one is denounced more loudly as selfish than a person who holds to God’s demand and faithfully loves others by it, continuing to love them even while persecuted and unrecognised. It is natural that the world resents there being One whom he loves more highly, the One in love for whom he loves human beings.

If your aim is earthly advantage, it is unfair to complain that the world offers no friends. At that price you can be loved, win friends, and find more or fewer people with whom lovingly to make common cause. But suppose your aim, unconditionally and at every cost, impoverished, despised, and excluded from the synagogue, is to join with God in loving human beings. You might as well advertise in the newspaper that you seek a friend, provided that you give the terms, with special emphasis upon “not for the sake of advantage”. You will find few applicants.

We wonder that Christ chose such lowly people as apostles. The lowlier the apostle was in human terms, the greater the emphasis upon the divine authority granted to him. Yet it may be still more remarkable that Christ found them at all. He succeeded in forming a society of eleven whose purpose was to remain united in readiness to be scourged, persecuted, mocked, crucified, and beheaded, and not to flatter one another but to help one another mutually towards humility before God.

In an age which forms so many societies, imagine someone announcing his intention to establish such a society of love. It would sound like a terrible satire upon the world’s understanding of love, but it might also awaken people beneficially.

The world understands the easier form of participation: one person makes every sacrifice while a group comfortably profits from them, wholly involved in the proceeds and not even half involved in the work. True participation also exists on earth, of course, but wherever you find it you will also find it hated and persecuted by the world.

Imagine a human being; you need not give him the perfection of those glorious people who were rejected by the race and became its honour. Imagine someone who was or became so unhappy that earthly goods and advantages lost their attraction. “Weary of sighing” (Psalm 6:7), he is like the unhappy Sarah in Scripture (Tobit 3:12), who “being exceedingly sorrowful, wished to hang herself”.

At the darkest hour of his need he sees something clearly. All the world’s goods could not relieve his unhappiness, since their invitation to joyful enjoyment would only remind him painfully of his misery. Earthly adversity could scarcely increase it either, for like dark weather suited to a sorrowful mood, adversity would accord with his state. Yet the highest possibility still remains: to will to love human beings, to serve the good and the truth solely for truth’s sake. This alone could truly encourage his troubled spirit and give him the desire to live for an eternity.

Place such a person in the world and things will go badly for him. He will not win the world’s love or be understood by it. According to how much people belong to the world, some will pity him, some smile at him, and some wish to be rid of him because they feel his sting. Some will envy him and yet not envy him; some will be drawn to him and then repelled; some will oppose him while preparing to honour him after his death. Some young men will be emotionally enraptured by him, but a little later in life will no longer quite understand him.

The world will openly prove him selfish because he has secured no earthly advantage for himself or anyone else. It is no better than this. At its very highest, the world recognises and loves devotion to the good and to human beings only when a person also looks after his own earthly advantage and that of a few others.

Even with its “best will”, which is only a figure of speech, the world cannot grasp anything beyond this point. Take one step further and you lose its friendship and love.

Such is the world’s love. An observer testing a liquid’s specific gravity with a graduated scale could not attest its degree more confidently than I attest this judgement. The world’s love is not absolutely evil, as heated rhetoric sometimes claims, nor is it uncorrupted. It is good and evil “to a certain degree”. Yet from the Christian standpoint, this “to a certain degree” belongs to the evil.
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    We do not say this in order to judge, so let us not waste time doing so. This deliberation uses thought and a little knowledge of human beings only to penetrate illusions and to understand the apostolic saying within the daily relations of life, where illusions have their home.

Deception takes no time. We can be deceived instantly and remain so for years. Becoming aware of the deception takes time.

It is far easier to acquire a quick fantasy about love and satisfy oneself with it. It is easier still to gather in haste a few people with whom to unite in self-love, remaining loved and respected by them to the end. Nothing is easier or more sociable than losing one’s way.

But if your highest and final aim is to make life easy and companionable, never become involved with Christianity; flee it. Christianity intends precisely the opposite. It will make your life difficult by making you solitary before God.

No earnest person tires of tracking down illusions. As a thinker, he fears above all being in error, however comfortable the arrangement or agreeable the company. As a Christian, he fears above all being lost without knowing it, however flattering and splendid his surroundings and companions.
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    It seems so obvious that demandingness is not love that we might suppose no one could think otherwise. Yet people do, and here is an illusion created whenever merely human judgement is treated as decisive.

If a demanding person called his own behaviour love, others would object, and no illusion would arise. The illusion appears when other people want to become the objects of his demands, regard those demands as love, and praise both the behaviour and the person as loving.

No great knowledge of human nature is needed to recognise situations in which people will like someone and praise his love precisely if, under love’s name, he demands everything from them. Some people know nothing of love except caressing indulgence. They actively want the person they cherish to be demanding.

Some have inhumanly forgotten that every person must be strengthened by the divine equality common to all. Whether man or woman, poorly or richly gifted, ruler or slave, beggar or wealthy, the relation between two human beings must never become one in which one worships and the other is worshipped.

This appears so evident that we may assume the abomination can arise only from a superior person’s abuse of superiority. It can also arise from the powerless person who desires it as a way of acquiring at least some significance for the superior.

Remove eternity’s equality and its divine raising up, or let them be forgotten. The weak woman before the superior man; the weakly gifted but vain person before the powerfully gifted; the poor but merely worldly-minded person before “the almighty man”; the deeply subordinate but earthly-minded person before the ruler: none knows another way to express the relation than by throwing the self away.

Because they refuse to know anything higher, they do not know it and passionately desire this abomination. They want to exist for the powerful person. They cannot do so through worldly power, so they desire self-abasement instead.

Have we not seen a girl choose inhumanly to cast herself away and worship the man she idolises, asking only that he inhumanly demand everything from her and praising his love on that condition? She would rather do this than understand that before God all these differences between one human being and another are play and vanity, often leading to destruction. Yet she will call the idolised man selfish if he tries to teach her this truth.

Have we not seen a weak person, made base by forgetting God, desire only to throw himself into the dust before a ruler so that he might at least exist for him, begging the ruler to tread upon him and then joyfully praising the ruler’s gracious love and kindness?

Have we not seen vain people who have entirely forgotten God desire nothing but a relation to someone distinguished, willingly calling even the basest treatment a sign of his love? If the distinguished person refuses and tries instead to help them towards blessed equality before God, they call him selfish.

Once the eternal has been removed from a human being, or remains in him as though absent, there is no protection against calling the most abominable thing love and passionately desiring to become its object. The eternal can cool every unhealthy fervour between human beings and kindle the relation when temporality would freeze it.

A person may inhumanly try to make himself indispensable through power. He may also try to become indispensable through powerlessness and, cringing and pleading, call another person’s demandingness love.
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    Eternity’s demand does not exempt a human being from fulfilling God’s law, even if the whole world would excuse him and love his demandingness while misunderstanding his love. True love may have to lead the despairing through despair before they learn to hold fast to God rather than suffer harm in their souls through pleading.

Eternity’s demand must prevent love from stopping in self-deception or satisfying itself with an illusion. It is no excuse that people themselves desire demandingness, call it love, and think that to be loved is to become its object.

God has implanted love in the human being, and God must determine what love is in every case.
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    When the friend, beloved, loved ones, and contemporaries discover that you intend to learn from God what love is rather than from them, they may say: “Spare yourself and abandon this excess. Why take life so seriously? Lower the demand, and together we can live a beautiful, rich, and meaningful life of friendship and joy.”

Yield to this false friendship and you will be loved and praised for your love. Refuse, because in loving you will betray neither God, yourself, nor the others, and you must accept being called selfish.

Your friend may have no interest in your conviction that truly to love oneself is to love God and to love another person is to help that person love God. He senses that if your life genuinely answers to God’s demand, it contains a reminder and a demand upon him even when you say nothing. He wants this removed. His friendship, and the good name of being called his friend, are the reward.

Worldliness has gained such control that “false friendship” immediately suggests deceit about earthly advantages or betrayal over earthly goods. Your friend intends neither. He wants only to cheat you of the God-relation and to have you help him deceive himself. Within that deception he will faithfully stand by you in life and death.

Talk of the world’s falsity usually means that it cheats us of earthly goods, disappoints great expectations, or mocks bold plans. Yet the world can deceive most dangerously when it keeps every temporal promise, almost giving more than it promised. Its most dangerous falsity is less often considered: through sincere friendship it can teach us to forget God, since only a friendship which cheats us temporally is ordinarily called false.

People speak of signing themselves over to the Evil One and list the benefits offered in exchange: power, honour, pleasure, and the like. They forget that such a bargain may also win human love and praise for one’s loving nature.

This follows from the opposite case: people who loved human beings out of love for God have been hated by the world. The world may tempt someone to forget God by offering power and might, then treat him as an outcast because he resisted. It may likewise offer friendship as temptation, then hate him because he refuses to be its friend.

The world dislikes hearing about the eternal and God’s demand upon love; it likes still less to see that demand embodied in a life. Does it therefore call itself selfish? Not at all. It calls the person who holds fast to God selfish instead. The expedient is ancient: sacrifice one person when all the others can profit.
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    God and the world agree that love fulfils the law. The difference is that the world calls whatever it invents “the law”, and calls a person loving if he agrees and conforms.

How many men have corrupted a girl’s love before God by losing their God-relation and becoming too faithful to her, while she endlessly praised his love in return? How many have corrupted family and friends, while the corruption disappeared from view because those same relatives and friends loved and praised him for his love?

How many have corrupted an entire age, which in return idolised his loving disposition because it induced him to forget God? The age transformed him into something it could parade noisily, cheer, and admire sentimentally without sensing any reminder of the higher.

Let us ask a different and genuinely serious question. We need not point to the highest exemplar, but can be content with a lesser one who is unfortunately more than sufficient in so-called Christendom. When the simple sage of antiquity was accused by self-love and worldliness before frivolity’s court, condemned to death, and defending his life, why did he call himself both a “gadfly” and a divine gift? And why did he love young men so greatly?

He called himself the gadfly because, to the extent possible for a pagan, he had loved human beings within something higher. He sought to awaken them and refused to be enchanted by temporality or by any person, by any sluggish or feverish solidarity of erotic love, friendship, agreement with others, or conformity to his age. He preferred to become the supposedly selfish and irritating person whom no one loved.

He loved young men because he saw that they still possessed a receptivity to the divine which is easily lost with age, business and ordinary life, erotic love and friendship, and submission to merely human judgement and the demands of the times.

Through eternity and “something divine” he prevented his love for human beings from ending in self-deception or illusion. By keeping himself close to the demand, he himself became like a demand upon others.
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    If, even in human frailty, you seek in any way to accomplish the apostolic saying that love fulfils the law, then beware of people. Does this mean that you should stop loving them? What an absurdity; how could your love then fulfil the law?

Beware instead that being thought to love them does not become more important than actually loving them. Beware that being loved does not become more important than the One within whom you are to love one another. Beware that they do not cheat you of the highest because you cannot bear to be called selfish.

Do not appeal to human judgement as proof of your love. It is valid only insofar as it agrees with God’s demand. Otherwise those who approve are merely your accomplices.

Learn and never forget this melancholy truth of earthly life: no love between human beings can or should be perfectly happy, and it must never be perfectly secure. Before God, even the happiest human love contains a danger which merely human thought overlooks. Earthly love may become so intense that it disturbs the relation to God; and the God-relation may require even the happiest love as a sacrifice when, humanly speaking, there is perfect peace and no visible danger.

Because this danger remains possible, you must always keep watch with concern, even within the happiest love. The concern is not that you will tire of the beloved or the beloved of you. It is concern that together, or one of you separately, you may forget God.

This possibility returns us to the deliberation’s opening. It is difficult in the Christian sense to promise love when keeping the promise may require being hated by the beloved.

Only God, who is love’s sole true object, can always be loved happily and blessedly. Before him you need not keep an anxious watch, but only a vigil of adoration.

  


  First Series III.A · Passage 32

  
    Love is the fulfilment of the law. But the law consists of an inexhaustible multitude of provisions; how can we ever finish speaking about them? Let us gather the many into what is decisive. The law makes a double demand: inwardness and continuance.
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    What is the inwardness required? The merely human conception of love also demands inwardness, devotion, and sacrifice, but defines them in purely human terms. It understands inward devotion as making every sacrifice necessary to satisfy the beloved’s conception of love, or at least daring to decide upon one’s own responsibility what love is.

Before God, however, loving oneself means loving God, and truly loving another person means helping that person to love God or supporting that person in doing so. Inwardness is therefore determined not simply by the relation between the lovers but by their relation to God.

The required inwardness is self-denial. It is defined not by what the beloved thinks love should be, but by the task of helping the beloved love God. The relation of love itself may therefore become the sacrifice demanded.

Love’s inwardness must be sacrificial and require no reward. The purely human conception also claims that love wants no reward, but it wants to be loved, as though being loved were not a reward and did not keep the entire relation within a merely human exchange.

Christian love’s inwardness is willing to receive the beloved’s hatred as its reward. This proves that its relation is purely to God. It seeks no reward, not even the reward of being loved. It belongs wholly to God, and within it the human being belongs wholly to God.

Self-denial, self-control, and self-sacrifice which merely exchange one temporal good for another within the human horizon are not yet Christian in truth. Compared with Christian earnestness they are like a jest, a first run towards Christian resolution.

A person may sacrifice this, that, and everything, yet still hope to be understood. He remains within a shared human world of meaning, where others recognise and rejoice in his sacrifices. He is willing to leave everything, but does not expect to be abandoned by language and human understanding.

The movement of sacrifice is then only apparent. It gestures towards leaving the world while remaining inside it. We do not disparage this; even merely human sacrifice may be rare enough. Yet from the Christian standpoint it stops halfway.

Sacrifice climbs to a high place, since humanly speaking sacrifice is exalted. It casts everything away to reach a height which admiration recognises, while the person sacrificing sees that he is seen. But imagine standing upon this exalted place accused, despised, hated, and mocked almost more than the basest person; imagine exerting oneself beyond human strength to reach the height, only to appear to everyone else to occupy contempt’s lowest place. That is Christian sacrifice and, by human standards, madness.

Only One sees the true relation, and he does not admire, for God in heaven admires no human being. True sacrifice has God as its sole support and yet seems abandoned even by him. Before God it knows that it has no merit whatever. Humanly, it also knows that if it had sacrificed only half as much, people would have understood, loved, and admired it, while in one sense it would have meant the same before God, since no sacrifice has merit before him.

This is Christian sacrifice and human madness. This is love in the Christian sense. If loving is the highest happiness, such love is the heaviest suffering, unless relation to God is the highest blessedness.
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    The law’s second demand is that love continue through time. The merely human conception also demands duration, but the Christian demand is different because the inwardness to be sustained is different.

Continuance means preserving the same inwardness throughout the length of time; in this sense continuance itself is a new expression of inwardness. The moment you think that you have done enough in love or loved long enough and may now demand something from the other person, you reveal that your love is becoming a claim. However sacrificial and devoted it has been, it has reached a boundary at which it discloses that it was fundamentally a demand. But love is the fulfilment of the law.

We are not discussing one great moment of self-denial. The law demands the same inwardness over the whole length of time. Yet does this not seem to twist the soul out of shape? Does the demand not contradict itself by moving simultaneously in two such different directions, length and depth?

An arrow flies swiftly forwards through the air. Imagine that at the same time it must bore down into the earth and still continue at an arrow’s speed. What a demand!

In the great moment of enthusiasm the eternal lingers. Then time begins its restless busyness and continues to pass. The task is not to move with time away from enthusiasm, but to hasten with time’s speed while still moving slowly with eternity’s lingering.

Suppose a person has made self-denial’s heaviest sacrifice and received the beloved’s hatred as love’s reward. He is like someone lying at the point of death. Yet a future and a long life remain before him although everything is over. At every moment he must lie at his last extremity and simultaneously walk upright forwards. What a demand!

Lying down is the opposite of walking upright, and lying at one’s last extremity is the furthest possible condition from uprightness. You may have seen a weary traveller under a heavy burden struggle at every step not to fall. With great difficulty he remains upright and fights against collapse. But imagine that he has already collapsed and lies at his last extremity, yet must hurry boldly forwards with an upright gait. Wonderful!

Such may be the demand, and it must also be a demand for perseverance through the length of time.
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    The world of spirit contains a deception with no counterpart in the external world. A child must learn to spell before learning to read; this is an unavoidable necessity. No appearance or illusion has ever led a child to imagine that it could read long before it could spell.

How seductive spiritual life is by comparison. Everything begins with the great moment of decision, intention, and promise, when we read as fluently as the most accomplished reader delivering a thoroughly rehearsed passage.

Only afterwards do we reach the very small and wholly everyday things. They make no great impression and give us none of a bold resolve’s sense of coherence. They resemble spelling, which tears words apart into pieces. So it is through the long, long hours when we cannot reach the meaning and wait in vain for coherence.

The struggle with oneself in self-denial, especially if one is to win, is considered the hardest struggle. To struggle with time and win completely is considered impossible.
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    In one sense time is the heaviest burden laid upon a human being, since he laid sin’s burden upon himself. Do we not say that time can be killingly long? Yet time also possesses an extraordinary power to soften, soothe, and bribe.

This softening and bribery create a new danger. Let time pass after a person incurs guilt, especially if he seems during that interval to have improved, and the guilt appears far milder to him.

But has it really become milder? When a thoughtless person forgets his guilt a moment later, has the guilt itself been forgotten?
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    Say, then, whether anyone can preach upon the saying “Love is the fulfilment of the law” without finding himself compelled to judge, provided that he wills only to judge himself.

Could anything express more exactly how infinitely far a human being remains from fulfilling the demand? The distance is so great that he cannot even calculate it or settle the account.

So much is neglected each day, quite apart from the guilt incurred. After time has passed, a person cannot even state his guilt exactly as it once appeared to him, because time alters and softens his judgement of the past.

But no passage of time alters eternity’s demand: love is the fulfilment of the law.

  


  
  
    Using and citing this discourse
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  Works of Love · First Series III.B

  Love Is a Matter of Conscience

  Written by

  Søren Kierkegaard

  Kjerlighed er Samvittighedens Sag

  
  
    Why this is called a discourse

    Kierkegaard called Works of Love ‘Christian deliberations in the form of discourses.’ Unlike textbook chapters, these sustained addresses return to a scriptural or ethical claim from several directions so that reflection may lead to action. ‘Discourse’ also avoids the ecclesiastical authority implied by ‘sermon.’

  
  
    Editorial introduction: before you read

    This discourse describes Christianity’s inward transformation of human relationships: every relationship becomes a relation of conscience. The outward form may remain, but love is now answerable before God.

Kierkegaard considers erotic love, friendship, purity of heart and unfeigned faith. Particular loves are not abolished; they become Christian by passing through love of the neighbour, with God as the middle term.

  
  
    The discourse

    
  First Series III.B · Passage 1

  
    If a single phrase could name the victory Christianity has won over the world - or, more accurately, the victory by which it has more than overcome the world, since Christianity has never sought a worldly conquest - I know none briefer or more decisive than this: Christianity has turned every human relationship into a relation of conscience. This is the change of infinity at which it aims. Everything truly remains as it was, and yet, in infinity’s sense, everything is new; Christianity has never been a dealer in novelty. It did not seek to throw governments from their thrones and take the throne itself. Outwardly it has never competed for a place in the world to which it does not belong. If it finds room in the heart, it takes up no worldly space; yet it changes without limit everything it allows to remain. As blood pulses through every nerve, Christianity means the relation of conscience to permeate everything. The change does not lie in outward appearance, but it is infinite nonetheless. It is as though the blood in our veins were replaced by the divine fluid imagined by paganism: Christianity means to breathe eternal life, the divine, into the human race.

Christians have therefore been called a people of priests; considered through the relation of conscience, they may also be called a people of kings. Take the humblest and most overlooked servant - a poor, uneducated working woman who earns her living by the lowliest labour. Christianity permits her, and earnestly asks her, to speak inwardly with herself and with God while she works; this need not delay her work at all. She may say: “I do this labour for my daily wage, but I do it with such care for conscience’s sake.” In worldly terms only one person recognises no obligation higher than conscience: the king. Yet before God this humble woman too may speak royally: “I do it for conscience’s sake.”

If she resents the fact that no one else hears this speech, she has not understood the Christian point. Surely it is enough that God has allowed her to speak with him. In this matter, to clamour for public expression is to act foolishly against oneself. Some things - especially the secrets of inwardness - lose something when made public and are wholly lost when publicity becomes the chief concern. Some secrets then do not merely disappear; they cease to mean anything. Christianity’s divine intention is to confide to every person: “Do not be consumed with changing the world’s outward form or your own station - as though, in this example, the poor working woman’s great advance would be to acquire the title ‘Madame’. No: make the Christian truth your own. It will show you a point beyond the world from which you shall move heaven and earth. More marvellously still, you shall move them so quietly and so lightly that no one notices.”
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    This is Christianity’s miracle, more wonderful than turning water into wine: silently, with no change of throne and without a hand being moved, it makes every human being a king before God. It does so effortlessly and wonderfully that the world, in one sense, need never know. In the outward world the king alone is to rule according to his conscience. But everyone must be free to obey for conscience’s sake, and no one - no one - can prevent it. Deep within, where the Christian truth dwells in the relation of conscience, everything has been changed.
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    Look: the world makes an uproar to achieve the smallest change, moving heaven and earth for nothing - the mountain labours and produces a mouse. Christianity silently brings about infinity’s change as if it were nothing. Its stillness is unlike anything worldly: the stillness of the dead and of inwardness. For what is Christianity but inwardness?
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    Christianity thus makes every relationship between one person and another a relation of conscience - including the relationship of love. We shall now consider this claim: understood in Christian terms, love is a matter of conscience.
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    The apostolic words just read contain two points. First, “the sum of the commandment is love.” We developed this in the preceding consideration through the related saying that love is the fulfilment of the law. Second, our text says that if love is to be the sum of the commandment, it must come from a pure heart, a good conscience, and an unfeigned faith. We shall concentrate on one formulation: love is a matter of conscience. The other two - the pure heart and unfeigned faith - are essentially contained within it and must be understood in relation to it.
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    Everyone knows that Christianity has made one particular kind of love a matter of conscience: marriage. Before the Church’s minister joins two people in the shared life their hearts have chosen - a choice about which he does not question them - he asks each separately: “Have you taken counsel with God and with your conscience?” The minister thus refers love to conscience. He speaks almost as a stranger, not using the intimate “you” of their private relation. He impresses on each of them that this is a matter of conscience; he turns an affair of the heart into a matter of conscience.

The point could hardly be stated more plainly. Yet the form of the question states it again: each person is asked separately. Addressing the single individual is the more general form of the relation of conscience. Christianity therefore views the human race essentially by regarding its innumerable members first and foremost one by one - each as the single individual.
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    The minister therefore asks each of the two whether each has taken counsel with God and conscience. This is infinity’s change as Christianity works it upon erotic love. Like every Christian change, it is quiet and hidden, for it belongs to the inwardness of the hidden person, to the inviolable reality of the quiet spirit.

The world has seen horrifying relations between men and women: woman treated almost as an animal, despised beside man as though she were a different kind of being. It has also seen struggles to secure women equal rights with men in the worldly order. But Christianity makes only infinity’s change, and makes it silently. Outwardly the old order in one sense remains: the man is to be the woman’s lord and she subject to him. Inwardly, however, everything is changed by one small question addressed to the woman: has she consulted her conscience in choosing to have this man as lord? Without that choice he does not become her lord. The question of conscience makes her inwardly and before God wholly equal to the man.

What Christ said of his kingdom - that it is not of this world - applies to everything Christian. The higher order is present everywhere but cannot be grasped, like a kindly spirit surrounding those it loves and following every step without becoming something one can point to. What is Christian remains foreign in worldly life because it belongs to another world and to the inward person. Foolish people therefore busy themselves foolishly, in Christianity’s name, with making women’s equal rights outwardly manifest. Christianity has never demanded or desired this. It has done everything for woman if she is content, in Christian terms, with the Christian; if she is not, the little outward standing she can wrest from the world is only poor compensation for what she loses.
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    So much for marriage. But Christianity’s making erotic love a matter of conscience in marriage may not yet seem to prove that it makes love as such a matter of conscience. That conclusion would misunderstand the Christian claim. Christianity has not treated erotic love as an exception. Because it has made all love a matter of conscience, erotic love too falls within conscience.

Indeed, if any love resists this transformation it is erotic love, grounded as it is in drive and inclination. Drive and inclination appear sufficient to decide whether love is present; in that sense they object to the Christian demand just as it objects to their self-sufficiency. If two people love one another - something they should know better than anyone - and nothing else prevents their union, why introduce a difficulty? Christianity does precisely that: “No; first they must answer whether they have taken counsel with God and their conscience.” It does not seek to alter outward arrangements or abolish drive and inclination. It seeks infinity’s change in the inward person.
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    Christianity means to work infinity’s change everywhere and therefore to make all love a matter of conscience. This change is the hidden person of inwardness, directed inwardly towards the God-relation and thereby distinguished from an inwardness turned outward for display. It is a mistake to suppose that Christianity singles out one type of love and exceptionally subjects it to conscience. Nothing isolated can be made a matter of conscience: either everything must become such a matter, as Christianity maintains, or nothing can.

Conscience’s inward power to extend through life resembles God’s omnipresence. One cannot confine omnipresence to one place and say, “God is everywhere here,” for that would deny the very thing asserted. In the same way, limiting the relation of conscience to one isolated concern denies the relation itself.
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    Suppose we try to identify a starting point in Christianity’s doctrine of love, though no starting point can finally be fixed in a circle. Christianity does not begin by singling out erotic love as a matter of conscience, as though a teaching with far larger concerns had been chiefly occupied with getting people married. It begins at the foundation, with the spirit’s teaching about what love is. It begins with God or with “the neighbour”, for these belong to the essentially Christian doctrine of love: to find the neighbour in love one must begin from God, and in loving the neighbour one must find God. From this foundation Christianity lays claim to every expression of love and guards its claim jealously.

The doctrine of the human God-relation and the doctrine of neighbour-love may therefore equally be said to have made erotic love a matter of conscience. Both oppose the self-will of drive and inclination. A man belongs first to God, before he belongs within any human relationship, and so he must first be asked whether he has consulted God and conscience. The same is true of a woman. Even in relation to the woman he loves, the man is first her neighbour, as she is first his. Each must therefore be asked about conscience. Christianity understands all people as equal before God, and the command to love the neighbour expresses that equality. Neighbour-love is not erotic love after it has been pensioned off. It is the final and highest love and must be given first place at the very first and highest moment of falling in love.
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    This is the Christian point. Far from first making it our great business to find the beloved, we must first love the neighbour in the very act of loving the beloved. To drive and inclination this certainly looks like a strangely chilling reversal. Yet it is no more chilling than spirit is in relation to the sensuous or the sensuous life of the soul. Spirit’s distinctive quality is to burn without flaring up. Your wife is first and foremost your neighbour; her being your wife further defines your particular relationship. What lies eternally at the foundation must also ground every expression of the particular.
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    Without this order, where could the doctrine of neighbour-love find a place? Yet it is generally forgotten. We speak of erotic love and friendship in pagan terms without noticing, arrange this part of life on pagan assumptions, and then add a Christian supplement about loving “the neighbour” - meaning a few other people. But anyone who does not ensure that his wife is first his neighbour and only then his wife will never love the neighbour, however many people he may love. He has made his wife the exception. He will either love this exception with excessive intensity throughout life or begin too hotly and end too coldly.

A wife is indeed loved differently from a friend, and a friend differently from the neighbour, but this is not an essential difference. Their fundamental equality lies in the determination “neighbour”. “The neighbour” works here like the determination “human being”. Each of us is human and then the particular person each is; being human remains the fundamental determination. No one should become so captivated by difference that, through cowardice or pride, he forgets his humanity. No particular difference exempts anyone from being human. Christianity likewise has no objection to a husband’s particular love for his wife, but he must not make her an exception to being the neighbour, as every human being is. If he does, he confuses the Christian relation: his wife ceases to be his neighbour, and so do all other people. If even one person were exempted by difference from being human, the whole concept “human being” would be disordered: the exception would not be human, and neither would the rest.
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    People speak of a man conscientiously loving his wife, his friend, or those closest to him, but the phrase often conceals a serious error. Christianity commands you to love every person conscientiously, including wife and friend, because love is a matter of conscience. Ordinary talk of conscientiously loving wife and friend, however, often means loving them with such preference - in divisiveness, or equivalently in a closed solidarity - that one has nothing to do with anyone else. Understood in Christian terms, that conscientiousness is precisely a lack of conscience. It lets wife or friend decide whether the love shown is conscientious. This is the falsehood. God tests such love, both directly and through “the neighbour” as the middle term.

Only in that way does your love become a matter of conscience. One can truly be conscientious only in a matter that belongs to conscience; otherwise one might speak of being conscientious while concealing wrongdoing. Love must first be defined as a matter of conscience before “loving conscientiously” has a sound meaning. It is so defined only when God or the neighbour is the middle term, not when erotic love and friendship are taken simply in themselves. Without that middle term, the firmer the closed solidarity becomes, the more questionable its supposed conscientiousness grows.
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    The Christian is not a further refinement of what paganism and other outlooks have called love; it is a change at the foundation. Christianity did not enter the world to adjust this or that feature of your particular love for wife or friend. It teaches how you are to love all people on the common ground of being human. That fundamental change then transforms erotic love and friendship in Christian terms.
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    It is sometimes said that to ask someone about his erotic love is a question of conscience. The phrase is often misunderstood. It is a question of conscience because in erotic love a person belongs first and foremost to God. No one therefore resents the priest’s question, for he asks in God’s name. More often, however, people mean only that erotic love is so inward and private that no third party has any concern with it - not even God. Understood in Christian terms, that is the absence of conscience.

A question of conscience is unthinkable in a matter where a person has no relation to God, because relating to God is precisely what it means to have conscience. If God did not exist, nothing could lie upon a person’s conscience. Conscience is the relation between the single individual and God, the God-relation; that is why the smallest thing upon one’s conscience is so terrible - God’s infinite weight comes with it immediately.
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    Love is a matter of conscience. It is therefore not the affair of drive and inclination, of feeling, or of the calculating understanding.
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    The worldly or merely human view knows many kinds of love. It is thoroughly informed about the distinctiveness of each and all their differences from one another. It delves into this difference of differences - if one can be said to delve deeply while moving towards the surface. Christianity proceeds in the opposite direction. It really knows only one love: the love of the spirit. It spends little time painting all the differences through which this fundamentally shared love may appear. In essential Christian terms, the division into different species of love has been abolished.
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    The merely human view regards love in several ways. It may see love in pure immediacy as drive and inclination - erotic love - or as inclination in friendship. It may understand love as feeling and inclination qualified by duty, natural relationship, established custom, and so on. Or it may seek to acquire love because calculation recognises an earthly good in being loved and cherished and in having people to love and cherish. Christianity is not chiefly concerned with either this immediacy or this convenience. It leaves these things standing with their outward significance. At the same time its doctrine of love, which is not designed for convenience, means infinity’s change to take place inwardly.

There is something marvellous - and to many perhaps strange or incomprehensible - in the indifference of the Christian’s eternal power to outward recognition. This is precisely its seriousness: for seriousness’s sake inwardness plays the stranger within worldliness. At times Christians have thought it necessary to betray the secret by giving the Christian a worldly form in the world. Marriage was to be abolished, and people lived “hidden” in monasteries. Yet inwardness itself, the inwardness of the hidden person who “keeps the mystery of the faith” (1 Timothy 3:9), is a far safer hiding-place. A monastery concealed in a lonely forest or on an inaccessible mountain, and the quiet resident concealed inside it, are childish beside true Christian inwardness - like a child who hides so that someone will come and find him. The hidden monk informed the world that he had hidden. In Christian terms, he was not hiding in earnest; he was playing hide-and-seek.

A similar misunderstanding treated outward indifference to friendship, family ties, and love of country as a Christian disclosure of the secret. Yet Christianity is not worldly-indifferent to anything; it is spiritually concerned for everything. To display indifference while eagerly ensuring that those concerned hear of it is precisely not to be indifferent. It resembles someone saying, “I do not care about you,” only to receive the answer, “Why, then, did you trouble to tell me?” This too was childishness, a childish way of putting on airs with the Christian. The Christian is too serious for such superiority. It seeks no outward replacement of the outward. It takes hold of outward life, cleanses and hallows it, and thereby makes all things new while all things remain old. A Christian may marry and love his wife - above all, love her as he ought - may have a friend and love his country. Within all these relations, however, there must be a fundamental Christian understanding between the person and God. This is Christianity.

God is not like a human spectator who needs visible evidence in order to see whether his cause has triumphed. He sees just as well in secret. You do not provide God with information; God must teach you and wean you from worldliness’s demand to see the result. Had Christ required visible proof, he could have acted decisively and summoned twelve legions of angels. He refused. When the apostles wanted an outward settlement, he rebuked them for not knowing the spirit from which they spoke. Christianity does not demand an outward decision - except where it sets a sign, such as the sacramental sign, that offends worldliness. Instead, the absence of outward decision tests whether the single individual will keep and be content with faith’s secret.

The worldly mind mistrustfully demands outward settlement and otherwise refuses to believe that anything has been settled. That occasion for mistrust is precisely the trial in which faith is tested. In worldly terms the safest proof that God exists would be to set up an image of him: then we could see that he exists - or see that an idol exists, though it does not. It would likewise have seemed safer for Christ to reveal himself in a magnificent procession. Instead he took a lowly servant’s form without even looking conspicuous, appeared like any other person, and by worldly measures wholly failed his task. This is the trial in which faith is tested.

The same holds for the Christian understanding of love. Worldly misunderstanding demands outward proof that Christian love is love of the spirit. But no outward arrangement can express this outwardly, because its reality is inwardness. This offends the world, as everything Christian does. The converse also offends: Christianity makes an apparently arbitrary outward sign - the water of baptism, for example - decisive in the outward order. The world always demands the opposite. Where Christianity asks for inwardness, worldly Christendom wants outward display; where Christianity establishes an outward sign, worldly Christendom retreats into inwardness. Offence stands beside the Christian at every point.
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    Christianity nevertheless knows only one love: the love of the spirit. This love can underlie and be present within every other expression of love. How strange and wonderful! The thought belongs to Christian life but also resembles the thought of death. Imagine someone gathering every difference between all the people he has seen and then saying, as he lists them: “I see all these different people, but I do not see the human being.” Christian love stands in the same relation to love’s many forms. It may be present in them all, but you cannot point to it by itself.

You identify erotic love by the beloved woman, friendship by the friend, and patriotism by its object. You cannot identify Christian love even by its loving the enemy, for that action might conceal bitterness - love shown in order to heap burning coals upon the enemy’s head. Nor can you identify it by its “hating” the beloved, for unless you are the person concerned and know the matter with God, you cannot really see what is taking place. In one sense, what trust God shows towards a person - and what seriousness. We insist upon safe and reliable signs by which love may be known. God and Christianity provide no such distinguishing mark. Does this not show the greatest possible trust? When we give up requiring signs of another’s love, we say that we trust without limit and will believe despite every appearance. Why, then, do you think God shows this trust? Is it not because he sees in secret? What seriousness!

  


  First Series III.B · Passage 20

  
    You never see Christian love itself, and no one ever has, in the same sense that no one has ever seen “the human being”. Yet “human being” is the essential determination, and Christian love is the essential love - the one love Christianity recognises. To repeat: Christianity has not revised what people previously knew about loving the beloved, the friend, and so on by adding a little here or removing something there. It has changed everything; it has transformed love as a whole. Erotic love and friendship are changed only insofar as this fundamental change produces a change of inwardness within them. Christianity does this by making all love a matter of conscience. For erotic love and friendship, that may mean a cooling of the passions; equally, it may mean the inwardness of eternal life.
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    Love is a matter of conscience and must therefore come from a pure heart and an unfeigned faith.
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    “A pure heart.” We ordinarily say that love, and self-giving in love, requires a free heart. The heart must belong to no one and nothing else; even the hand that gives it must be free. The hand must not seize the heart by force and give it away. On the contrary, the heart must give away the hand. Free already, the heart is to find freedom’s fullness in giving itself. The bird you release from your hand, the arrow leaving the released bowstring, the bent branch springing back into line - none of them is so free as the free heart freely giving itself. The bird is free only because you let it go, the arrow flies because it leaves the string, and the branch rises because pressure ceases. The free heart is not liberated by the removal of resistance. It was free and possessed its freedom - and yet it found that freedom. A beautiful thought: life-giving freedom finding what it already has.

I am speaking almost like a poet. That is permissible if the chief matter is not forgotten and the poetry serves to illuminate it. We have tried, as beguilingly as possible, to speak about what people generally delight to hear. No one should be tempted to think that we avoid such speech because we lack the sensitivity or ability for it. Nor, however, should we speak of it alone as though it were the highest and forget the principal matter: the Christian.

  


  First Series III.B · Passage 23

  
    A pure heart is not a free heart in this sense - or at least that freedom is not the question here. First and last, the pure heart is a bound heart. It is therefore less delightful to discuss than freedom’s life-giving sense of itself and the daring pleasure of self-surrender. The heart that is to be pure is bound in the deepest sense. No ship lying at every anchor is bound so securely, for this heart must be bound to God.

No king bound by the strictest charter limiting his rule, no person under the heaviest obligation, no labourer contracted by the day, and no tutor engaged by the hour is bound in this way. Each can state the limit of the obligation; the pure heart must be bound to God without limit. No earthly power binds in this way. The king may die and leave the charter behind; the employer may die and release the labourer; the teaching hour comes to an end. God does not die, and the bond that binds is never broken.
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    The heart must be bound in this way. You who burn with erotic love’s delight or friendship’s longing: Christianity has never denied the freedom of which you speak. But if the beloved’s heart and yours are to be pure, limitless obligation must come first. First the infinite bond; only then may the talk of freedom begin.

A foreign word is common in scholarship and even more common in commerce and everyday dealings. It is heard in the streets, among the busy, and in every businessperson’s mouth: “priority”. Scholarship speaks often of God’s priority; businesspeople speak of priorities. Let us use their word in the sense most likely to make the point: Christianity teaches that God has first priority. Scholarship does not put the matter quite this way, for it easily forgets what business knows - a priority is a claim. God has the first claim, and everything, absolutely everything, a person owns is pledged as security for it. Remember this, and then speak as much as you please of freedom’s delight. But if you truly remember it, that delight will not tempt you.
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    The free heart takes no account of anything; heedlessly it plunges into the delight of self-surrender. But the heart bound without limit to God has one infinite consideration. A person forced at every moment to take countless things into account is not so bound by them as is the heart bound to God. Wherever that heart may be - alone with itself, absorbed in thoughts of others, or among other people - and whatever else may occupy it, this one consideration is always present.

You speak beautifully of what the beloved means to you and of what you mean to the beloved. But remember: if a pure heart is to be given in erotic love, this consideration must first stand before your soul and before the beloved’s. It is the first and the last. To part from it is transgression and sin.

  


  First Series III.B · Passage 26

  
    The free heart has no history before it gives itself away; only then does it acquire its history of love, happy or unhappy. The heart bound without limit to God already has a history. It therefore understands that erotic love and friendship are only an interlude, an episode within the one history of love that is both first and last. You know how to speak beautifully of erotic love and friendship. But if you understood that they form only a very short passage in that eternal history, your telling would be as brief as the passage itself. You begin your story with the beginning of love and end it at a grave. The eternal history of love began much earlier: it began when you did, when you came into being from nothing. And as surely as you do not become nothing, so surely that history does not end at a grave.

When death’s bed has been made for you, you have lain down never to rise, and all that remains is for you to turn to the other side and die, the silence grows around you. One by one those near to you depart, and the silence grows because only the nearest remain, while death draws nearer. Then the nearest quietly go, and the silence grows because only the very nearest remain. At last the final person bends over you for the final time and turns away, while you turn towards death. Yet on that other side one still remains: the last at the deathbed, who was there first - God, the living God - provided that your heart was pure, as it could become only by loving him.

  


  First Series III.B · Passage 27

  
    This is how we must speak of the pure heart and of love as a matter of conscience. Erotic and earthly love may be the delight of life. The happy lover may say truthfully, “Only now am I alive,” and merely to hear such a person speak of happiness - of life and its delight - may itself be a delight. But conscientious love must be described by someone dead: not someone who grew tired of life, but one who gained eternity’s joy in life.

Alas, it is nevertheless a dead person who speaks. Many find this so repellent that they dare not hear the joyful message, though everyone gladly listens to the person of whom we say in the fullest sense, “He is alive.” Yet someone dead is needed. At the very moment when the happy person’s companions joyfully cry “Long live!”, eternity says, “Die” - if the heart is to become pure. A person has certainly become happy, indescribably happy, or unhappy through loving another human being. But no human heart has ever become pure except by loving God.

  


  First Series III.B · Passage 28

  
    “An unfeigned faith.” Could any combination be more abhorrent than love joined to falsehood? Yet the combination is impossible, for to love falsely is to hate. This is true not only of outright falsehood. Even the slightest want of sincerity cannot be reconciled with love. Wherever sincerity is lacking, something is concealed; and within that concealment selfish self-love is hiding. To the extent that it is present in a person, that person does not love.

In sincerity the lover shows himself to the beloved. No mirror registers the smallest detail more exactly than true sincerity - the lovers’ genuine faithfulness in reflecting themselves in the mirror of openness that erotic love holds between them.

  


  First Series III.B · Passage 29

  
    Two people may become transparent to one another in sincerity. Is Christianity therefore being arbitrary when it speaks of “unfeigned faith” in another sense, meaning sincerity before God? If two people are to love one another in unfeigned faith, sincerity towards God must first come before it in each of them.

Hypocrisy is not only the conscious deception of others or of oneself. Is it not also hypocrisy when a person does not know himself? Can such a person promise love in unfeigned faith, or keep what he promises? He may perhaps keep it; but if he cannot truly make the promise, can he keep what he cannot even promise? A person who does not know himself cannot promise love in unfeigned faith.

  


  First Series III.B · Passage 30

  
    Confidential intimacy contains a doubling within itself. The person with whom one has one’s most inward relation is also the person whose relation to oneself would seem the most fitting subject for confidential disclosure - and yet only to that very person can one fully confide oneself. Confidence therefore turns back upon itself. Its essential content includes something unsayable, though we might have supposed that intimacy consisted precisely in saying it.

Humanly speaking, a wife’s most inward relation is to her husband. She may tell her parents various things in confidence, but that is confidence about her confidence. She will feel that she cannot confide everything to them, or confide in them as she does in her husband. Her relation to him is both her most inward and her most confidential relation; he alone is the one to whom she can properly confide herself concerning that relation. External affairs and indifferent matters cannot sensibly be communicated as confidences. If she wished to tell someone else of her inmost concern - her relation to her husband - she would herself recognise that there is only one person to whom she could communicate it completely in confidence: the very person to whom and with whom she has the relation.

  


  First Series III.B · Passage 31

  
    With whom does a person have - or could a person have - the most inward relation, if not with God? All intimacy between one person and another therefore proves in the end to be intimacy about intimacy. God alone is confidential intimacy, just as God is love.

When two people sincerely pledge faithfulness to one another, are they truly pledging it to one another if each has first pledged faithfulness to Another? Yet this is necessary if their love, in the Christian sense, is to come from unfeigned faith. When two people confide themselves completely to one another, are they truly doing so if each first confides in a Third? Yet this too is necessary if they are to confide themselves completely to one another. Something unsayable remains within each person’s intimacy with God; this is precisely the sign that the relation to God is the most inward and the most confidential.

  


  First Series III.B · Passage 32

  
    How inviting and appealing it sounds to speak of two lovers’ intimacy with one another - and yet there is hypocrisy in both the talk and the intimacy. When love from an unfeigned faith is to be described, someone dead must speak. At first this sounds as though a separation were being placed between two people who are meant to be joined in the most inward and intimate life together. It is indeed like a separation; and yet what is placed between them is eternity’s intimacy.

Many, many times two people have found happiness in an intimate relation with one another. But no one has ever loved from an unfeigned faith except through that separating intimacy with God - which in turn is God’s consent to the lovers’ intimacy. Only when love is a matter of conscience does it come from a pure heart and an unfeigned faith.

  


  
  
    Using and citing this discourse
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  Works of Love · First Series IV

  Our Duty to Love the People We See

  Written by

  Søren Kierkegaard

  Vor Pligt at elske de Mennesker, vi see

  
  
    Why this is called a discourse

    Kierkegaard called Works of Love ‘Christian deliberations in the form of discourses.’ Unlike textbook chapters, these sustained addresses return to a scriptural or ethical claim from several directions so that reflection may lead to action. ‘Discourse’ also avoids the ecclesiastical authority implied by ‘sermon.’

  
  
    Editorial introduction: before you read

    The discourse turns from searching for an ideal object of love to loving the actual person before us. Love does not prove its greatness by rejecting one imperfect person after another; it brings love with it and finds the person lovable through change.

Peter’s denial supplies the decisive test. Christ’s unchanged friendship does not overlook Peter’s failure, but reaches him in it and helps him become another person.

  
  
    The discourse

    
  First Series IV · Passage 1

  
    How deeply the need for love is rooted in human nature! The first observation ever made about a human being was made about the first human being by the only One who could truly make it: God. It says precisely this. Holy Scripture tells us: “God said, It is not good for the human being to be alone.” The woman was then taken from the man’s side and given to him as companion - for love and shared life first take something from a person before they give.

In every age, anyone who has reflected deeply upon human nature has recognised this need for companionship. Again and again people have lamented the solitary person and portrayed the pain and misery of solitude. Again and again, wearied by corrupt, noisy, and confusing social life, they have let thought wander to some solitary place - only to learn once more to long for company. They have continually returned to God’s first thought about the human being.

The busy, teeming crowd offers both too much company and too little, and a person grows weary of it. The cure is not to discover that God’s thought was mistaken. No: the cure is to learn the first thing again from the beginning, to understand oneself as someone who longs for company. This need is so deeply rooted in human nature that nothing has changed and nothing new has been discovered since the creation of the first human being. The one original observation has simply been confirmed in countless ways, taking different forms from generation to generation in expression, presentation, and turns of thought.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 2

  
    This need is so deeply rooted in human nature, so essential to being human, that even our Lord Jesus Christ felt the human need to love and to be loved by one particular person. He was one with the Father, in love’s communion with the Father and the Spirit, and he loved the whole human race. He is the God-Man, eternally different from every human being; yet he was also truly human and was tested in everything human. His experience of this need is itself evidence that it belongs essentially to humanity.

Christ was an actual human being and could therefore share in everything human. He was not an airy figure beckoning from a cloud, unable or unwilling to understand what happens to a person in human life. He had compassion, in a wholly human way, upon the hungry crowd, for he had himself hungered in the wilderness. In the same way he could share our need to love and to be loved.

John’s Gospel describes this (21:15 ff.): “Jesus says to Simon Peter, ‘Simon, son of Jonas, do you love me more than these?’ Peter says to him, ‘Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.’” How moving this is. Christ’s question, “Do you love me more than these?”, sounds almost like a plea for love, spoken by someone for whom it matters to be loved above all others. Peter himself recognises this and also the disparity between them, like the disparity when John was to baptise Christ. He therefore answers not merely “Yes,” but “Lord, you know that I love you.” His answer acknowledges the disparity.

In an ordinary human relationship, how does a person know that he is loved? He has already heard the “yes” he longs to hear, yet desires to hear it again. Does he know it from anything other than that bare “yes” to which he repeatedly returns? Christ, however, can be said to know that Peter loves him in another sense.

Still, Christ asks a second time, “Simon, son of Jonas, do you love me?” Peter answers, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” What else can he say? The disparity only becomes more obvious when the question is repeated. Christ then asks a third time. Peter is grieved and answers, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.” Peter no longer says “yes”, nor does he appeal merely to what Christ may have learned about his character: “You know that I love you.” Instead he says, “You know all things.” He almost shudders at the disparity. A “yes” ordinarily answers a real question and tells the questioner something new, or makes him more certain than before. But how can the one who knows all things learn anything or be made more certain by another person’s assurance?

Yet if Christ cannot receive such assurance, he cannot love in a fully human way. This is love’s riddle: no certainty is higher than the beloved’s renewed assurance. Humanly speaking, to stand unconditionally certain of being loved is not to love, for it places one above the equal relation of friend to friend. What a fearful contradiction: the one who is God loves humanly. Human love loves one particular person and wishes to be the one whom that person loves most.

Why, then, was Peter grieved by the third question? Between two human beings in love’s equal relation, asking and answering a third time may be a fresh joy. If a question is repeated too often, it may instead grieve because it suggests mistrust. But when the one who knows everything finds it necessary to ask three times, Peter may think that Christ knows his love is not strong, inward, or ardent enough - Peter, after all, denied him three times. Surely the Lord cannot ask because he himself needs to hear the “yes” for a third time. That thought exceeds human strength; even when permitted, it seems to forbid itself.

And yet, how human it is. Before the high priests who condemned him to death, and before Pilate who held his life in his hand, Christ had not one word to answer. But he asks three times whether he is loved. He asks whether Peter loves him “more than these”.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 3

  
    Love is so deeply rooted in human nature and belongs so essentially to humanity - yet people so often invent evasions to escape this blessedness. They devise deceptions in order to deceive themselves and make themselves unhappy. Sometimes the evasion wears the form of melancholy: a person sighs over humanity and his own misfortune in finding no one to love. It is always easier to sigh over the world and one’s misfortune than to beat one’s breast and sigh over oneself. Sometimes self-deception becomes accusation: people are said not to be worth loving. One “sighs against” them, for it is always easier to accuse than to stand accused. Sometimes it takes the form of proud self-satisfaction, which claims to search in vain for anyone worthy of it. It is easier to prove one’s excellence by being fastidious about everyone else than by being strict with oneself.

Yet all such people agree that their condition is a misfortune and that something is wrong. What is wrong if not their searching and rejecting? They do not hear that their words mock them. To say that one cannot find any person to love is to confess that one is entirely without love. Is love something to be found outside oneself? I had thought that to love was to bring love with you. A person who brings love when seeking its object will readily find that object; and the greater the love within him, the more readily he will find the other person lovable. To love someone despite weaknesses, faults, and imperfections is not yet perfection. Perfection is to find that person lovable despite and together with those weaknesses, faults, and imperfections.

Consider food. It is one thing fastidiously to eat only the most exquisite dish, prepared in the finest way, and perhaps even then to discover some fault in it. It is another not merely to eat a plain dish but to find it the most excellent, because the task is not to refine one’s fastidiousness but to transform oneself and one’s taste.

Or imagine two artists. The first says: “I have travelled widely and looked all over the world, but nowhere have I found a person worth painting. No face has been so perfect an image of beauty that I could bring myself to draw it. Every face has some little fault, so my search has been in vain.” Does this prove that he is a great artist? The other says: “I do not really call myself an artist and I have never travelled abroad. I have stayed among the small circle of people nearest to me. Yet I have never found a face so insignificant or faulty that I could not draw out a more beautiful side and discover some radiance within it. I take delight in the art I practise, which satisfies me, though I make no claim to be an artist.” Is he not the true artist? He brought something with him and found on the spot what the travelled artist found nowhere - perhaps because that artist did not bring the necessary something.

How sad if art, whose purpose is to beautify life, became a curse upon it and merely made the fastidious discovery that none of us is beautiful. Sadder and more confused still if love became a curse whose only achievement was to show that none of us is worth loving. Love should instead be recognised by its being loving enough to find something lovable in us all - and therefore loving enough to love us all.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 4

  
    It is a sad and all too common inversion to speak endlessly about what love’s object must be like in order to be lovable, rather than asking what love must be like in order to be love. This occurs not only in daily life. How often even someone who calls himself a poet makes his whole achievement consist in a refined, enervated, and genteel fastidiousness. Inhumanly he learns to reject and reject wherever love is concerned, and takes it as his task to initiate others into all the ugly secrets of pickiness.

That anyone should trouble to teach this - and that so many should be eager and curious to learn it! They acquire knowledge that serves only to embitter life for themselves and others. How many things in life would have seemed beautiful, or at least more beautiful, had we never been taught otherwise. Once initiated into the contamination of fastidiousness, how difficult it is to regain what has been lost: the God-given endowment of good nature and love that fundamentally belongs to every human being.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 5

  
    If no one else can or will guide us rightly here, an apostle always can. The right way enables us both to do justice to others and to make ourselves happy. We have therefore chosen these words of the Apostle John: “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; for if he does not love his brother whom he has seen, how can he love God whom he has not seen?” Gladly taking up this task, we shall make these words the subject of our consideration and speak of

our duty to love the people we see - 

  


  First Series IV · Passage 6

  
    not in the sense that we are speaking about loving every person we see, since that is love for the neighbour, which has already been discussed. We mean the duty, within the actual world, to find the people whom we may love in a special way and, in loving them, to love the people we truly see. Once this is a duty, the task is not to find a lovable object. It is to find lovable the person already given to us or chosen by us, and to go on finding that person lovable however he or she may change.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 7

  
    First, however, let us raise a small difficulty about the apostolic words that have been read. Earthly cleverness, conceited perhaps in its own acuteness, might devise the objection whether or not anyone has actually made it. When the Apostle says, “If someone does not love his brother whom he has seen, how can he love God whom he has not seen?”, the clever person might object that this is a deceptive turn of thought. By seeing his brother, he has satisfied himself that this brother is not lovable. If he does not love someone whom he can see does not deserve love, how can that prevent him from loving the God he has not seen? Yet the Apostle does think that it prevents him. By “his brother” he is certainly not referring only to one particular person, but to the love of human beings as such.

When someone claims to love the Invisible but proves not to love visible people, the Apostle enters a divine challenge to the credibility of that claim. It may appear exaltedly religious to express one’s exclusive love for the Invisible by loving no visible person. But this is human religious enthusiasm under God’s judgement, even when it is not hypocrisy. The matter is simple. A person must begin by loving the Invisible, God, for in this way he learns what love is. But whether he actually loves the Invisible is shown precisely by his loving the brother he sees. The more he loves the Invisible, the more he will love the people he sees - not the other way round, as though rejecting more visible people meant loving the Invisible more. In that case God has been turned into something unreal, a product of the imagination.

Only a hypocrite or deceiver seeking an escape could devise this, or else someone who falsifies God as though God jealously wanted love kept for himself. The blessed God is merciful and always, as it were, directs us away from himself: “If you wish to love me, then love the people you see. What you do to them, you do to me.” God is too exalted to receive a person’s love directly, still less to delight in what a religious enthusiast finds gratifying. If someone declares “Corban” - dedicated to God - the gift with which he could have helped his parents, that does not please God. To show that the gift is dedicated to God, give it away with God in mind. To show that your life is dedicated to God’s service, let it serve human beings, always with God in mind. God is not one party within existence demanding a private share. He demands everything; but when you bring it, you immediately receive, so to speak, the forwarding direction that tells you where it must next be delivered. God demands nothing for himself, though he demands everything from you. Rightly understood, then, the Apostle’s words lead directly to our subject.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 8

  
    If it is our duty to love the people we see, then above all we must abandon every imaginary and overwrought idea of a dream-world where love’s object is supposedly to be sought and found. We must sober up, gain actuality and truth, and remain in the actual world as the task assigned to us.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 9

  
    The most dangerous evasion in love is to want to love only the Invisible, or what one has not seen. This evasion soars so high that it flies completely over actuality. It is so intoxicating that it readily tempts us and mistakes itself for the very highest and most perfect kind of love. People seldom have the effrontery to speak ill of love. Far more common is the deception by which they talk so rapturously about loving and about love that they cheat themselves out of ever actually loving. The cause lies much deeper than we think; otherwise one confusion could not have become so firmly fixed - the habit of calling a misfortune what is really guilt: the failure to find anyone to love. This prevents people still further from finding someone, for once they recognised the failure as their own guilt, they would surely find the person.

We generally imagine love as admiration’s open eye, searching for excellences and perfections. Then we complain that our search is fruitless. We need not decide whether each person is right about this - whether the lovable excellences and perfections being sought can in fact be found, or whether seeking has been confused with fastidiousness. We will not argue within that conception, because the conception itself is an error. Love is instead the closed eye of forbearance and gentleness, which does not see deficiencies and imperfections.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 10

  
    The difference between these two conceptions is fundamental. It is a world of difference, a complete reversal. Only the second is true; the first is an error. Error never stops of its own accord. It leads us farther and farther astray, making the return to truth increasingly difficult. The path into error is easy to find, but the way back is hard - like the legendary Mountain of Pleasure somewhere upon earth, from which no one who found the way in could find the way out again. A person who ventures into the world with a mistaken idea of love searches, believing that he is searching for love’s object, but also believing that his search is fruitless. He does not change his conception. Enriched instead by fastidiousness’s varied knowledge, he grows more fastidious and continues what he takes to be a fruitless search.

It never occurs to him that the fault may lie in himself or in his mistaken idea. The more refined his fastidiousness becomes, the more highly he thinks of himself and of his idea’s perfection. Does it not show him clearly how imperfect people are - and surely only perfection could reveal that! He remains assured that this is not his fault and that no evil or hateful intention motivates him: after all, he is searching for love. Far be it from him to abandon love when he feels so vividly that his conception is becoming more and more exaltedly enthusiastic. And what could be more enthusiastic than an error?

He has not arrested the error. Quite the opposite: with its help he has made himself dizzy and drifted out into loving the Invisible, a mirage that cannot be seen. Do seeing a mirage and not seeing amount to the same thing? Remove the mirage and, as he admits, he sees nothing. Remove the seeing, however, and he sees a mirage - a fact he forgets. Yet he refuses either to abandon love or to disparage it. He will speak rapturously about love and preserve it - love for the Invisible. What a sad error!

We say that worldly honour and power, wealth and happiness, are vapour, and so they are. But love is the strongest power within a person, intended to be nothing less than life and strength itself. For love to be turned into vapour, while someone intoxicated by those fumes proudly imagines that he has grasped the Highest - though he has grasped only a cloud and an illusion flying high above actuality - is terrible. We are piously warned not to waste God’s gifts; but what divine gift can compare with love, which God has placed in the human heart? And then to see it wasted in this way! Cleverness foolishly supposes that loving imperfect and weak people wastes our love. I would have thought that this is precisely how love is employed and put to use. To find no one, to squander love in a fruitless search, to waste it in empty space by loving the Invisible - that is truly to waste love.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 11

  
    Sober up, then, and come to yourself. Understand that the fault lies in your conception of love as a claim - one supposedly most glorious when the whole of existence cannot pay it, though you are no more able to prove your right to collect it. The instant you understand love as the opposite of a claim - as a debt that God binds you to pay - you find actuality. This is precisely the duty: with closed eye, since in love you close your eye to weakness, frailty, and imperfection, to find actuality rather than to stare with the open eye of a sleepwalker and overlook it.

This duty is the first condition if, in loving, you are ever to love the people you see. You must find a foothold in actuality. Error always floats; because it is airy, it can appear light and spiritual. Truth takes firm and therefore sometimes difficult steps. It stands upon solid ground and can therefore appear simple. It is a profound change: to receive a duty to fulfil instead of holding a claim to collect; to take something like a whole world upon yourself instead of rushing across the world; patiently to bear with deficiencies instead of eagerly seeking admiration’s delightful fruit. What a change! Yet this is the change through which love comes into being - the love that can fulfil the duty to love, in the act of loving, the people we see.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 12

  
    If our duty is, in loving, to love the people we see, we must not replace the actual individual with an imagined picture of what we think or wish that person ought to be. Whoever does that does not love the person he sees, but once again loves something invisible - his own idea or something of the kind.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 13

  
    There is a way of behaving in love that introduces a troubling mixture of ambiguity and fastidiousness. It is one thing to reject one person after another and never find anyone to love. It is another to call someone the object of one’s love and then, in loving that person, to fulfil exactly and sincerely the duty of loving what one sees. Certainly it is always worth wishing - and wishing again - that the person we are to love may possess lovable perfections. We wish this not only for our own sake but also for the other person’s. Above all, we should wish and pray that the person we love may always act and be in ways we can wholly approve and affirm. But in God’s name, let us not forget that we deserve no credit if the person is like this, and deserve still less credit for demanding it. If any merit of ours could be mentioned - though merit is an unseemly notion and unseemly language in love - it would lie precisely in loving with undiminished faithfulness and tenderness.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 14

  
    But one kind of fastidiousness continually works against love and tries to prevent it from loving what it sees. Its gaze is uncertain yet, in another sense, excessively exacting. It dissolves the actual person’s form, or takes offence at it and then slyly demands to see something else. Some people, we must say, have not yet taken form; their actuality has not become firm because in their innermost being they are divided about what they are and what they wish to be. But the way we look at another person can also make that person’s form unstable or unreal. Love, which ought to love the person it sees, cannot make up its mind: now it wants one fault removed from its object, now one more perfection added, as though the purchase had not quite been completed. Whoever loves with this kind of fastidiousness does not love the person he sees, and readily makes his own love repugnant to himself and burdensome to the beloved.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 15

  
    The beloved or the friend is, in the wider sense, also a human being and exists as such for the rest of us. But for you that person should essentially exist as the beloved if you are to fulfil the duty of loving the person you see. If your relation is divided - if the person is partly just this individual in the general sense and partly, in a special sense, your beloved - then you do not love the person you see. It is as if you had two ears but, instead of hearing the same thing with both, heard one thing with one and something else with the other. With one ear you listen to what the beloved says and ask whether it is wise, correct, acute, spirited, and so forth. Alas, only with the other do you hear that it is the beloved’s voice. With one eye you test, investigate, and scrutinise the person. Alas, only with the other do you see the beloved. To divide your attention in this way is not to love the person you see.

It is as though a third person were always present even when the two are alone: a cold examiner who tests and rejects, disturbs their inwardness, and sometimes makes the examiner disgusted with himself and with the fastidiousness of his own love. If the beloved knew this third person was present, it would make him anxious. What does this third person’s presence mean? Does it mean that if - if this or that failed to meet your wishes, you could no longer love? Does the third person therefore signify divorce and separation, so that the thought of separation is present within intimacy - like the pagan madness that introduces a destructive being into the divinity’s unity? Does the third person mean that the love-relation is, in a certain sense, no relation at all, because you stand above it and put the beloved to the test? Remember that something else is being tested in that case: whether you truly possess love. Or rather, something has already been decided - you do not truly possess it.

Life provides trials enough. Those trials should find lover and beloved, friend and friend, united so that they can endure the trial together. If the trial is brought inside the relation, a betrayal has been committed. This secretive reserve is truly the most dangerous kind of unfaithfulness. Such a person does not break faith outright, but continually leaves it unsettled whether he is bound by his pledge. Is it not unfaithfulness when your friend offers you his hand and something indefinite enters your handshake? It is indeed your friend pressing your hand, yet whether you return the pressure in the same way depends upon whether, at that moment, he matches your conception. Is this what it means to be in a relation - to begin again every moment as though you were only now entering it? Is this loving the person you see - to examine him every moment as if seeing him for the first time?

It is repugnant to watch a fastidious person reject every dish. But it is also repugnant to watch someone eat the food kindly offered and yet, in a certain sense, not eat it. Though the food fills him, he merely keeps tasting it - or tries to taste a finer dish in his mouth while the plainer one nourishes him.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 16

  
    No. To fulfil the duty of loving, in the act of love, the people he sees, a person must do more than find his loved ones among actual human beings. He must eradicate every ambiguity and fastidiousness from his love, truly and earnestly loving them as they are and grasping the task of finding lovable the person already given or chosen. We are not commending a childish infatuation with every accidental feature of the beloved, still less a pampering indulgence where it does not belong. Far from it. Earnestness means that the relation itself, with united strength, struggles against what is imperfect, overcomes what is deficient, and removes what is incongruous. This is earnestness; fastidiousness makes the relation itself ambiguous.

One person’s weakness or fault does not make that person alien to the other. Their union treats the weakness as the alien element, which it matters equally to both to overcome and remove. You should not withdraw from the beloved because of the beloved’s weakness or make your relation more distant. On the contrary, the two of you should hold still more firmly and inwardly together in order to remove the weakness. Once the relation itself becomes ambiguous, you no longer love the person you see; you appear to demand something else before you can love. But when a fault or weakness makes the relation more inward - not because the fault is to be preserved, but precisely so that it may be overcome - then you love the person you see. You see the fault, yet your relation grows more inward; this shows that you love the very person in whom you see the fault, weakness, or imperfection.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 17

  
    Just as tears can be hypocritical, and sighs and laments over the world can be hypocritical, so too can grief over the beloved’s weaknesses and imperfections. It is very easy and enervating to wish that the beloved possessed every possible perfection. When something is lacking, it is equally easy and enervating to sigh and grieve, making oneself important in one’s own eyes by means of supposedly pure and profound sorrow. Perhaps one of the more common forms of self-indulgence is the selfish wish to adorn oneself with one’s beloved or friend and then to despair over every trifle. But can this mean loving the people we see? No. The people we see - and this includes us as others see us - are not so perfect. Yet a person so often cultivates a pampered fragility equipped to love only the complete sum of perfections. Although every one of us is imperfect, how rarely we see the healthy, strong, capable love equipped to love the less perfect - that is, the people we see.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 18

  
    If our duty is, in loving, to love the people we see, then love has no limit. To fulfil the duty, love must remain boundless and unchanged however the person loved may change.

  


  First Series IV · Passage 19

  
    Let us return to what the introduction recalled: the relation between Christ and Peter. Was Peter, especially in relation to Christ, the sum of every perfection? Christ surely knew his faults. Let us consider this relation in thoroughly human terms. God knows what trifles - insignificant yet carefully collected and stored - prompt us to accuse one another of selfishness, unfaithfulness, and betrayal, whether immediately or, just as sadly, after many years. God knows how seldom the complainant makes even a small effort to take the accused person’s place, so that the severe and merciless judgement might not be hasty but at least thoughtful enough to know precisely what it judges. God knows how often we see this sad spectacle: passion gives even an otherwise limited person who thinks himself wronged an astonishing acuteness, yet strikes even an otherwise perceptive person with stupidity towards every mitigating, excusing, or justifying view of the wrong. Injured passion delights in its blindly acute vision.

Yet surely we would all agree that if what passed between Christ and Peter happened between two friends, there would be reason enough to break with such a betrayer. Suppose your life had reached its utmost crisis. A friend had freely and solemnly sworn loyalty, even promising to risk life and blood for you. At the moment of danger he did not stay away - that would almost have been more forgivable. He came and was present, but did not lift a hand. He stood calmly watching - yet no, he was not calm, because his one thought was to save himself at any cost. He did not flee - which would almost have been more forgivable. No, he remained a spectator, having secured that position by denying you. What then? Let us not yet complete the conditional sentence. Let us picture the relation vividly and speak of it in human terms.

You stood accused and condemned by your enemies, literally surrounded by enemies on every side. The powerful, who perhaps could have understood you, had hardened themselves against you and now hated you. While you stood accused and condemned, a blinded and raging crowd howled insults. Insanely, they rejoiced that your blood should come upon them and their children. This pleased the powerful, who otherwise deeply despised the crowd, because the animal savagery and lowest wretchedness that had made you its quarry satisfied their hatred. You had become reconciled to your fate and understood that there was not a single word you could say. The abuse merely sought an occasion. A magnanimous word about your innocence would be treated as defiance; the clearest proof that you were in the right would embitter the abusers and make them still more furious; an outburst of pain would furnish another occasion and be called cowardice.

You stood expelled from human society, and yet not expelled, for people surrounded you. Not one of them saw a human being in you - though in another sense they did, since they would not have treated an animal so inhumanly. What horror, more terrible than falling among wild beasts! Is the wild nocturnal howl of the most bloodthirsty predator as terrible as the inhumanity of a raging crowd? Can one predator incite another beyond the savagery natural to each, as one person in a remorseless crowd can incite another to bloodthirstiness more than animal? Does even the darkest or most glittering predatory eye hold the fire of evil kindled in an individual’s eye when, both incited and inciting, he joins the savage crowd’s frenzy?

There you stood - accused, condemned, insulted. In vain you searched for a form that at least resembled a human being, much less a kindly face on which your eye could rest. Then you saw him, your friend, but he denied you; and the insults that had already sounded loudly now seemed magnified a hundredfold by an echo. If this had happened to you, would you not consider yourself magnanimous if, rather than contemplate revenge, you simply looked away and said: “I cannot bear the sight of that betrayer”? How differently Christ acted. He did not look away in order to make himself unaware that Peter existed. He did not say that he would not look at the betrayer or leave Peter to fend for himself. No, Christ “looked at him” and immediately reached him with a glance. Had speech been possible, Christ surely would have spoken to him.

How did Christ look at Peter? Was the glance repelling, a farewell? No. It was like the glance of a mother who sees her child endangered by its own carelessness. Unable to reach and grasp the child, she reaches it with a look that reproaches but also saves. Peter, then, was in danger. Who cannot understand how heavy it is for someone to have denied a friend? Yet anger can prevent the wronged friend from seeing that the person who denied him is in danger. The one called the Saviour of the World always saw clearly where the danger lay. Peter was in danger; Peter needed to be saved. The Saviour did not mistakenly regard his own cause as lost unless Peter hurried to help him. He saw Peter as lost unless he himself hurried to save Peter. Is there anyone living, or who has ever lived, who cannot understand something so clear and evident? Yet Christ alone saw it in the decisive moment, when he himself was accused, condemned, insulted, and denied.

We are rarely tested in a matter of life and death, and so rarely have occasion to test friendship’s devotion at this extreme. But even in an important moment, suppose you find cowardice and calculating prudence where the friendship entitled you to expect courage and resolution; ambiguity, double-mindedness, and evasion instead of openness, decisiveness, and support; mere silliness instead of a composed grasp of the whole. In the haste of the moment and the rush of passion, how difficult it is to see immediately where the danger lies - which friend is in greater danger, you or the one who has left you in the lurch. How difficult it is to love the person you see when you see that person so changed!

  


  First Series IV · Passage 20

  
    We are accustomed now to praise Christ’s relation to Peter. But we must guard against making this praise an illusion produced by our inability or unwillingness to imagine ourselves contemporary with the event. We might praise Christ while acting and thinking quite differently whenever we can become contemporary with something similar. No account of the contemporaries’ view of Christ’s conduct has been preserved. But if you meet those contemporaries, ask them. You will hear that on this occasion, as with almost everything Christ did, they said: “The fool! Even if his cause was hopelessly lost, did he lack the strength to gather all his remaining power into one last glance that could crush this betrayer? What whining weakness! Is that how a man acts?” That was the judgement, and the mockery found a new expression.

Or a powerful person who believed he understood the whole relation would say: “Why did he seek company with sinners and tax collectors and find his followers among the lowest part of the people? He should have joined us, the synagogue of the distinguished. Now he receives what he deserves, since we see how much that kind of person can be trusted. But he has always abandoned himself, and he does so to the end; even such base unfaithfulness cannot make him bitter.” A cleverer person, one who even regarded himself as kindly, might say: “The chief priests have had him seized. Enthusiast that he was, seeing everything lost must have weakened his understanding and broken his courage. He has collapsed into a powerless lassitude they would call womanish. That explains why he forgives such a betrayal - for no man behaves like that!”

It is only too true: no man acts like that. Christ’s life is therefore the one case in which a teacher, at the very moment when his life and his cause are lost and everything seems forfeited - most terribly through his disciple’s denial - wins, by a glance and in that very disciple, his most zealous follower, and thereby in great part wins his cause, though this remains hidden from everyone.
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    Christ’s love for Peter was boundless. By loving Peter, he fulfilled the duty to love the person one sees. He did not say, “Peter must first change and become a different person before I can love him again.” He said the exact opposite: “Peter is Peter, and I love him. My love, if anything can, is precisely what will help him become a different person.” Christ did not end the friendship in the hope of perhaps beginning it again once Peter had changed. He preserved the friendship unchanged and, by doing so, helped Peter to change. Do you think Peter would have been won back without Christ’s faithful friendship?

It is easy to be a friend if friendship means only demanding something definite from the other and ending the friendship whenever the friend fails to meet the demand, perhaps beginning it again once he does. Is that a relation of friendship? Who is better placed to help someone who has gone astray than the person who calls himself that person’s friend - even when the wrong was done against the friend? Yet the friend withdraws and says - as though the cold third person were speaking again - “When he has become a different person, perhaps he can become my friend again.” We are even inclined to regard such conduct as magnanimous. But it is far from true that such a friend, in loving, loves the person he sees.
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    Christ’s love was boundless, as love must be if it is to fulfil the duty to love, in the act of loving, the person one sees. This is easy to understand. However much and in whatever way someone changes, that person surely does not become invisible. Unless this impossibility occurs, we still see the person, and our duty is to love the person we see. We generally suppose that when someone has changed essentially for the worse, the change releases us from loving. What confused language: to be released from loving, as though love were compulsory labour, a burden we wanted to throw off!

Christianity asks whether the change has made the person invisible to you. You must answer: “Of course I can see him. I can see precisely that he is no longer worth loving.” But if that is what you see, you do not truly see him - though in another sense you cannot deny that you do. You see only unworthiness and imperfection. You thereby admit that even when you loved him you did not, in another sense, see him; you saw and loved only his excellences and perfections. Christianly understood, to love is precisely to love the person one sees. The emphasis does not fall upon the perfections visible in a person but upon the person who is visible, whether you see perfections or imperfections in that person. However sadly someone has changed, that person has not ceased to be the same human being.

Whoever loves the perfections seen in someone does not see the person and therefore stops loving when the perfections disappear and change arrives. But even the saddest change does not mean that the person ceases to exist. The wisest and most ingenious merely human view of love still flies high and floats. Christian love descends instead from heaven to earth; its direction is the opposite. It does not soar towards heaven, because it comes from heaven and brings heaven with it. By descending, it becomes able to love the same person through every change, because through all those changes it sees the same person. Merely human love is always ready to fly away after, or fly away with, the beloved’s perfections. We say that a seducer steals a girl’s heart. Even the most beautiful merely human love has something thievish about it, because it steals the beloved’s perfections. Christian love, by contrast, grants the beloved all his imperfections and weaknesses and remains with him through every change, loving the person it sees.
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    If this were not so, Christ would never have begun to love - for where would he have found the perfect person? What a wonder! What prevented Christ from finding the perfect person? Was it not that he himself was the Perfect One, as we know from the way he loved the person he saw without limit? What a strange crossing of ideas. In speaking of love, we continually speak about the perfect person, and so does Christianity. But we human beings speak of finding the perfect person in order to love; Christianity speaks of being the perfect person who loves without limit the person he sees.

We look upward for perfection’s object, always directing our gaze towards the invisible. In Christ, however, perfection looked down to earth and loved the person it saw. We must learn from Christianity, because in a much broader sense than the original saying, no one ascends into heaven except the one who descends from heaven. However rapturous the talk about soaring to heaven may sound, it is an illusion unless you first descend from heaven in the Christian way. To descend from heaven in the Christian way is to love without limit the person you see, just as you see that person. If you wish to become perfect in love, strive to fulfil this duty: in loving, love the person you see. Love that person as you see him, with all his imperfections and weaknesses. Love him as you see him when he has entirely changed, when he no longer loves you but turns away indifferently or turns away to love someone else. Love him as you see him when he betrays and denies you.

  


  
  
    Using and citing this discourse

    Preferred reference: Søren Kierkegaard, Works of Love, Patricia Maitland Edition (Galashiels, 2026), First Series IV, passage [number].

    Published human scholarly translations are the gold standard and the editions to use for academic quotation and citation.

    Danish source: Søren Kierkegaards Skrifter at the Royal Danish Library.

    The scholarly commentary accompanying Søren Kierkegaards Skrifter, volume K9 was consulted throughout the translation process, particularly for lexical, historical, biblical and allusive questions. It was used as an interpretive aid and source of references, not as a substitute for the Danish text or for human specialist judgement.

  



  Works of Love · First Series V

  Our Duty to Remain in Love’s Debt to One Another

  Written by

  Søren Kierkegaard

  Vor Pligt at blive i Kjerlighedens Gjeld til hverandre

  
  
    Why this is called a discourse

    Kierkegaard called Works of Love ‘Christian deliberations in the form of discourses.’ Unlike textbook chapters, these sustained addresses return to a scriptural or ethical claim from several directions so that reflection may lead to action. ‘Discourse’ also avoids the ecclesiastical authority implied by ‘sermon.’

  
  
    Editorial introduction: before you read

    Kierkegaard begins with a striking paradox: the person who loves does not feel that a debt has been paid, but that the debt has become infinite. Every gift of love deepens the obligation to go on loving.

The danger is that love may pause to admire itself, compare itself with other people or count what it has achieved. Duty keeps love moving and asks what love is to do now.

  
  Restored 15 September 2026. The previous intake stopped before the end of First Series V. This edition adds the complete conclusion as passages 30–44 and restores the biblical epigraph. Existing passage references 1–29 are unchanged. The new close and readable layers were drafted from the Danish with SKS K9 commentary and reviewed in this AI-assisted session; no independent specialist review is claimed.

    The discourse

    Romans 13:8. Owe no one anything except to love one another.


  First Series V · Passage 1

  
    People have tried in various ways to describe how love is experienced by the person who possesses it: the state of being in love, or what it is like to love. They call love a feeling, a mood, a life, a passion. Since these descriptions are very general, they have tried to be more exact. Love has been called a sense of lack - but one in which the lover continually lacks what is already possessed; a longing - but always for what the lover already owns. Otherwise we would be describing unhappy love.

The simple sage of antiquity said that “love is a son of wealth and poverty”. Who could be poorer than someone who has never loved? Yet does even the poorest person - stooping to gather crumbs and humbly giving thanks for the smallest coin - understand how tiny a trifle can possess infinite value for the lover? In love’s poverty, the lover carefully gathers and cautiously hides away this seeming nothing as the costliest treasure. Is even the poorest person capable of seeing what is so small that only passion’s sharpened gaze - love in its poverty - can see it, immensely enlarged? The smaller the object gathered by poverty, and the more extravagant the thanks offered as though the object were extraordinarily great, the more profound the poverty proves to be. No repeated assurance of the greatest poverty demonstrates it as decisively as a poor person thanking you for less than the smallest coin with the passion of someone who had received wealth and abundance and suddenly become rich. Alas, the poor person has remained essentially as poor as before; only a crazed imagining says otherwise. Such is the poverty of love.

A noble man said of love: “It takes everything and gives everything.” Who receives more than the one who receives another person’s love? Who gives more than the one who gives another person that love? Yet even envy, when it strips someone of every real or imagined greatness, cannot penetrate to the innermost garment. Envy is too stupid. It does not even suspect where the hidden enclosure might be, or that the truly rich person keeps true treasures there. Some hiding places cannot be picked open by thieves - and so cannot be opened by envy - and some treasures cannot be stolen. Love, however, can penetrate to the innermost and strip a person until nothing, nothing remains, until that person confesses: “I own nothing, nothing, nothing.” What a wonder! Envy thinks it has taken everything, but its victim says: “I have really lost nothing.” Love can take everything in such a way that the person himself says: “I own absolutely nothing.”

  


  First Series V · Passage 2

  
    Perhaps the truest description of love is an infinite debt. When someone is seized by love, it feels like being infinitely indebted. We ordinarily say that the person who is loved becomes indebted by receiving love. Children, for example, owe a debt of love to their parents because the parents loved them first; the children’s love is a repayment or return. This is also true. But that way of speaking sounds too much like an actual account: a debt has been incurred and must be paid down; love has been shown to us and must be repaid with love. Our present subject is not the debt incurred by receiving. No: it is the lover who stands in debt. In feeling seized by love, the lover feels infinitely indebted.

What a wonder! Giving someone your love is the highest gift one person can offer another, yet in the very act of giving it you enter an infinite debt. This is love’s distinctive character: by giving, the lover enters ever more deeply into infinite debt. Such is the relation of the infinite, and love is infinite. Giving money certainly does not place the giver in debt; it places the recipient there. But when the lover gives the infinitely highest gift one person can give another - love - the giver becomes infinitely indebted.

What beautiful and holy modesty love brings with it. Love cannot persuade itself to regard its deed as meritorious; it is even ashamed to count that deed as an instalment upon the debt. Love understands its very giving as an infinite debt, impossible to pay down because every gift increases the debt.
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    Love could be described in this way. Christianity, however, never lingers over states or their description; it always hastens to the task and sets that task before us. The apostolic words that have been read express it exactly: “Owe no one anything except to love one another.” We shall make these words the basis of our consideration:

our duty to remain in love’s debt to one another.
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    To remain in debt! But can that be difficult? Nothing is easier than staying in debt. And can remaining there really be the task? Ordinarily the task is precisely to get out of debt. Whatever its kind - a financial debt, a debt of honour, a promise owed, any debt at all - we generally think that the sooner we discharge it, the better. Here, however, the task and therefore the honour is to remain in debt. If this is truly a task, it must be an action, perhaps a long and difficult one. Yet staying in debt usually means doing nothing at all: inactivity, indifference, and sloth. Here the very same expression is supposed to name the exact opposite of indifference - infinite love.
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    All these strange difficulties, towering as it were against this strange way of speaking, show that the matter has a coherence of its own. A certain transformation of heart and thought is needed before we can even notice what the discourse concerns.

  


  First Series V · Passage 6

  
    Let us begin with a small thought experiment. Suppose a lover did something for the beloved so extraordinary, magnanimous, and self-sacrificing that, humanly speaking, we had to say: “This is the highest thing one person can do for another.” That would be beautiful and good. But suppose the lover added: “There, now I have paid my debt.” Would that not sound unloving, cold, and harsh? Would it not be an indecency that should never be heard - and never is heard - in the good company of true love? Suppose instead that, having made this magnanimous sacrifice, the lover added: “Yet I have one request: please let me remain in debt.” Would that not be spoken lovingly? Or suppose the lover met each wish of the beloved with another sacrifice and said: “It is a joy to pay down a little of the debt with this - though this is precisely the debt in which I wish to remain.” Would that not be loving speech? Or suppose he said nothing at all about what the sacrifice had cost, simply to avoid the confusion of its appearing even for a moment to be an instalment upon the debt. Would that not be a loving thought?

The point is that nothing is more abhorrent to love than a genuine accounting relationship. Accounts belong only to finite relations, because the finite can be calculated against the finite. The loving person cannot calculate. If the left hand never knows what the right hand is doing, no account can be settled; neither can one be settled when the debt is infinite. Calculation with an infinite magnitude is impossible, because to calculate is precisely to make finite.

For the lover’s own sake, then, the lover wishes to remain in debt. This does not mean wishing to be excused from any sacrifice - far from it. Love is willing, indescribably willing, to do everything. It fears only one thing: that everything might be done in such a way that the debt was discharged. Rightly understood, this is the fear. The wish is to remain in debt, but remaining there is also the duty and the task. If love in us is not perfect enough to make this wish truly ours, duty must help us remain in debt.
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    If it is our duty to remain in love’s debt to one another, we must keep watch early and late - indeed, eternally - lest love begin to dwell upon itself, compare itself with the love found in others, or measure itself against its own deeds.
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    The world often rings with impassioned, enkindling talk about love, faith and hope, goodness of heart - in short, all the qualities of the spirit. It paints them in the most glowing words and colours and sweeps its hearers away. Yet such talk is really a painted wall. Examined more closely and earnestly, it proves deceptive, for it can only flatter the hearer or mock him. Even Christian addresses are sometimes heard whose entire secret is this kind of enthusiasm - an enthusiasm that deceives when it presents itself as teaching and guidance.

After hearing such an address, a person may ask quite simply and honestly - for honesty means wanting to act on what one is told and to shape one’s life accordingly - “What, then, am I to do? How can I make love burn in me like that?” The speaker must really answer: “That is a strange question. Where love, faith, hope and goodness of heart exist, they exist in the way I have described; where they do not exist, speaking to the person will not help.” Strange indeed. Surely it is especially important to speak to those who are not yet like this, so that they might become so.

That is precisely the deception in the illusion: the speaker talks as though intending to guide people, then must admit to being able to speak only about those who need no guidance, since they happen already to be as perfect as the discourse makes them sound. To whom, then, is the speaker speaking? Who can benefit from a discourse that at most has a few individuals to speak about - assuming that any such individuals even exist?
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    But can such poetic fancy and nonsense really be Christianity? If so, original Christianity was mistaken when, in speaking of righteousness and purity, it continually addressed sinners and tax collectors - people who were hardly righteous. Instead of speaking so sharply about the righteous who need no repentance, Christianity should have dressed itself up to deliver a eulogy upon - the righteous! But if it did so, Christianity would have no one to speak to and, alas, no one to speak about. Christianity would be reduced to silence.

No. Christianity has never presented itself as a eulogy. It has never made it its business to describe or linger over what a person happens already to be. Nor has it divided people into classes so that it could speak only about those fortunate enough to be so loving already. Christianity begins immediately with what every human being is to become. It therefore calls itself guidance, and rightly so. No one will ask Christ, who is the way, or Scripture, which offers guidance, in vain about what is to be done. The questioner will learn it at once - if willing to do so.
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    This is said to prevent misunderstanding. Anyone who refuses to understand that there is something to be done about love - indeed much, or rather everything, both to acquire and to preserve it - has placed himself outside Christianity. Such a person is a pagan who admires good fortune, and therefore mere chance, but for that very reason gropes in the dark. The darkness does not grow lighter, however many will-o’-the-wisps dance before one’s eyes.
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    There is, then, something to be done. What must we do in order to remain in love’s debt to one another? When a fisherman has caught a fish and wants to keep it alive, what must he do? He must put it straight back into water; otherwise it will weaken and sooner or later die. Why put it in water? Because water is the fish’s element, and whatever is to be kept alive must be kept in its proper element. Love’s element is infinitude, inexhaustibility and immeasurability.

If you wish to preserve your love, therefore, you must see that it continually remains in its element through the infinitude of the debt - caught, paradoxically, for freedom and life. Otherwise love languishes and dies, not sooner or later but at once. That it can live only in infinitude is precisely a sign of its perfection.
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    Surely no one will deny that love’s element is infinitude, inexhaustibility and immeasurability; the point is easy to see. Suppose that a servant - or anyone whose work and trouble you can pay for - does exactly the same things for you as the person who loves you. The understanding can discover no difference at all between the sum of their deeds and services. Nevertheless, an infinite difference remains: a difference of immeasurability. In one case there is always something added, something that, strangely enough, is infinitely more valuable than the deed to which it is added. That is surely just what “immeasurability” means.

In everything done for you, from the smallest trifle to the greatest sacrifice, the loving person gives love along with the deed. The smallest service - which in the case of a paid servant you would scarcely consider worth counting - thereby becomes immeasurable.

Or imagine that someone decided to test whether it was possible, without loving another person, to be just as inexhaustible in sacrifices, services and expressions of devotion as the one who did love that person - undertaking the experiment simply by an act of will, for the experiment’s sake rather than duty’s. Plainly the attempt would fail; an immeasurable difference would remain between the two. The person who truly loves always has a head start, and an infinite one. Each time the other has worked out, calculated and invented a new expression of devotion, the loving person has already performed it, needing no calculation and therefore wasting not even a moment on calculation.
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    To be and remain infinitely indebted is precisely an expression of love’s infinitude; by remaining in debt, love remains in its element. The relation is reciprocal, but infinite on both sides. The beloved lovingly recognises something immeasurable in every expression of the lover’s love; the lover feels that same immeasurability by acknowledging the debt as infinite. One and the same thing is infinitely great and infinitely small.

The beloved lovingly confesses that the lover, even in the smallest deed, does infinitely more than everyone else with all their greatest sacrifices. The lover confesses that every possible sacrifice is infinitely less than the debt is felt to be. What a wondrous exchange of like for like within the infinite! Scholars pride themselves on calculating the infinite, but here is the philosophers’ stone: the smallest expression is infinitely greater than every sacrifice, while every sacrifice is infinitely less than the smallest instalment upon the debt.

  


  First Series V · Passage 14

  
    What can take love out of its element? The moment love lingers over itself, it has left that element. What does it mean for love to linger over itself? It means making itself its own object. An object is always dangerous when one is meant to be moving forward: it resembles a finite fixed point, a boundary and a halt - something dangerous to infinitude. Love’s being its own object in an infinite sense is not the danger. Infinitely to be its own object is to remain within infinitude and simply to exist or continue existing, for love is a redoubling within itself, as different from the singleness of natural life as spirit’s redoubling is.

The danger arises when love makes one particular expression of itself its object, or when one particular love becomes the object of another: the love in one person measured against the love in someone else. With a finite object of this kind, love comes to a halt. To dwell infinitely upon itself is precisely to remain in motion; to dwell upon itself finitely is to lose everything.

Imagine an arrow flying at an arrow’s speed. Suppose that for a moment it took it into its head to linger over itself, perhaps to see how far it had travelled, how high above the earth it flew, or how its speed compared with another arrow flying just as swiftly. In that same second the arrow would fall to the ground.
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    So it is with love whenever it pauses over itself in a finite way or makes itself its object - which, more precisely, means comparison. Love cannot compare itself infinitely with itself. In the infinite it resembles itself so completely that it simply is itself. There is no third term in this infinite relation: it is a redoubling, not a comparison. Every comparison requires a third term, together with likeness and unlikeness. Where there is no lingering, there is no comparison; where there is no comparison, there is no lingering.
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    What, then, can serve as comparison’s third term? The love in one person can compare itself with love in others. The person then discovers - or thinks he discovers - that his love is greater than theirs, or that it is greater than the love in some but less than the love in others. Perhaps at first he imagined this to be no more than a fleeting sideways glance, requiring neither time nor effort. Alas, comparison’s sideways glance all too easily opens up an entire world of relations and calculations. That is the halt. In that very moment the person is beginning to get out of the debt, perhaps has already left it - which means leaving love.

Or the third term may be the deeds love has performed so far. In that instant the person begins counting and weighing, begins to get out of debt, and perhaps in great self-satisfaction has already done more than get out of debt - which means doing more than leaving love.
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    Everything is lost in comparison. Love is made finite and its debt becomes payable. A debt of honour shares the character of every ordinary debt: above all, the sooner it is discharged, the better. Love’s debt, by contrast, has the character of being infinite.

What does comparison always lose? It loses the moment that should have been filled with an expression of love’s life. To lose the moment is to become merely momentary. Lose one moment and eternity’s chain is broken; lose one moment and eternity’s coherence is disturbed; lose one moment and the eternal is lost. To lose the eternal is precisely to become momentary. Waste one moment on comparison and everything is forfeited. Comparison’s moment is self-seeking, a moment that wants to exist for itself. That is precisely the breach, the fall - just as the arrow falls by pausing over itself.
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    Everything is lost in comparison. Love is made finite and its debt payable, no matter what rank love imagines itself to hold against the love of others or against its own achievements - even if it claims the highest rank. Let us be clear. Suppose for a moment that it really was beneath the king’s son and improper for him to associate with common people. If he did so anyway and defended himself by saying, “I have by no means surrendered my dignity; I shall make certain that I remain first even among these people”, would not the refined courtier reply: “Your Highness, you misunderstand. The impropriety consists in associating with such people at all. Surely Your Highness can hear the mockery in calling you, the prince, first among these common people. Nothing can be gained within the comparison, least of all by ranking first within it. The relation itself, the very possibility of comparison, is the false step; royal dignity consists only in remaining outside it.”

This is, of course, only a jest. But when what is and ought to remain infinite enters the bad company of association and comparison with the finite, that is improper and unworthy. The degradation is deserved even if one imagines oneself first within the comparison. For even if it were true, comparatively to love more than every other person is - not to love. To love is to remain in infinite debt. The infinitude of the debt is the bond of perfection.

  


  First Series V · Passage 19

  
    Let me clarify the same point by considering another infinite relation. Imagine an enthusiast who passionately wills one thing alone and is ready to sacrifice everything for the good. As he works with ever greater unselfishness, sacrifice and exertion, the world works increasingly against him. This does not happen by accident; it will inevitably happen as long as the world remains the world. Imagine him brought to this extremity. If for even a moment his vision fails and he compares his striving with the world’s reward, his present striving with his achievements so far, or his lot with the honours enjoyed by those who show little sign of burning enthusiasm - alas, he is lost.

The tempter comes and says: “Stop working so hard. Lessen the effort, enjoy comfortable days, and accept the flattering offer of being one of the most enthusiastic.” The tempter is clever enough not to speak badly of enthusiasm; people cannot so easily be tricked into abandoning it outright. The enthusiast refuses to yield and renews the effort. Then the tempter returns: “Stop working so hard. Lessen the effort and enjoy life in comfort. Accept the most flattering offer of all - one that could be made only to you - and become the most enthusiastic. Your life will become easier and, as the enthusiast, you will gain the world’s admiration. At present you only make life arduous and win the world’s opposition.” Alas, to be comparatively the most enthusiastic is precisely not to be enthusiastic.

Woe to the person whose soul has been corrupted by the contamination of comparison until the response that follows can only sound like monstrous pride and vanity. The enthusiast tells the tempter: “Go away, and take comparison with you.” This is exactly right. We therefore call out: “Close your eyes and stop your ears. Hold fast to the demand of infinitude, so that no comparison can creep in and murder your enthusiasm by making you the most enthusiastic - by comparison. Before infinitude’s demand, even your greatest exertion is child’s play. It cannot make you important, for it shows you how infinitely much more is required of you.”

We warn a person aboard a ship racing at the speed of the storm not to look down into the waves, lest dizziness follow. In the same way, comparing infinitude with finitude makes a person dizzy. Guard yourself against the comparison the world would impose. The world understands enthusiasm no better than a money-minded person understands love. Sluggishness and stupidity are always the first to compare, trying to catch everything within comparison’s muddy “reality”. Do not look around; “greet no one on the road” (Luke 10:4). Do not listen to the shouts that would cheat you of enthusiasm and harness its strength to comparison’s treadmill. Do not be disturbed when the world calls your enthusiasm madness or self-love; in eternity everyone will be compelled to understand what enthusiasm and love are. Refuse the offer of the world’s entire admiration in exchange for half the work. Remain indebted to infinitude, accepting gladly the world’s opposition because you refuse to bargain.

Do not listen: once the falsehood has been heard, merely refusing to believe it comes too late. Do not listen to second-hand lies about enthusiasm, lest you suffer harm in another way by coming to believe that not everyone who wills it stands equally near infinitude and therefore equally near enthusiasm. What is enthusiasm? Is it only a willingness to do and suffer everything? Does it not also mean continually willing to remain in infinitude’s debt? Whenever an arrow is to fly forward, the bowstring must be drawn tight. Whenever enthusiasm renews its speed - or preserves that speed by being renewed - the infinitude of the debt must be kept in mind.

  


  First Series V · Passage 20

  
    So it is with love. If you wish to preserve it, you must preserve it in the infinitude of the debt. Guard yourself against comparison. Someone guarding the costliest treasure in the world need not take such care to prevent others from learning about it. You must also ensure that, through comparison, you yourself learn nothing about love. Guard yourself against comparison! It is the most ruinous relationship love can enter, the most dangerous acquaintance love can make, the worst of all seductions. No seducer is so quickly at hand or so universally present as comparison once your sideways glance beckons. Yet no one who succumbs can plead, “Comparison seduced me”, for the person himself discovered it.

Everyone knows how anxiously, ineffectively and yet strenuously a person walks when aware of treading on slippery ice. Yet a person can walk quite firmly and securely across slippery ice when darkness or some other circumstance has kept its danger hidden. Guard yourself, therefore, against discovering comparison.

Comparison is a diseased shoot that steals the tree’s growth: the tree is blighted into a withered shadow while the unhealthy shoot flourishes with diseased vigour. Comparison is like damp ground on your neighbour’s property; even if your house was not built there, it still sinks. It is like the hidden worm of a wasting disease, which does not die - at least not until it has taken the life out of love. It is a loathsome rash driven inward, eating at the marrow. Guard your love against comparison.

  


  First Series V · Passage 21

  
    Comparison alone can take love out of the debt or set it on the way out. If comparison is avoided, love remains healthy and alive in infinite debt. Remaining in debt is an infinitely subtle yet infinitely adequate expression of love’s infinitude. We may say, for example, that a force of nature storms forward with infinite speed or bursts forth with infinite power and richness; still, it always seems possible that the force might one day stop or become exhausted. But what is infinite in itself and also has an infinite debt behind it has been made infinite a second time. It carries within itself an overseer who continually prevents it from stopping: the debt becomes a second force driving it forward.

  


  First Series V · Passage 22

  
    When remaining in love’s debt to one another is a duty, remaining there is not a rapturous expression or an idea about love but an action. With duty’s help, love remains Christianly in action, moving at action’s speed, and precisely in that way remains infinitely indebted.

  


  First Series V · Passage 23

  
    To love is to have entered an infinite debt. The wish to remain there might seem no more than an understanding or image of love, a final extravagant expression that must be included - like a wreath at a celebration. Even the costliest cup filled with the most precious drink seems to lack something: the cup must be wreathed. Even the loveliest soul in the form of the most beautiful woman seems to lack something: the completing wreath. This is how merely human speech about love must proceed. The wish to remain in debt becomes the celebration’s crowning point, its festive wreath - something that, in one sense, makes no practical difference, since no one drinks the wreath around the cup, nor does the wreath grow together with the bride. Precisely for that reason it expresses beautiful rapture. From a merely human point of view, beautiful rapture is the highest.

  


  First Series V · Passage 24

  
    Christianity does not speak rapturously about love; it says that remaining in love’s debt is a duty. It does not say this as though thought were reeling in a final and supreme intoxication. The wish to remain in debt was already extravagant, yet making it a duty might seem more extravagant still. Even extravagance, against its will, can look like an instalment upon the debt; if the duty itself is to remain there, impossibility has been raised another degree. It could seem like an intoxication made even stronger by a sudden moment of complete sobriety. Rapture sounds more rapturous when spoken calmly and deliberately; the fantastic sounds more like a fairy tale when narrated as simply as an ordinary event.

But this is not how Christianity speaks. It says the same thing about remaining in debt that noble human love declares with glowing passion, but says it in an entirely different manner. Christianity makes no commotion and is not overwhelmed by the spectacle, as the merely human conception of love is. It speaks about this with the same earnestness it brings to matters that merely human enthusiasm considers wholly unlike it. Christianity says: it is duty. In doing so, it removes from love everything feverishly enkindled, momentary and dizzying.

  


  First Series V · Passage 25

  
    Christianity says that remaining in debt is a duty and therefore an action, not an expression about love or a reflective idea of it. Christianly understood, no one has accomplished the highest in love. Even if that impossibility had somehow occurred, a new task would arise in the very same instant. If a new task is already present, it is impossible to discover whether the highest has just been achieved. The moment in which one might have found out is bound to the service of the new task. There is no time to inspect the preceding moment: the person is occupied, moving at action’s speed. Even at the summit of rapture, by contrast, something lingers.

  


  First Series V · Passage 26

  
    Christianity understands what it means to act and how love can be kept ceaselessly occupied in action. The merely human view admires love and therefore easily comes to a standstill. It allows moments when there is nothing to do, idle moments - the moments of rapture. To this merely human imagination, love resembles an extraordinarily gifted child with simple parents. The child finishes each task so quickly that at last the parents cannot think of anything else to keep the child occupied. Or love resembles a fiery, snorting steed that soon exhausts its rider, whereas the rider ought, if necessary, to be capable of exhausting the steed.

Christianity is capable of this. Its intention is not to work love to exhaustion - far from it. By virtue of its eternal nature and with eternity’s earnestness, Christianity knows that it can master love; for this reason it speaks so simply, which is to say so earnestly, about the matter. It resembles an iron-strong horseman who knows he can manage the horse. He does not merely admire its fire but insists that it shall be fiery. He does not take away the horse’s fire; by controlling it he ennobles it. In the same way Christianity can discipline love, teaching it that every moment presents a task. It can keep pace with love until love humbly learns that willing to remain in debt is no manner of speaking and no rapture, but earnestness and truth.

  


  First Series V · Passage 27

  
    As we have seen, the danger was that love might pause to compare itself with itself. Duty must prevent this, but in preventing it duty also brings about something else. Love enters a Christian relation to the conception of God: the debt-relation is transferred to the relation between the human being and God. God, so to speak, lovingly takes over love’s claim. By loving another person, the lover enters an infinite debt - but the debt is in turn owed to God as the beloved’s guardian. Comparison is now impossible, and love has found its master.

Festive feeling and impressive achievement are no longer the point. Love must no longer, if I may put it this way, perform on humanity’s childish stage, where it remains doubtful whether the performance is play or earnestness. In every expression love turns outward towards human beings, where its object and tasks are found. Yet love knows that this is not the place of judgement. Judgement lies in the innermost place, where love relates itself to God.

It is like a child out among strangers. The child behaves as it has been taught, but whether the strangers approve or disapprove, and whether the child thinks it behaves better than the other children or not, a child brought up in earnest never forgets that judgement is at home with the parents. Yet upbringing is not meant to keep the child at home; it prepares the child to go out into the world.

So it is with love, Christianly understood. God brings up love within a person, so to speak, but not to amuse himself at the sight. God does so in order to send love out into the world, ceaselessly occupied with its task. Love brought up in Christian earnestness never forgets where it is to be judged. Evening or morning, or whenever it may be, each time love returns home for a moment from all its tasks, it is examined and immediately sent out again. Even the highest rapture allows love to linger before going out once more; with God there is no lingering.

  


  First Series V · Passage 28

  
    Understood in this way, remaining in love’s debt to one another becomes earnestness and truth. Even the most sincerely intended and humanly noblest rapture, even the most glowing and selfless enthusiasm, is not yet earnestness, however astonishing its deeds and however much it wishes to remain in debt. Even the noblest human enthusiasm is deficient because, being merely human, it is not finally master of itself: it has no higher power over it.

The God-relation alone is earnestness. The task is driven to its highest because someone compels it with eternity’s power; enthusiasm itself stands under authority and constraint. The single individual is bound by love’s debt to other human beings, but neither that individual nor other people are to judge the love. The individual must therefore remain infinitely indebted. God possesses the infinite, true and infallible conception of love; God is love. The individual must accordingly remain in debt - as surely as God judges the matter, or as surely as the individual remains in God, for only in the infinitude of the debt can God remain in that individual.
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    The individual remains in debt and also acknowledges the duty to remain there - the duty to make this confession, which Christianly belongs not to rapture but to a humble, loving soul. Its humility consists in making the confession. Its love consists in an infinite willingness to confess, because confession belongs to love and contains the meaning and coherence of blessedness. Its Christian character consists in making no commotion about the confession, because it is a duty.

  


  First Series V · Passage 30
“Owe no one anything, therefore, except to love one another”; no, “pay everyone all that you owe: taxes to whom taxes are owed, customs to whom customs, fear to whom fear, honour to whom honour.” Owe no other person anything: neither what you have borrowed, nor what you have promised, nor what that person can rightfully claim in return. If possible, owe no one anything—no kindness, no service, no sharing in joy or sorrow, no gentleness in judgement, no help in life, no counsel in danger, no sacrifice, however heavy. In all this, owe no one anything; yet remain in the debt that all this was never meant, and before God could never suffice, to pay off: the debt of loving one another!

First Series V · Passage 31
Oh, do this! And just one thing more: “remember in good time that, if you do this, or at least strive to do it, things will go badly for you in the world.” This must especially be recalled here, at the close of this discourse and of this little book, lest the discourse captivate by being untrue. That is precisely why the world will find the ending a complete failure—which in turn has its part in showing that the ending is—right.

First Series V · Passage 32
Sometimes one reads or hears Christian addresses with sorrow, because they leave out the final danger. What they say about faith, love and humility is perfectly correct and perfectly Christian. Yet such a discourse must mislead a young man instead of guiding him, because it leaves out what then happens to Christian living in the world. It requires a person to work with self-denial at developing a Christian disposition—but then, then, yes, nothing more is said. Or the disturbing further conditions are passed over, while the speaker talks reassuringly of how goodness has its reward and is loved by God and human beings alike. Since this Christian disposition is rightly praised as the highest, the young man must suppose that, if he attains it, or at least honestly works towards it, things will also go well for him in the world. But silence about the final difficulty is a deception: humanly speaking, things will go badly for him in the world, and all the worse as he develops the Christian within himself. This deception must lead him either to despair of himself, supposing the fault to be simply that he is not a true Christian, or to abandon his striving in discouragement, as though something quite extraordinary had happened. Yet he is experiencing only what the Apostle John treats as perfectly ordinary when he says (1 John 3:13), “do not be surprised by this.”
The speaker has therefore deceived the young man by concealing the true connection. He has made it seem that Christian struggle takes place on only one front. In truth, it always involves the double danger, because it takes place on two fronts: first within a person, who must struggle with himself, and then, as he advances in this struggle, outside himself, with the world. Alas, perhaps the speaker is afraid to commend Christianity and the good in this admittedly strange but truthful way: that goodness receives no reward in the world—indeed, that the world actively opposes it. After praising the good in the most persuasive and happily chosen language, after bringing the listener as close as possible to going out and acting upon it this very day, perhaps the speaker feels that he would be striking himself on his—eloquent mouth if he added this recommendation: goodness is rewarded with hatred, contempt and persecution. It would be like taking his own words back; what a pity for the effect of his tasteful masterpiece of eloquence! For if that is so, warning people against the good would seem more natural—or, more exactly, that is what commending it in this way actually does.
The speaker is certainly in a difficult position. Perhaps he means well and longs to draw people in. So he leaves out the final difficulty, the very thing that makes the recommendation difficult. Now everything flows in a captivating address, uplifting the listeners and moving them to tears. Alas, as we have seen, this is deception. Yet if he uses—the difficult recommendation, he “frightens his listeners away”. Perhaps the discourse would almost frighten the speaker himself. Celebrated, respected and highly esteemed as he is, surely he proves that Christian goodness has its reward in the world. It cannot be denied that he has the reward, even if eternity insists ten times over that he has already had his reward. But it looks somewhat worldly. It is not the recompense Christianity promised its followers from the outset, and through which it immediately—commended itself.

First Series V · Passage 33
We certainly do not wish to make a young man conceited or teach him early to busy himself with judging the world. God forbid that a word of ours should encourage such sickness in anyone. On the contrary, we believe that his inward life should be made so demanding that he immediately has something else to think about. The wish to be persecuted is certainly an unhealthy hatred of the world—perhaps a wish formed without even considering its tremendous responsibility. Yet neither would we wish to deceive a young man by concealing the difficulty, especially at the very moment when we are trying to commend Christianity. That is precisely the moment to speak. We trust that we can praise the Christian boldly even while adding that its reward in the world is, to put it mildly, ingratitude. We consider it our duty always to say this in good time. We must not praise Christianity on some occasions while omitting an essential difficulty, and on others, perhaps prompted by a particular scriptural text, invent consolations for someone sorely tried by life. No: when Christianity is praised most strongly, its difficulty must be stated at the same time.
It is unchristian whining to say: let us win people for Christianity by every means, and when adversity eventually comes, we shall have remedies; that will be the time to discuss it. The deception here is the suggestion that a Christian might escape these adversities, just as someone may be fortunate enough never to be tried by poverty or illness. This treats the world’s opposition as incidental to Christian living, not essential to it: opposition might come, but it might stay away. Such a view is wholly unchristian. Perhaps a pagan may rightly count himself fortunate at death because he has passed through life avoiding every adversity. But a Christian must feel some uneasiness about this joy at the moment of death; for, Christianly understood, the world’s opposition is essentially related to Christian inwardness. Besides, the person choosing Christianity must encounter its difficulty at that very moment, so as to know what he is choosing. The young man must be promised only what Christianity can fulfil. And Christianity cannot fail to fulfil what it promised from the beginning: the world’s ingratitude, opposition and mockery, increasing as he becomes a more earnest Christian. This is Christianity’s final difficulty. Least of all may it be concealed when Christianity is being praised.

First Series V · Passage 34
No: if the final difficulty is concealed, one cannot really speak of Christianity. If the world is no longer as Christianity originally understood it, then Christianity has essentially been abolished. What Christianity calls self-denial necessarily contains a double danger; otherwise it is not Christian self-denial. If anyone can prove that the world or Christendom has now become essentially good, as though it were eternity, I will also prove that Christian self-denial has become impossible and Christianity has been abolished—just as it will be abolished in eternity, when it ceases to be militant. Merely human self-denial says: give up your selfish wishes, desires and plans, and you will be respected, honoured and loved as a righteous and wise person. Plainly, this self-denial does not reach God or the God-relation. It remains worldly, within the relation between one person and another. Christian self-denial says: give up your selfish wishes and desires, your self-interested plans and intentions, and work truly without self-interest for the good. Then accept being detested almost as a criminal precisely for that reason, mocked and reviled. Accept, if it is required of you, being executed as a criminal precisely for that reason. Or rather, do not merely accept it—for one can almost be forced to do that—but choose it freely. Christian self-denial knows beforehand that this will happen, and chooses it freely. Christianity understands from eternity what it means to relinquish self-interested intentions. It does not let the Christian off at half price.
Plainly, Christian self-denial reaches God and finds its only refuge in God. But only this abandonment—in the double danger—is Christian self-denial. The second danger, the danger on the second front, is precisely the assurance that the God-relation is as it should be, a pure God-relation. Even if there were no other double danger, the world regards the mere wish to be abandoned in this way as stupidity or madness, something it is very far from honouring or admiring. The world understands self-denial only through worldly shrewdness. It therefore honours only the self-denial that shrewdly stays within worldliness. It always keeps enough counterfeit banknotes of imitation self-denial in circulation. And sometimes, alas, the interweaving of circumstances and thoughts becomes so tangled that recognising a forgery at once requires a practised eye. For God can also be brought into worldliness in a worldly way, producing a self-denial that bears God’s mark and is nevertheless counterfeit. Sometimes denying oneself “for God’s sake” can look very well to the world. Yet it lacks that abandoned intimacy with God which belongs to the double danger; instead, worldliness understands the person and honours him for it. Still, the forgery is easy to recognise: where the double mark is missing, the self-denial is not Christian.
A child who denies itself while its parents open their arms in encouragement and support practises human self-denial. A person who denies himself and finds the world opening to him practises human self-denial. But when a person denies himself and the world closes against him precisely for that reason, so that, repelled by the world, he must seek intimacy with God—that is Christian self-denial. The double danger consists in finding opposition where he expected support. He must therefore turn twice, whereas merely human self-denial turns only once. Any self-denial that finds support in the world is therefore not Christian self-denial. It was in this sense that the ancient teachers of the Church called the virtues of paganism splendid vices.
It is merely human self-denial to venture into danger without fear or concern for oneself when honour beckons to the victor and the admiration of contemporaries and spectators already beckons to anyone who dares. Plainly, this self-denial stops short of God; it remains within the human sphere. Christian self-denial ventures without fear or concern for oneself into a danger in which one’s contemporaries—entangled, blinded and complicit—cannot or will not conceive that honour may be won. To enter that danger is therefore doubly dangerous: the courageous person faces the spectators’ mockery whether he wins or loses. In the first case, everyone already recognises the danger. Contemporaries agree that there is a danger to face and therefore honour to be won by victory; merely recognising the danger makes them ready to admire anyone who ventures into it. In the second case, the courageous person must, as it were, discover the danger and fight for the right to call it a danger. His contemporaries may admit that it could cost him his life, yet still deny that it is a danger. To them it is something ridiculous, and losing one’s life over something ridiculous is doubly ridiculous.
Christianity discovered such a danger: eternal perdition. The world found it ridiculous. Imagine, then, a Christian witness. For this teaching he enters into conflict with the powerful, who hold his life in their hands and must regard him as a troublemaker. It will probably cost him his life. Meanwhile his contemporaries, who are spectators rather than his immediate opponents, find it ridiculous to risk death for such foolishness. Here, then, is a life to lose and certainly no honour or admiration to gain. Yet only such abandonment is Christian self-denial. If the world or Christendom had become essentially good, this self-denial would be impossible. An essentially good world would honour and praise the person who denied himself, and would always understand rightly where the danger lay and what the true danger was.

First Series V · Passage 35
That is why we wish to end this discourse, as every discourse in which we praise Christianity according to our ability, with this uninviting recommendation: take care before you begin to practise it—unless you are truly in earnest about denying yourself. We take Christianity too seriously to entice anyone; we would almost rather warn. Someone who truly means to make Christianity his own will experience inward terrors very different from a discourse’s little performance of terror. In his outward life he must be far more resolute than the painted untruth of a little eloquence can make him. We leave each person to judge whether this earnest conception seems cold, comfortless or lacking in enthusiasm. If someone were speaking of his own treatment by the world, that would be another matter. Then it is his duty to speak as gently and as charitably as possible, and even in doing so to remain in love’s debt. But when we speak to guide, we dare not conceal what may do little to endear the discourse to an enthusiastic young man’s longing imagination. Nor dare we commend a smiling superiority to the world’s opposition and foolishness. Even if that is possible, as paganism has shown, it is possible only within paganism. The pagan lacks Christianity’s true and earnest understanding of truth, with its eternal concern; to that understanding, other people’s lack of truth is no laughing matter. Christianly understood, the world’s essential foolishness is no laughing matter, however ridiculous it may be. Where blessedness can be gained or lost, whether I gain it is no joke, and another person’s forfeiting it is nothing to laugh at.

First Series V · Passage 36
There is, however, something ridiculous that we must guard against: speaking of Christianity in an ingratiating way. Would anyone hand another person a razor-sharp, double-edged instrument with the expressions, gestures and words used in presenting a bouquet? Would that not be madness? What should one do? Convinced of the dangerous instrument’s excellence, one commends it wholeheartedly, yet in a way that is also a warning. So it is with Christianity. If necessary, we would therefore not hesitate—answerable to the highest authority—to preach against Christianity in Christian sermons, precisely in Christian sermons. For we know very well what is wrong in these times. Foolish, ingratiating Sunday talk has tricked Christianity into an illusion, and us into imagining that we are Christians as a matter of course.
Suppose someone thought he held a flower in his hand and gazed at it with a mixture of vanity and thoughtlessness. Suppose someone else cried out—truthfully, mind you—“Unhappy man! Do you not see that you are holding a razor-sharp, double-edged instrument?” Would he not be terrified for a moment? But, but—has the person telling him the truth deceived either him or the truth? To remind him instead that his flower was no ordinary flower, but an exceedingly rare one, would only fix him more firmly in his misunderstanding. No: Christianity is not, in the human sense, an exceedingly rare flower, or even the rarest of all. Such talk still remains within a merely human conception, pagan and worldly. Divinely understood, Christianity is the highest good; humanly understood, it is therefore also a terribly dangerous good. To merely human understanding, it is so far from being a rare flower that it is offence and foolishness—now, as at the beginning, and as long as the world endures.

First Series V · Passage 37
Wherever Christianity is, there is the possibility of offence; and offence is the greatest danger. Anyone who has truly made Christianity, or anything Christian, his own has had to pass the possibility of offence with his eyes open: he has seen it, and with it before him has chosen Christianity. A discourse on Christianity must always keep this possibility open. It can never simply recommend Christianity, as though speakers differed only in the strength of their praise. Christianity can be praised only by continually making the danger plain at every point: to merely human understanding, the Christian is foolishness and offence. Yet to make this clear is to give warning. That is how earnest Christianity is. Whatever needs people’s approval immediately makes itself appealing to them. Christianity, however, is so sure of itself, and knows with such earnestness and severity that people need it, that it does not recommend itself directly. It first startles them—as Christ commended himself to the apostles by warning them beforehand that they would be hated for his sake, and that whoever killed them would think he was serving God.

First Series V · Passage 38
When Christianity entered the world, it scarcely needed to point out that it was an offence, although it did. The world discovered this readily enough by taking offence at it. But now, now that the world has become Christian, Christianity itself must above all preserve that offence. If so many “Christians” today miss Christianity, what is the reason, unless the possibility of offence has slipped past them—that terrifying “please take note”? No wonder Christianity, its blessedness and its tasks no longer satisfy “the Christians”. They cannot even take offence at it!
When Christianity entered the world, it scarcely needed to point out its conflict with human reason, although it did. The world discovered that readily enough. But now, after centuries of loose association with human reason; now that a fallen Christianity has married human reason, like those fallen angels who married earthly women; now that Christianity and reason are on intimate terms—Christianity itself must above all preserve the stumbling block. Alas, it is like the fairy tale of the castle enchanted for a hundred years. If preaching is to release Christianity from the spell of illusion and its misshapen transformation, the possibility of offence must first be preached back to life, from the very beginning. Only this possibility—the antidote to the sleeping draught of apologetics—can wake the sleeper and call back the enchanted one, so that Christianity is itself again.

First Series V · Passage 39
Holy Scripture says, “woe to the one through whom offence comes.” We therefore venture to say: woe to the person who first thought of preaching Christianity without the possibility of offence! Woe to the person who, through ingratiating talk and flattery, recommendations and proofs, foisted some unmanly thing upon people and called it Christianity! Woe to the person who could make the miracle comprehensible, or at least offer bright prospects that this would soon be possible! Woe to the person who betrayed and violated the mystery of faith, turning it into public wisdom by removing the possibility of offence! Woe to the person who could comprehend the mystery of reconciliation without sensing any possibility of offence—and woe to him again for thinking that he thereby honoured God and Christianity! Woe to all these unfaithful stewards who sat down and wrote false debt documents, winning friends for Christianity and themselves by writing off its possibility of offence and crediting it with follies by the hundred! Oh, the learning and insight sadly wasted; the time sadly wasted on this immense labour of defending Christianity! Truly, if Christianity rises again in its might through the possibility of offence, if that terror can once more startle people awake, Christianity needs no defence. Conversely, the more learned and excellent the defence, the more Christianity is distorted, abolished and enfeebled—emasculated. For the kindly purpose of the defence is precisely to remove the possibility of offence.
But Christianity is not what must be defended. People must consider whether they can defend themselves and justify their choice to themselves when Christianity, as terrifyingly as at the beginning, offers them the choice and compels them to choose: either to take offence or to accept Christianity. Remove the possibility of offence from Christianity, then; remove from the forgiveness of sins the struggle of the anguished conscience, to which, according to Luther’s excellent explanation, the whole doctrine refers. Then close the churches, the sooner the better, or turn them into places of entertainment open all day.

First Series V · Passage 40
Yet while people have made the whole world Christian by removing the possibility of offence, something strange keeps happening: the world takes offence at the actual Christian. Here is the offence whose possibility is inseparable from Christianity. The confusion is only more sorrowful than ever. Once the world took offence at Christianity, and that made sense. Now the world imagines itself Christian, imagines it has made Christianity its own without encountering any possibility of offence—and then takes offence at the actual Christian. Such an illusion is difficult indeed to escape. Woe to the swift pens and busy tongues! Woe to all the busyness that knows neither one thing nor the other, and can therefore reconcile them both with such infinite ease!

First Series V · Passage 41
The Christian world still takes offence at the actual Christian. Usually, however, the passion of offence is not strong enough to seek his destruction; it stops at mockery and scorn. The reason is clear. When the world knew that it was not Christian, there was something to fight about: it was a matter of life and death. Now the world is proud and reassured in its conviction that it is Christian already, so the true Christian’s exaggeration merits no more than laughter. This confusion is more sorrowful than in Christianity’s early days. It was sorrowful, but it made sense, when the world fought Christianity to the death. But the world’s present lofty tranquillity in the knowledge that it is Christian—its little, supposedly reasonable mockery of the actual Christian—almost borders on madness. Christianity was never mocked like this in its earliest days.
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If, then, someone in this Christian world strives even to some extent to fulfil the duty of remaining in love’s debt to others, he too will be brought into the final difficulty and have to contend with the world’s opposition. Alas, the world thinks of God so little, if at all. It must therefore wholly misunderstand a life whose central and abiding thought is precisely the thought of God: where, divinely understood, the danger lies, and what is required of a person. The Christian world will accordingly say of the actual Christian: “He leaves himself defenceless. Even when he is plainly the one who has been wronged, he almost ends up being the one who asks forgiveness.” The world will find him lacking—Christianly, of course, since the world is Christian—in the necessary Christian hardness of heart: the hardness that busies itself asserting its rights, defending itself, repaying evil with evil, or at least doing good with a proud consciousness of doing so.
The world never notices that this person has an entirely different measure for his life. Everything becomes quite simple when understood by that measure, though it makes no sense when judged by the world’s. But the world does not really know, and presumably does not wish to know, that this measure—the God-relation—exists. It can therefore explain such conduct only as eccentricity. Naturally it could never occur to the world that this is Christianity, for surely the Christian world itself knows best what Christianity is. How odd that someone should have no self-interest! How odd that he does not answer abuse with abuse! How odd and embarrassing that he forgives his enemy and almost fears that he may not be doing enough for him! How odd that he always turns up in the wrong place, never where courage, magnanimity and selflessness make a fine appearance! This is eccentric, affected, half foolish—something, in short, to laugh at a little, when one is oneself the world and therefore certain, as a Christian, of possessing truth and blessedness here and hereafter.
At most the world has a remote conception, reserved for high festivals, that the God-relation exists; still less does it conceive that this relation should govern a person’s daily life. It must therefore judge as it does. The invisible law governing such a person’s life, suffering and blessedness simply does not exist for the world. At its most charitable, it must explain that life as eccentricity. We similarly speak of madness when someone keeps looking around for a bird that none of us can see; when someone dances to music that no one else, with the best will in the world, can possibly hear; or when someone’s movements show that he is stepping aside for something—invisible. And that is indeed madness: a bird, if really present, cannot be invisibly present; real music cannot be inaudible; a real obstacle that forces someone to step aside cannot be invisible. But God can be present only invisibly and inaudibly. The world’s failure to see him therefore proves rather little.
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Let me explain this relation through a simple image I have often used in different forms, so fruitful, instructive and revealing is it. A strictly brought-up child is among naughty, or less well-behaved, children and refuses to join in their misbehaviour—much of which they do not themselves regard as misbehaviour. They can explain this only by supposing the child to be odd and foolish. They do not see the other explanation: wherever the child goes, it carries its parents’ measure of what it may and may not do. If the parents were visibly present, the other children would understand better, especially if the child also seemed sad at having to obey their prohibition. It would then be obvious that the child would gladly do as they did, and easy to understand—indeed to see—what held it back. But when the parents are absent, they cannot understand the strictly brought-up child. They reason: either this child lacks the desires the rest of us have, which is foolish and odd; or it has those desires but does not dare to act on them. Yet why should it not dare when the parents are not there? That too is foolish and odd. We cannot simply call their judgement malicious pleasure or wickedness. No, they may even mean well in their own way. They do not understand the child; they enjoy their own misbehaviour and want it to join in, to be a lively boy like the others.
The image is easily applied. The world cannot conceive that a Christian should lack its own desires and passions—and indeed he does not lack them. But if he has them, the world can understand still less why fear of an Invisible One should make him foolish enough to restrain desires that it considers innocent and permissible, even desires it is “a duty to pursue”. Why restrain the self-love the world calls not merely innocent but praiseworthy? Why restrain the anger it regards not merely as natural but as the mark of a man and his honour? Why make himself unhappy twice over: first by leaving his desires unsatisfied, and then by receiving the world’s laughter as his reward?

First Series V · Passage 44
We can readily see that self-denial here bears its proper mark: the double mark. Precisely because this is so—because anyone who earnestly seeks to fulfil it will indeed enter into double danger—we say that it is the duty of Christians: to remain in love’s debt to one another.
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