
Inremational Journal Jbr Philosopht, of Relixion I 7; 20 r - 20s (l 985).
@ lgAS Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, Dordrecht. Printed in the Netherlands.

IS AN EXISTENTIAL SYSTEM POSSIBLE?
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In one of his most infamous tirades against philosophical metaphysics, especially
of the Hegelian variety, S/ren Kierkegaard maintained in The Concluding Un-
scientific Postscript that an existential system was impossible, even though a logi-
cal system was possible.l I propose to examine the philosophical meaning and al-
leged justification of these claims as well as their theological significance.

1. The meanings of "system," "logic," and "existence"

It is impossible to understand what Kierkegaard meant by the claim that an existen-
tial system is impossible without being clear about what he meant by "system". He
treated "system" as inevitably involving "finality" or "completeness,,, and thus
allowed only closed systems to count as systems. We are told that "system and
finality are pretty much one and the same, so much so that if the system is not
finished, there is no system. ... A system which is not quite finished is an hypo-
thesis; while on the other hand to speak of a half-finished system is nonsense."2
This equating of system with completeness or finality will be further illustrated in
later citations. Given this meaning of "system," Kierkegaard appears to have
claimed that a logical system can be final or complete, whereas an existential
system cannot be. This still leaves us wondering about the meaning of "logic" and
"existence."

Since Hegel was the antagonist, it is both initially and, on examination, plau-
sible that Kierkegaard was using "logic" in some peculiarly Hegelian sense. For
Hegel, oddly enough, '1ogic" and "metaphysics" were synonyms. In the Ency-
clopedia of Philosophy, Hegel informed us that "Logrc as the logic of speculative
philosophy replaces what used to be called metaphysics."3 We should thus expect
Kierkegaard's assertion that "A logical system is possible" to mean that a meta-
physical theory that is complete with respect to its beginning and ending is pos-
sible. Even here Kierkegaard failed to keep track of the distinction between tem-
poral and epistemological termini, especially in his complaint that Hegel had no
way of beginning immediately with immediacy. Contrary to our expectations,
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Kierkegaard actually argued, against Hegel, that his "Absolute System" did not
have an absolute or presuppositionless beginning point.a Neither did it have any

finality of outcome since, like all other human attempts at metaphysical specula-

tion, it was at best only an unfinished "persistent strivitrg" for the truth, which
cannot properly be called a finished "systenl."s Thus, in developing the theme

"A logical system is possible,"6 Kierkegaard actually argued that a logical (or
metaphysical) system is not possible after all !

The situation is further complicated by the fact that it is unclear whether Kier-
kegaard wished to affirm (or deny!) that a conceptual metaphysical theory could
be final or complete, or whether reality, i.e. the objective referent of such a theory,
could be final or complete. The importance of this double meaning for "logical
or metaphysical system" emerges when we ask what Kierkegaard meant by "exis-

tence" and why he thought that an existential system was not possible.

Kierkegaard treated "existence" and "becoming" as synonyms, and when he

denied that an existential system is possible he may have been denying either that
a conceptual theory about existence or becoming could be final or complete, andf

or that the reality or objective referent of a possible theory of becoming could be

final or complete. Unfortunately, he did not always keep track of this vital distinc-
tion. That he equated "existence" and "becoming" may be amply illustrated:

"Since the existing subject is occupied in existing . . . it follows that he is in
process of becoming."'

". . . existence is a constant process of becoming. . ."8

"The existing subject is eternal, but qua existing temporal."e

ccr{fl existing individual is constantly in process of becoming; the actual
existing subjective thinker constantly reproduces this existential situation
in his thoughts, and translates all his thinking into terms of process."l0

"Existence itself, the act of existing, is a striving. . ."1'

In some contexts, Kierkegaard was clearly aware of the difference between the
claim that a metaphysical theory can be a system, i.e. that thinking can be a system,
and the claim that the objective referent of such a theory can be a system, i.e. that
reality is a system. For example, in his discussion of the concept of "objective
truth" as "the conformity of being with thought,"r2 the distinction between in-
tensions, and extensions, i.e. between concepts and their referents, was clear enough.
Kierkegaard's primary argument for the impossibility of a system of existence was

that existence is not final or complete;yet there is an ambiguity here that generates

much of Kierkegaard's characteristic confusion. Did he mean that our human
thinking about reality can never be final or complete, or did he mean that reality
itself could never be final or complete? He affirmed both in his discussion of the
notion of truth as the conformity of thought and being. The notion of "being"
needs defining, he justifiably maintained:
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If being . . . is understood as empirical being, truth is at once transformed
into a desideratum, and everything must be understood in terms of becoming;
for the empiical object is unfinished and the existing cognitive spirit is itself
in process of becoming. Thus the truth becomes on approximation whose be-
ginning cannot be posited absolutely, precisely because the conclusion is
lacking, the effect of which is retroactive."

When the domain of objective metaphysics turns out to be becoming, i.e. existence,

there can be no finished system of objective truth about existence, Kierkegaard

believed, for one or both of the following reasons. Existence is inherently un-

finished, and/or human metaphysical theories about existence are inherently un-

finished. Now for the theological complications.

2. Existence and God outside of time

Unfortunately, Kierkegaard's classical conception of God completely undermined
his own metaphysical claim that existence or becoming is inherently unfinished.
His final view was that it appeors to be only to us. With an exception to be noted
later, Kierkegaard generally subscribed to the classical concept of God as totally
complete and unchangng in his timeless eternity, which included all time all at
once. No doubt Kierkegaard meant many things by "eternal,"l4 just as most of his

key concepts have multiple meanings. But in his explanation of the claim that
existence (becoming) is not a system, it is clear enough that eternity was being
conceived as timeless completeness. God was said to be "he who is outside of
existence and yet in existence, who is in his eternity forever complete, and yet
includes all existence within himself."ls Here the completeness and unchangeable-

ness of God applies not merely to his moral righteousness and dependability but to
his inclusion of all existence, all becoming, within himself in a timeless present.
Kierkegaard's classical concept of the eternity of God as including all time all at
once was clearly expressed as follows in his sermon on "The Unchangeableness of
God" from his Edifying Discourses:

No, in a manner eternally unchanged, everything is for God eternally present,
always equally before Him . . . For the unchangeable clearness of God is the
reckoning, complete to the last detail, preserved by Him who is eternally
unchangeable, and who has forgotten nothing of the things I have forgotten,
and who does not, as I do, remember some things otherwise than they really
were.16

In light of these classical theological doctrines, it is not surprising that Kierke-
gaard's claim that an existential system is impossible immediately received this
qualification:
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An existential system cannot be formulated. Does this mean that no such
system exists? By no means; nor is this implied in our assertion. Reality is
itself a system - for God;but it cannot be a system for any existing spirit.
System and finality.correspond to one another, but existence is precisely the
opposite of finality.''l

Kierkegaard was unaware of the contradictions inherent in these claims. Just as in
his hands the thesis that a logical system is possible turned into the thesis that such
is impossible, so the thesis that an existential system is impossible turned into the
thesis that an existential system is possible. If something is real, it is possible;and
for God all existence is real, final and systematized, he believed. Here of course,

we are talking about the totality of becoming as the object of metaphysical knowl-
edge. God has both the object and the knowledge, he thought. l-ater, in writing
about "the conformity of thought with being," Kierkegaard insisted that "This
conformity is actually reaTized for God, but it is not realized for any existing
spirit, who is himself existentially in process of becoming."l8 Existence in itself
is not the opposite of finality after all! Becomingoppears to be unfinished to us,

but it really is not since it is all there for God.
For Kierkegaard, the claim that an existential system is impossible can only

apply to human-level metaphysical theories at best. Since we have just caught
Kierkegaard thinking system and existence together, it is simply not true that
"system and existence are incapable of being thought together."le Any existing
spirit, like Kierkegaard himself, who thinks that for God existence (becoming) is a
finished system rs thinking system and thought together, whether he realizes and
admits it or not. This is a religious belief, possibly a mistaken one, that belongs to
Kierkegoard's very human metaphysical system, not necessarily to God's. Modern
process theology enables us to appreciate the humanness, if not the error, in this
way of thinking about God.

It is only in light of Kierkegaard's equating of existence with becoming and
of divinity with changeless eternity that we can understand that Kierkegaard
was not affirming atheism when he denied the existence of God: "God does not
think, he creates; God does not exist, He is eternal."2o Of course, if God in his
consequent nature is changing or becoming, as process theology maintains, then
God in his consequent nature does exist after all in precisely the relevant sense.

Although he never developed the thought, Kierkegaard himself once hinted at such
a revolutionary vision of God:

The existential sphere of paganism is essentially the aesthetic, and hence it is
elite in order for the pagan consciousness to be reflected in that conception
of God which holds that He, Himself unchanged, changes all. This ii the
expression for outwardly directed action. The religious lies in the dialectic
which governs the intensification of inwardness, and hence it is_ sympathetic
with the conception of God that He is Himself moved, changed.2l
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Kierkegaard was probably correct in characterizing the doctrine of the absolute un-

changeableness of God as pagan.22 Nevertheless, he generally subscribed to just this
pagan view himself, as we have seen. Amazingly enough, it was precisely this view
that generated his absolute paradoxes for Christianity, as we now must determine.

3. Existence, Christianity, and God in time

Kierkegaard identified Christianity with paradox, telling us that "Christianity is

precisely the paradoxical."23 No doubt, he meant many things by, and equivocated
many times on, the notion of paradox; yet, the paradoxical as the logtcally contra-
dictory is usually thought to be at the heart of his position. Furthermore, he identi-
fied a number of paradoxes or absurdities as being central to Christian belief and
practice. (He was never really able to separate the "how" from the "what" of
Christianity.)% In this own mind, the most central paradox of all involved the
logical and ontological incompatibility of time and eternity, which he thought to
be inherent in the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation. As he formulated this
paradox, "The absurd is - that the eternal truth has come into being in time, that
God has come into being, has been born, has grown up, and so forth, precisely

like any other individual human being, quite indistinguishable from other individ-
uals."2s Again, "The eternal truth has come into being in tirne: this is the para-

dox."26 In more detail, ". . . the absolute paradox, just because it is absolute, can

be relevant only to the absolute difference that distinguishes man from God . . .

But the absolute difference between God and man consists precisely in this, that
man is a particular existing being . . . while God is infinite and eternal."27

Now Kierkegaard resisted with his whole being any suggestion that the para-

doxes of Christianity could ever be resolved in some "higher understanding," i.e.
in some better theology. The Christian "uses understanding . . . to make sure that
he believes against the understanding."28 Yet, he could have been wrong about
this, as he was about so much else. If he was right that the view of God as absolute-
ly changeless is only a pagan view, then he has to be wrong in thinking that Chris-
tianity insists that there is an absurdity in the thought of "Deity in time."2e Pagon-

ism might find this thought absurd or logically incoherent, but why should Chris-
tianity, if it is indeed open to the conception that God "is Himself moved,
changed"?30

There is a contradiction in the notion of "Deity in time" if this is interpreted
to mean that "God as eternal and unchansng in every conceivable respect is never-

theless changing, existing, becoming in the Incarnation." I do not wish to deny
that there may be many other incoherences in the notion of the Incarnation, but
it is obvious enough that the one porticular paradox which Kierkegaard saw as

being central to Christianity completely loses its sting when viewed from a pro-
cess perspective. From that perspective, God always has a changing, existing,
becoming consequent nature; and there is no contradiction in the reformulated
notion that "God as consequent, changing and existent continues to be conse-
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quent, changing and existent in the Incarnation." Of course, this "resolution"
of the paradox of "God in time" will not work if the paradox is reformulated as

"God merely in time," as seems to be the case in some of Kierkegaard's discussions

of "Religiousness B."31 However, I will not attempt here to develop a critique of
the sort of "unitarianism of the second person of the trinity" (as Robert L. Cal-

houn once termed it) which is implicit in the view that God exists and is known
only in the Incarnation. Even Kierkegaard did not consistently subscribe to such

a radically incamationist theology. In The Sickness Unto Death, a distinctly Chris-

tian work, he offered this very profound concept of God: "His concept embraces

everything . . . ;he comprehends actuality, ail its particulars."32

Medieval theology had available to itself a slighfly different resolution of the

alleged paradox of the Incarnation, rooted in the doctrine of the two natures of
Christ. Christ was both fully human and fully divine, but it was only the human

but not the divine nature that was involved in existence or becoming in the In-

carnation. The divine nature was infinite and eternal, the human finite and tem-
poral. Kierkegaard formulated one version of Christian paradox as: "The paradox

is that Clirist came into the world in order to suffer."33 Of course, he did not
explain why this is a paradox, and he did not attempt to relate this paradox or

any of his others to the doctrine of the two natures of Christ. (Many seeming in-
consistencies can be resolved by assigning incompatible properties to one or the

other of two natures.) St. Anselm had resolved the paradox of suffering by rele-

gating suffering only to the human nature of Christ, thus preserving the classical

theological assumption of the impassivity and non-suffering of the divine nature:

But we say that the Lord Jesus Christ is very God and very man, one person
in two natures, and two natures in one person. When, therefore, we speak of
God as enduring any humiliation or infirmity, w0 do not refer to the majesty
of that nature, which cannot suffer; but to the feebleness of the human con-
stitution which he assumed.s

Again, process theologr offers another resolution to the paradox. God is in himself
(and not merely in the way he appears to us, as Anselm believed), a suffering and

compassionate divinity. "God is the great companion - the fellow sufferer who
understand," as Whitehead put it.3s Given the classical concept of the absolute im-
passivity and imperturbability of God, there is a contradiction in the thought that
God came to suffer" But if suffering with those who suffer is an inherent part of
the very nature and perfection of God, as process theologians believe, there is
again no paradox.

It seems that the absurdities which Kierkegaard thought to be at the very heart
of Christian theology had their root in a certain way of conceiving of the nature
of God which Kierkegaard himself, in one of his better moments of insight, charac-

tefized as "pagan." If he had only conceived of God, or at lest some aspect of God,
as existing, i.e. as becoming, Christianity rnight have been spared the damage which
he did to it in associating it with rank irrationalism. Perhaps it is only Kierkegaard
and not Christ who is so offensive!
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Finally, we should note that process theology answers the question of whether
existence (becoming) is a completed system in a way which is quite different from
that of Kierkegaard. He thought that for God, becoming was eternally finished;
process theology insists that for God, becoming is everlastingly unfinished, an open
arena in which God's creative expressiveness can continue infinitely. The universe
in itself is a system, albeit an open one, and not a mere "bloc universe" as William
James termed the classical view. (Modern thinkers do not confine "system" to
"closed system" as Kierkegaard did.) Having a much higher tolerance for phi-
losophical uncertainty than Kierkegaard, process theologians also hold that our
human knowledge about the open universe is also a system. Again, it is an open
and incomplete one, but hopefully a logically and religiously more available one

than anything that Kierkegaard ever had to offer.
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