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I 

THE term "existentialism" has become one of the common 
words in the contemporary theological and philosophical vo
cabulary, and yet it is used in so many different ways as to make 

for confusion and ambiguity. Sometimes it is employed so broadly 
as to stand for virtually any attitude where serious personal concern 
is involved. Sometimes it is employed so narrowly as to be identified 
with only one version of existential philosophy, such as Jean-Paul 
Sartre's. Admittedly the sort of thinking which the word stands for 
is difficult to define because most existentialists are deliberately un
systematic; and since they place enormous stress upon the fact that 
their reflections grow directly out of personal experience and strug
gle, it might not be unfair to say that there are as many versions of 
existentialism as there are existentialists. 

Nevertheless there are certain traits which all of them have in 
common. They are anxious to safeguard and to develop the inner 
freedom of the individual person. They declare, in one way or an
other, that man can come to terms with reality only through coming 
to terms with himself. Therefore they are opposed to hyper-intel
lectual, detached approaches to philosophy. They are opposed to 
any system which abstracts from the hopes and fears of the individual 
or which attempts to fit man into some sort of impersonal schematism, 
whether the schematism be the operation of natural law according to 
science or the operation of logical law according to Hegel. So far 
as man's social relations are concerned, virtually every exponent of 
existentialism has had some prophetic things to say about the perils 
of mass-mentality. The achievement of true selfhood is seen as in
volving a capacity to endure isolation, a willingness to suffer for the 
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sake of creativity, a readiness to defy group pressures whenever they 
tend to make man a cog in a machine. 

These various concerns are sometimes summarized by saying that 
existentialists give priority to the subjective over the objective. The 
statement is true, but it is easily misunderstood. In ordinary lan
guage when we say that someone has given a highly "subjective" in
terpretation, we mean that it is biased, that it pays little attention to 
the evidence, that it fails to abide by the principles of logical thinking, 
etc. Similarly "subjectivism" is sometimes taken to mean that a man 
is so shut up to his own ideas that he is cut off from the truth. But 
when existentialists speak of "subjectivity" they mean something 
quite different. Nor do they deny that objectivity is essential in 
science and logic. Here objectivity means that the truth in question 
can be grasped by any mind which fulfills the requisite conditions, 
and this truth is detachable from the personal process whereby any
one appropriates it. Thus a premium is placed upon what can be 
verified publicly, and whatever is peculiar to the individual, and 
therefore partly incommunicable, is regarded as irrelevant. Accord
ingly, objective knowledge of man, in arriving at general principles, 
must be focussed upon characteristics which human beings may have 
in common; it cannot possibly attempt to incorporate the inexhausti
ble uniqueness of any individual. Existentialists do not deny the 
validity of such knowledge, but they insist that its exigencies should 
not blind us to the total situation. The inescapable fact is that a 
unique person is the point of departure for every experience and 
interpretation of the world; and the point of return, for all types of 
knowledge, is the existing individual. This fact can be acknowl
edged without falling into any sort of idealism. The fundamental 
claim of existentialism is simply that since each man knows reality 
only through himself, it is important to recognize that "himself" in
volves the whole man and not just the intellect. The import and 
worth of events can be grasped only through a sort of passionate in
volvement which objective thinking necessarily avoids. But it is 
precisely these questions of meaning and value which are most mo
mentous for philosophy and religion, and here the individual, with 
his commitments and passions, must be taken as the center of refer
ence. Instead of offering answers to these questions by means of 
information, propositional truths or axioms, existentialists seek to 
arouse each reader to a realization of the manner in which he plays 
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a role, through what he makes of himself inwardly, in creating an 
answer. To know about the processes of nature and the principles 
of logical thinking is one thing. To achieve and to enter into a 
meaningful human existence is quite another. The former have to 
do with items which are true regardless of our personal beliefs. The 
latter has to do with an inner condition which can only be reached 
through the striving, suffering and deciding of "the man of flesh and 
bone." It is in this sense that existentialists give priority to the sub
jective over the objective. 

Here we arrive, however, at a parting of the ways. Despite the 
similarities just mentioned, these writers split into radical versions 
of religious faith and radical versions of nihilism. (To be sure, some 
have attempted to occupy an intermediate position. This is true of 
Karl Jaspers, and if there were space for a longer study this third al
ternative would need to be taken into account.) What makes the 
ensuing debate instructive and poignant is that the participants 
agreeing as they do in many respects concerning the nature of free
dom, nevertheless reach diametrically opposed conclusions concern
ing its context and implications. They are united in their opposi
tion to the two extremes which have dominated philosophical dis
cussions of the problem of freedom, namely, a form of determinism 
which is incompatible with responsibility, and a form of indeter-
minism which is incompatible with the conditioned character of 
human existence. The difficulty, in both cases, is that a theory, 
whereby one tries to deal with freedom as a "something" to be con
ceived, has been allowed to take precedence over first-hand acquaint
ance with what it is to be a self. The latter involves being one who 
is both responsible and determined. If it is only in the actual living 
out of one's existence, and in the accompanying awareness of "subject-
hood," that the two are fused together, we should not be surprised 
that concepts (which "objectivate" whatever they deal with) cannot 
reconcile the two factors. The sole blunder, which philosophy nev
ertheless repeatedly commits, is to assume that if reason cannot bring 
them together by conceptual thinking, they cannot co-exist or be 
reconciled at all. Thus existentialists agree that man is both free 
and enslaved, but the enslavement which they acknowledge and 
which they seek to overcome is of a kind which could only befall free 
beings. This means that they are opposed to any form of deter
minism—scientific, philosophical, or theological—which denies that 
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human decision enters essentially into human destiny. They are 
opposed to any interpretation which places the meaning of "my life" 
wholly at the mercy of physical processes, or metaphysical principles, 
or divine predestination. Yet despite this large measure of common 
ground the disagreement among them is so sharp that what a Chris
tian like Kierkegaard regards as the highest freedom (namely, recon
ciliation with God) appears to Sartre as enslavement to an illusion; 
whereas what Sartre regards as the highest freedom (namely, "the 
choosing of my selfhood" despite its groundlessness) Kierkegaard 
would have described as bondage to despair. As a matter of fact, 
he did so describe it a century before Sartre. 

II 

In order to understand this disagreement, let us examine more 
fully what these two writers have to say concerning the relationship 
between faith and freedom. Kierkegaard recognized that man has, 
or better, is freedom at every stage of his existence. The three stages 
—aesthetic, ethical, and religious—reflect three different modes which 
might be called sub-moral, moral, and supra-moral freedom. At the 
aesthetic level a man can enjoy treating life as a game, skimming the 
surface, giving free rein to imagination and sensuality, occupying the 
safe vantage point of the spectator. But this sort of freedom turns 
out to be a form of bondage inasmuch as such a man is incapable of 
openness in human relationships and has no sense of direction. His 
refusal to make decisions means that they are made for him—by for
tune, impulse, and the passage of time. 

Ethical decision constitutes an indispensable step in moving away 
from this irresponsibility which masks despair. In order to grow up 
spiritually a man must cease regarding the meaning of his life as 
though it could be either lost or found among external events; only 
so can he begin to be more than a puppet of fate and fortune. At 
the same time moral seriousness involves a recognition of the fact 
that the chief problem of human existence, being internal, is a dis
ease of the will. Thus the ethical stage is properly transitional, lead
ing over into religious faith. We must be clear about the fact that 
Kierkegaard definitely affirms the sort of autonomy which goes hand-
in-hand with the ethical level. What goodness and obligation mean 
cannot be settled apart from individual decision; a man cannot be
come ethical by accepting any demands automatically, whether they 
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be the demands of society or of God. Moreover, although everyone 
is conditioned by factors which he did not create and does not will, 
freedom can be enhanced through a deepened awareness of these in
fluences and through incorporating one's past in the present self for 
which one takes responsibility. But if man is left to his own power, 
every step he takes toward widening his sphere of responsibility at 
the same time deepens his sense of insufficiency. 

At this point Kierkegaard describes the inner conflicts connected 
with conscience and anxiety in a fashion which anticipates both mod
ern depth-psychology and modern nihilism. In the middle of the 
"complacent" nineteenth century he, like Nietzsche and Dostoiev
sky, gave utterance to the dread of emptiness and spiritual disintegra
tion which has become a major theme of twentieth century litera
ture and a major fact of twentieth century life. Yet when his 
position is seen from a theological standpoint it is clear that he was 
simply taking his stand with St. Paul, Augustine, and Luther in rec
ognizing that man cannot reach reconciliation within himself and 
with reality solely through moral effort. He expresses this by saying 
that although ethics can prepare the way for salvation, by deepening 
awareness of man's responsibility and insufficiency, it cannot furnish 
salvation. Ideal demands make us aware of our failures, but they 
do not give birth to a new life; whereas faith begins with a historical 
reality—the reality of the new life as seen in Christ—instead of being 
based merely on ideals. 

Therefore the highest form of freedom is not anti-moral but it is 
supra-moral. Such freedom is synonymous with self-acceptance, but 
with a kind of self-acceptance which is utterly different from defiantly 
asserting that I am "quite all right just as I am." It means, rather, 
that despite real sinfulness I have found forgiveness; because God 
accepts me I am able to accept myself. The ability to choose myself, 
honestly and openly, depends upon a forgiveness which is given to 
me and which I cannot invent. Supra-moral freedom goes hand in 
hand with dependence upon divine grace. 

Both theological and anti-theological writers have often failed to 
reach the delicately poised outlook whereby Kierkegaard is able to 
affirm both divine governance (as he called it) and human autonomy 
without compromising either one. Thus there are forms of the doc
trine of predestination which are really incompatible with responsi
bility, no matter how cleverly the theologian may try to wriggle out 
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of the dilemma. And there are forms of anti-Christian humanism 
which assert that for the sake of affirming human freedom one must 
deny the reality of God. (N. Hartmann is a good example.) Kierke
gaard explicitly affirms autonomy, saying that freedom is rooted in 
a condition of sheer possibility—the possibility of making something 
out of nothing. Here man is like God because he is created in the 
image of God, and freedom means that he has a hand in making him
self what he is to become. But it also means that he can negate as 
well as affirm, use his power giddily instead of soberly; he can turn 
toward kinship with Nothingness instead of with God. This condi
tion of indeterminate potentiality is a condition of anxiety, and man's 
"superior" position is so agonizing that he often tries to run away 
from it so as to return to the irresponsible bliss of an animal condi
tion. But he cannot really escape; and because of his freedom each 
man is aware that evil desire, sin and guilt spring from himself—de
spite all that can truthfully be said about various forms of condition
ing. Through freedom and anxiety man falls into inner warfare, 
and he remains in sin and error by a continual forfeiting of what 
would save him. He is autonomous in the sense that he can turn 
toward either God or perdition; but he is not autonomous in the 
sense that he can heal, by freedom alone, the inner conflict which is
sues from freedom itself. He cannot solve the problem of his own 
existence by moral effort or by metaphysical speculation. What is 
needed is a regeneration, a rebirth of the individual, and only God 
can literally recreate a soul. The answer to the problem posed by 
freedom is not to be found within freedom itself, but only in a new 
relationship of freedom to its ground. 

It is the skill of Kierkegaard's analysis of the human predicament 
which gives vitality to his interpretation of Christian faith. His dis
cussions of Christ do not proceed by fitting deity and humanity to
gether in such a way that the unity of the two natures satisfies the 
requirements of some metaphysical or doctrinal scheme. Rather, 
they grow directly out of the conviction that man can be healed in
wardly only through response to a Saviour who reaches the human 
race right where it is, in the midst of finitude, temporality, and sin. 
And such a Saviour can be real only if God is love which, needing 
nothing, nevertheless takes upon itself the burden of mankind's 
error and guilt in and through an historical act. The faith which 
puts its trust in this act necessarily stands in sharp contrast with philo-
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sophical knowledge insofar as the latter stakes its hopes on an intel
lectual mode of salvation which brings to light the goodness latent 
in man. Philosophy, as so defined, never acknowledges fully either 
the seriousness of the human predicament or the reality of the divine 
initiative. In short, to believe that God became man in Christ, to 
believe that the Eternal entered time, is very different from appre
hending any sort of objective truth; for such belief consists of a per
sonal relationship with God which can be entered into only through 
penitence and trust. 

This "Christology" is at the opposite pole from trying to prove the 
deity of Christ. One attempt at proof concentrates upon historical 
facts; but Kierkegaard points out that at the most these facts record 
the Master's claim to be divine, they cannot show that he actually 
was. The other line of argument concentrates upon what it calls 
the "eternal truth" of Christianity, insisting that this is what is really 
important instead of historical events about which we can never have 
absolute certainty. However, what Christ means cannot be grasped 
through knowledge of either historical facts or philosophical truths. 
It can be grasped only through personal response. This is not to 
say that faith can tamper with the historical facts; but it is to say that 
only through personal decision can we deal with the significance of 
the historical events. Therefore even if the theologians could reach 
agreement as to what constitutes orthodox doctrine and even if the 
higher critics could solve all the problems of exegesis, the question 
would still remain: "How can I become a Christian?" And the an
swer always involves taking a risk in the face of uncertainty. Noth
ing objective can eradicate the risk—not philosophical proofs, nor 
creedal formulae, nor baptism, nor church membership, nor theories 
of Scriptural or Papal infallibility. It is only by a decision in time 
concerning the eternal meaning of life, that I can be related to the 
eternal God as he reveals himself in time. 

Note how Kierkegaard's description of supra-moral freedom in
volves an affirmation of autonomy in one sense, and a renunciation 
of it in another. The individual alone can determine what his re
sponse to God shall be; but he cannot determine, by his choice, what 
God's offer is. At first glance dependence upon divine grace might 
seem like a cheap and easy method; but actually acceptance of the 
Gospel is the most difficult thing in the world because it means an 
acknowledgment of one's own insufficiency. It means accepting life 
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on God's terms instead of ours. Unless this difficulty is kept clearly 
in view, Christianity degenerates into magic; it becomes a way of 
escaping the consequences of one's own folly by shifting the load onto 
Christ. On the other hand, where freedom refuses to return to its 
ground in God, it degenerates into pride. Thus the defiant man in 
Kierkegaard's Sickness unto Death tries to overcome finitude and 
necessity on his own power; he seeks to create himself according to 
his own specifications. Inasmuch as he is spiritually groundless 
there is no firmness in his character; in any instant he can destroy 
everything he has posited and revolt absolutely. At a deep level 
such a man hates life but resolves to "be himself" in spite of it. This 
means that he wants help, but on his own terms. He does not want 
the humiliation, and the humility, involved in having to accept help 
unconditionally, 

III 

This leads us straight to Sartre's views where we have an oppor
tunity to see what happens when an existential analysis of freedom is 
divorced from faith in God. Sartre maintains that if divine provi
dence were real then God would produce men in the way that an 
artisan produces a particular item in accordance with a pre-conceived 
plan. Man would be created with a given "nature," and there 
would be some sort of fulfillment toward which he must move in the 
process of becoming his true self. In other words, man would not 
be free; for freedom means that man is thrown into existence and 
then finds that he must make himself whatever he is going to become. 
Freedom means that he must create his own values. 

Anxiety accompanies this condition because a man has to go ahead 
with his decisions without the benefit of any extra-human support 
or assurance. Even if a heavenly voice told him what to do, the 
individual would still have to decide whether the voice was divine 
or demonic; and even if there were proof that the voice was divine, 
he would still have to make a decision before anything could be put 
into effect. Human beings must go ahead without justification. 
But they must go ahead, for to hold back merely guarantees that the 
results of inaction will be forthcoming. 

Sartre admits that he is not happy about having to face life with
out divine support; and he has no patience with philosophies which 
attempt to claim that there are essential norms of honesty, progress, 
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justice, etc., even though God is unreal. He finds it "very distress
ing that God does not exist" because this means that anything can 
happen so far as man is concerned. "Man, with no support and no 
aid, is condemned every moment to invent man" (Existentialism, p. 
28). Ideas of God are merely projections which issue from the ten
sions and ambiguities of a situation in which man longs for some sort 
of reconciliation between being free and being a thing. Actually 
every man is both a subject and an object, both free and determined, 
but human beings do not find this condition harmonious; instead 
they find it riddled with ineradicable conflict. An object in the 
world coincides with itself perfectly; it simply is what it is. But if 
man could reach this kind of perfect coincidence with himself he 
would cease to be free. He cannot escape his freedom; yet it makes 
him an alien in the world. "God" is simply a name for this ideal 
harmony that all men long for; and since the ideal is intrinsically con
tradictory, God does not exist. In longing to be like God, man 
wants to be both himself and the Absolute simultaneously, and be
cause this is impossible human life is futile. 

Yet Sartre seeks to construct an ethic in the face of futility. The 
trouble with most ethical theories, he declares, is that they provide 
only general principles. They cannot solve those problems which 
arise when it is possible to have a good motive in turning either direc
tion. He tries to solve such problems by saying that we should trust 
the feelings which push us in a given direction. Those who seek to 
follow reason alone are not as free as they think they are; for they 
often fail to carry their whole selves—including their impulses and 
intuitions—into a decision. Furthermore, it is impossible to justify 
an action in advance because until one acts the values in question 
have not come into existence. Hence, the only possible moral judg
ment is the one which asks how fully a decision has expressed the 
freedom of choosing oneself. The existing person really determines 
the norms he appeals to; and the kind of man he is impels him toward 
the kind of standards he sets up. He cannot escape responsibility 
for inventing these standards. 

Consequently the only sort of person whom Sartre seems willing 
to condemn is the man who will not face honestly his own motives 
and intentions. What he calls "bad faith" is an attempt to run 
away, and to organize life around various forms of self-deception. 
The anti-Semite blames everything upon a scape-goat. The Freud-
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ian blames everything on his parents and his libido. The Com
munist sanctions lies and cruelty as a means to a just social order. 
These are forms of faith, because such people believe their own 
excuses; but they are instances of bad faith. One example which 
Sartre singles out for special attention is "the spirit of seriousness." 
This attitude pretends that the difference between right and wrong 
has already been settled axiomatically, so that no ethical adventuring 
is necessary. In the secular world this can be seen wherever busi
ness men or officials regard certain economic doctrines or rules of f 

procedure as so sacrosanct that they must not even be questioned; 
by regarding the operation of a business or a bureau as automatic 
they avoid having to take responsibility. A counterpart of this 
escape from freedom can be found in the religious world wherever 
an individual, by immersing himself in the service of God, avoids 
having to grapple with the problems of life for himself. Here God 
gives all the answers, and in exchange for the specious promise of 
ultimate security, the believer willingly becomes a slave. 

What, then, constitutes "good faith"? Primarily it means being 
lifted out of egotism through the discovery that in wanting freedom 
for myself I must want it for others also. Here action gives a man 
solidarity with allies against the enemies of freedom. So far so good. 
But how does Sartre jump from affirming his own freedom to affirm
ing that of others? He has no category of "essential" human nature 
on which to base the assertion that what is good for one man is also 
good for others. And the problem is intensified by the fact that he 
regards the inter-personal situation primarily as one of conflict. 
Other people try to treat me as a thing and my only defense is to 
counter-attack in kind. The phenomenon of love in Sartre's plays 
and novels is a case in point; for it uniformly impels his characters 
to try to engulf the freedom of the beloved. 

In short he has failed to show how one can move out of the egotism, 
hostility, and nausea which he so perceptively describes, into a rela
tionship of genuine community (which he never describes). The 
good for man remains utterly indeterminate because, having no 
ground, it must be invented from one moment to the next. And 
he has no reason to hope for a radical transformation of the human 
race which might make freedom a blessing instead of a curse. 

In a sense he admits all this, and his final word is that there is no 
reason why human life should have appeared on earth at all. Life 
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simply happens, and it remains incurably absurd. He has the cour
age to follow the consequences of his atheism to the bitter end. 

IV 

There are, of course, many versions of existentialism other than 
those of Kierkegaard and Sartre. But these two between them throw 
into sharp focus the central issue: Is faith in divine grace the indis
pensable condition for entering into "perfect freedom," or is it an 
illusion which must be renounced for the sake of human integrity 
and courage? Sartre's atheism must be understood as the rejection 
of a deterministic world-view. He assumes that the reality of God 
would mean that the good for man is already decided regardless of 
what we do with our freedom. But if this were really what belief 
in God must mean, then Kierkegaard would reject it also. Both 
writers affirm that apart from human responses and commitments 
values cannot be actualized at all. But Sartre assumes that since man 
is "on his own" in this sense, his values are created and maintained 
in the face of an ontological void; whereas Kierkegaard holds that 
human response and commitment occur in an I-Thou relationship 
which confirms them insofar as they enter into communion with the 
creative and redemptive ground of existence, and shatters them 
insofar as they are alienated from this ground. 

For existentialists, the issue of Void vs. God cannot be settled by 
means of objective arguments and theistic proofs. When he de
scribes the leap of faith, Kierkegaard does not suppose that through 
passionate commitment he can make God real; but neither does he 
suppose that he can find out, by some means other than faith, whether 
his "God-consciousness" is one end of a dialogue or a projection into 
nothingness. Yet Sartre seems to assume that since theological be
liefs and criteria occur in a consciousness which is "free," they are 
simply invented by that consciousness. This is almost equivalent to 
saying that he might be convinced of God's existence if the evidence 
for it could be found apart from man's freedom and could make its 
impact upon man's consciousness without calling for commitment of 
any kind. Against him it must be insisted that to say man invents 
whatever he enters into by means of his freedom is one thing; to say 
that man can enter into a living relationship with God only by means 
of his freedom is quite another. 

Both Kierkegaard and Sartre have stared at emptiness and mean-
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inglessness; both realize that reaching authentic freedom involves 
rising out of externalized, automatic, mass reactions into a sort of 
spiritual solitude. They even agree that the individual cannot es
cape responsibility by appealing to "God's voice," for Kierkegaard 
stresses the fact that revelation is actualized only where it becomes the 
truth "for me." Even the historical narratives of the Gospels are 
religiously important only at that point where they lay hold of a 
man's inwardness; and since God enters history in the incognito of 
"an ordinary man" there are no objective guarantees of Christ's deity. 
But Kierkegaard holds that the human predicament can be made a 
means of drawing forth ethical and spiritual achievements which are, 
in the end, triumphant; for the dialogue between God's offer and 
man's response is real. Through submitting to a course of spiritual 
"education" man can discover divine governance—not by cosmologi-
cal arguments, but by finding that God grants healing to one who 
marches forward into a deepened awareness of sin, anxiety and de
spair instead of running away from it. Therefore from his stand
point Sartre's philosophy is about as sinful as thinking can get be
cause it defines freedom as divorced from responsibility before God. 

Surely Kierkegaard is right on this question. In a Christian con
text freedom makes sense. Estrangement has to occur if man is to 
become more than an animal; but it may lead to reconciliation on a 
level higher than moral autonomy and legalism. In an atheistic 
context, however, freedom turns out to be an absurd, rotten curse 
which man has to make the best of. Sartre makes falling-into-exist-
ence the basic evil; and for this there is no cure except suicide. To 
regard sin as the basic evil is much more compatible with human dig
nity and with belief in a meaningful world, because if God is real 
and has revealed himself in Christ, there is a cure for sin. 

Nevertheless Sartre's influence is in some respects salutary precisely 
because it shows the consequences of his atheism so honestly. Since 
he realizes that man's combination of creatureliness and god-like 
freedom is an agonizing mystery, he is far ahead of those philosophers 
(whether atheistic or theistic) who pretend that there is nothing 
either agonizing or mysterious about the matter. Since he realizes 
that such sense as man can make of life by himself is not enough, 
even though we cannot expect anything better, he is far ahead of 
those who regard "such sense" as quite enough—because we cannot 
expect anything better. Yet he cannot offer any ground for expect-
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ing the radical transformation of man, passing from hostility to com
munity, which he so earnestly desires. And despite some not ignoble 
ethical insights, he cannot specify what moral evil violates, namely, 
a given dignity of man which does not depend solely upon man's 
creating it. In a word, he needs the belief in grace which he rejects, 
if his description of the highest freedom is not to remain merely a 
poignant vision of something that he knows cannot come true. 

V 

Some commentators hold that the present outcome of existential
ism in Sartre should be sufficient warning against this mode of think
ing as a whole. They assume that if one starts along Kierkegaard's 
route, laying bare the sources of anxiety and despair in the human 
heart, then the day is bound to come when the virulence of the 
disease will overpower the Christian remedy which he sought to 
prescribe. The proper path for theology, they maintain, is to 
strengthen its objective case through empirical evidence, rational 
demonstration, or doctrinal authority. If one never allows himself 
to fall into the clutches of Kierkegaard's subjectivism he will not 
run the risk of falling into nihilism instead of faith. 

I suggest on the contrary that Sartre's nihilism gives expression 
to a threat of meaninglessness which must be passed through, in
stead of circumvented, in the course of reaching a form of Christian 
faith that will prove stronger than the spiritual disintegration of our 
age. Existentialism has deepened our awareness of the human pre
dicament, and the only adequate answer to this predicament—if there 
is one—must be grasped existentially. It behooves Christian theo
logians to acknowledge the extent to which they too, as men of the 
twentieth century, are threatened by meaninglessness and loss of 
faith. One of the reasons why presentations of Christianity are not 
convincing to some of our contemporaries is that they suspect the 
theologian of never having come out of his citadel of doctrinal for
mulae sufficiently to run the risk of being trapped in loneliness and 
agony. To be sure, non-Christian humanism is often disgustingly 
serene and sanguine. But at its best it takes seriously the burden 
of a groundless freedom, and it issues in a compassionate form of 
courage. We cannot reach those who occupy such a standpoint un
less we understand their revolt against a God who is represented as 
saving us through an abrogation, instead of a fruition, of freedom. 
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We cannot reach them if our preaching of "the Christian answer" 
seems to be an automatic performance, where conformity to the de
mands of orthodoxy takes precedence over communicating with hu
man need, wherever it is and whatever form it may take. We can
not understand the despair of the godless (which is often concealed 
beneath bravado) unless we can face our own despair—the despair 
which haunts even Christians insofar as they are in any measure 
estranged from God. We cannot reach faith without taking the 
risk of seeing what God answers in each concrete situation, instead 
of tucking his answer up our sleeve in advance as though it were a 
static proposition and a private possession. 
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