
 

The Perils of Overcoming “Worldliness” 

in Kierkegaard and Heidegger

Adam Buben

In discussing Søren Kierkegaard’s “retroactive power” (tilbagevirkende 
Kraft) of death,1 George Connell claims that it “is very like Heidegger’s 
notion of authenticity and resoluteness in the face of death.”2 What 
Connell has in mind about Kierkegaard’s account is the way in which 
an individual’s death, rather than simply annihilating this individual’s 
life, meaningfully impacts this life while it is still being lived. Hei-
degger, like Kierkegaard before him, provides an anti-Epicurean ac-
count in which “you are and death also is”:3

the fact that even everyday Dasein already is towards its 
end – that is to say, is constantly coming to grips with 
its death … shows that this end … is not something to 
which Dasein ultimately comes only in its demise. In 
Dasein, as being towards its death, its own uttermost 
“not-yet” has already been included.4

Without getting into the still murky issue of Heidegger’s actual debts 
to Kierkegaard’s writings, it is safe to say that these two have much 
in common when it comes to the employment of death in their work. 
Despite this kinship, there have been numerous e!orts both from the 
Kierkegaardian camp and from Heidegger himself to distinguish 
sharply the one from the other. While Heidegger makes several some-
what condescending comments about Kierkegaard’s endeavors, some 
observers (both avowed Kierkegaardians, and those just interested in 
criticizing Heidegger) explain why the Dane would not, or even should 
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not, be interested in pursuing a Heideggerian project. After a brief 
description of their largely shared philosophy of death, I would like to 
consider what I take to be the most significant complaint from each 
side and suggest a more nuanced understanding of their relationship.

THE EXISTENTIAL PHILOSOPHY OF DEATH

The story of the similarity between Kierkegaard’s death project and the 
role of death in Being and Time is a complicated one with roots going 
back over two millennia.5 But one need not explore all of the details to 
see that Heidegger shares both particular concepts with Kierkegaard, 
and also a purpose in overcoming the Epicurean view and encouraging 
an existence closely intertwined with death.6 In Kierkegaardian terms, 
the goal here is dying to the world as exemplified by Christ, described 
in the epistles (e.g. Rom. 6:6-8; 2 Cor. 4:10-12, 5:14-19), and passed down, 
more or (occasionally) less authentically, by a series of Christian think-
ers.7 It is crucial to realize that Heidegger is involved in developing a 
secularized version of this Christian sense of dying to the world. Iain 
Thomson describes death in Being and Time as a “movement in which 
we turn away from the world, recover ourselves, and then turn back to 
the world, a world we now see anew, with eyes that have been opened.”8 
Following in Paul’s footsteps, dying to one’s “worldly” ways makes pos-
sible a “rebirth” that brings with it a new way of viewing existence.
 Hubert L. Dreyfus is surely onto something when, in discussing the 
Kierkegaardian notion of dying to immediacy, he states, “for Heidegger 
being-unto-death, then, is dying to all immediacy.”9 Just as Kierkegaard 
is critical of all ways of relating to oneself that are dictated by human 
understanding of the world, since they forego or prevent a genuinely 
faithful relationship with Christ, Heidegger is interested in severing the 
connections to one’s existence that have been unquestioningly received 
from “the they” in everydayness, because these connections prevent 
grasping who one “authentically” is.10 One must die to the distracting 
ways of existing that one just happens to have “fallen” into and must 
do so in order to focus upon what is most properly one’s own.11 Both 
Kierkegaard and Heidegger describe the distractions handed down by 
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the everyday world as “accidental” or “incidental” (Danish: tilfældige, 
German: zufällige) in the sense that there is nothing that one can receive 
from this everydayness that is absolutely essential to one’s existence.12

 Whereas the world tends to focus on what can be accomplished 
or actualized in a given period of chronological time (which of course 
can never be guaranteed, rendering all actualization merely acciden-
tal), Kierkegaard and Heidegger emphasize that for the kairological 
moment (Danish: Øjeblikket, German: Augenblick; both literally mean 
“the blink of an eye”)13 how one relates to the possible (regardless of the 
chronological time available) is what really matters.14 Both in his own 
name and under pseudonym, Kierkegaard describes the new sense of 
time that Christianity introduces as the intersection of eternity with 
worldly temporality in a “present” moment that reconciles the fallen 
condition one comes from with the salvation one runs toward. For ex-
ample, the pseudonym Haufniensis states that “the fullness of time is 
the moment as the eternal, and yet this eternal is also the future and 
the past.”15 To put it another way: in a movement that transcends any 
common sense of temporality one comes to participate in the past, yet 
timeless, act of cleansing sacrifice (the crucifixion) and thereby receives 
another chance for the future.16 With ever-present anxiety and vigi-
lance one renews or repeats one’s commitment to the divine in repen-
tance of sins and longing for mercy. The moment of life comes to take 
on an eternal significance by constantly shaking loose from lostness in 
a highly contingent temporal worldliness.
 Despite Heidegger’s apparently dismissive claim that Kierkegaard 
could not see the “more primordial temporality”17 that underlies the 
theological view of the moment in terms of the eternal, the de-theolo-
gized account that Heidegger provides shows many signs of benefiting 
from Kierkegaard’s work on this topic. Heidegger is also interested in 
something like a lived synthesis of Dasein’s past and future – Dasein 
is a projecting ahead of itself based on limitations it has fallen (or been 
thrown) into. In owning up to the possibilities that are available to it 
given the situation, and responsibly choosing from among them which 
to pursue (the resolute repeating of inherited or past possibilities into 
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the future), Dasein pulls itself out of its standard (in the sense of a 
default-setting) fallenness and takes possession of itself.18 Among the 
many such descriptions Heidegger provides, consider the following:

to the anticipation which goes with resoluteness, there 
belongs a Present in accordance with which a resolu-
tion discloses the Situation. In resoluteness, the Pres-
ent is not only brought back from distraction with the 
objects of one’s closest concern, but it gets held in the 
future and in having been. That Present which is held 
in authentic temporality and which thus is authentic 
itself, we call the ‘moment of vision.’19

when its heritage is thus handed down to itself, its 
‘birth’ is caught up into its existence in coming back 
from the possibility of death (the possibility which is 
not to be outstripped), if only so that this existence may 
accept the thrownness of its own ‘there’ in a way which 
is more free from Illusion.20 

Like Kierkegaard, Heidegger is looking for a way out (albeit not neces-
sarily one that is easily maintained) of an unreflective and deficient 
state that prioritizes contingent worldly accomplishment and the quan-
tifiable temporality that such accomplishment requires. According to 
their view, anything that is qualified purely by this everyday chrono-
logical sense of time is necessarily a distraction aimed at aiding one in 
trying to flee one’s essential responsibility to be oneself (whether before 
God or not).21

 It is their shared concern about the chronologically accidental and 
interest in avoiding it that leads both Kierkegaard and Heidegger to 
describe this process (of avoiding it) in terms of death. Physical death, 
while not ultimately what they are focused upon, provides an impor-
tant “formal indication” of essential features of human existence and 
a deeper sense of dying.22 For both Kierkegaard and Heidegger there 
is no other occasion that better demonstrates the contingency of all 
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attachments to and ways of understanding one’s place in the world; 
the image of death is employed because it is the best way to awaken 
someone from the complacent slumber of a thoughtless existence (e.g. 
as a merely cultural Christian, or a “they”-self) that is not essentially 
and necessarily theirs.23 That one will die signifies that existence has 
to be given up one way or another, and realizing this already has a way 
of weakening the bonds of meaning that are passed down to us merely 
by existing in the world.24 But what is more, the uncertainty with re-
gard to the when of physical demise suggests a general indefiniteness 
in existence, particularly in connection with worldly endeavors and 
understanding.25 Given this structural indefiniteness one need not feel 
constrained to interpret existence strictly as a function of the specific 
projects, relationships, and goals that the everyday world recommends. 
Without such constraints, both Kierkegaard and Heidegger believe that 
it is possible to appropriate meaning for oneself in the light of one’s 
contingent, and admittedly culturally-textured, situation.

HEIDEGGER’S “ATHEISM” AND THE THEOLOGY OF KIERKEGA ARD 

Although they have much in common on death-related issues, Hei-
degger clearly does not share the theological concerns at the heart of 
Kierkegaard’s account of dying to the world. At least during the few 
years leading up through the writing of Being and Time, Heidegger 
holds that there is a “fundamental atheism indigenous to philosophy.”26 
This atheism is necessary in order to distinguish philosophy from the 
ontic science of theology: philosophy is absorbed in ontology, which is an 
inquiry into Being in general, while theology merely posits some basic 
regional idea about the nature (or being) of God – or, according to Hei-
degger, the nature of the Christian connection to God27 – and inquires 
into matters pertaining to what it posits.28 In order for philosophy to 
retain its status as the more primordial, general, and pure form of in-
quiry, it cannot allow itself to be contaminated by theological concerns. 
Because Heidegger is engaged with fundamental ontology in Being 
and Time, he must maintain a ‘methodological atheism’ throughout his 
consideration of death and related issues.29
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 For Heidegger, Kierkegaard is a theologian because he simply posits 
humans as derived from the Christian God, and then proceeds to con-
sider the particulars of relating to this God.30 He is a great theologian 
because, unlike so many others, he joins Martin Luther in emphasizing 
faith alone as the di2cult, but proper way of appropriating and existing 
in this relationship, to the exclusion of a diluted theology that relies on 
reason to explain away and soften any di2culty.31 It would be hard to 
deny the accuracy of Heidegger’s assessment of Kierkegaard’s theologi-
cal propensities given that Kierkegaard himself states, “I have never 
broken with Christianity… from the time it was possible to speak of the 
application of my powers, I had firmly resolved to employ everything 
to defend it, or in any case to present it in its true form.”32 But if he is 
indeed a theologian of some sort, it seems that Kierkegaard’s theological 
treatments of human guilt, anxiety, conscience, and even death cannot 
provide the primordial ontological understanding of these matters that 
Heidegger seeks in Being and Time. Thus, according to Heidegger, Kier-
kegaard’s works are mostly just interesting ontical analyses that might 
provide helpful starting points for a more penetrating investigation 
into what underlies the derivative phenomena of religious experience.33 
While Heidegger seems to rely on these starting points quite heavily, 
particularly on the topic of death, he does apparently remove specific 
ideas in several of Kierkegaard’s works from their theological trappings, 
and push them further until these ideas become more broadly relevant 
(i.e. to the non-religious).
 For example, consider “At a Graveside,” where Kierkegaard dem-
onstrates the importance of thinking about death without explicitly 
attempting to secure this importance by appealing to very much in the 
way of theology. Despite its relative silence on the matter, it is not as 
though God never comes up. Assuming for the moment that Heidegger 
is in fact indebted to this discourse for its impact on his own views on 
death,34 he would still likely complain that it is not su2ciently free of 
the theological. It is not just a discussion of God, however, that Hei-
degger jettisons; ultimately, it seems that even Kierkegaard’s least reli-
gious discussion of death can only be properly motivated by appealing 
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to the “infinite significance” of the divine.35 Unless one shares Kier-
kegaard’s Christian interests, it will remain unclear why his approach 
to life through death is preferable to other possible attitudes. In contrast, 
because Heidegger treats death without such theological commitments, 
it seems that he needs only appeal to what it is to be Dasein in order to 
make his account of death compelling. 

THE EMPTINESS OF ANTICIPATORY RESOLUTENESS

While Heidegger clearly sees the limitations of Kierkegaard’s attempt 
at a religious-existential philosophy of death, it remains to be seen what 
Kierkegaard might think of Heidegger’s more secular version. Some 
commentators have wondered whether there is not something about 
o!ering an account as general as Heidegger’s that Kierkegaard would 
find particularly problematic.36 Kierkegaard has a well-known aversion 
to any abstract system-building and, although it is debatable whether 
this is what Heidegger is up to, it could simply be the case that despite 
Heidegger’s condescension there is something about Kierkegaard’s for-
mulation of the existential philosophy of death that points to a short-
coming in Heidegger’s.
 There is no denying, for example, that Heidegger strips away so 
much content from his consideration of what it is to exist that he can-
not even allow himself to speak about humans. The primary point of 
raising the objection that he is excessively formal and abstract, though, 
is to suggest that when one detaches from (or dies to) so many of the 
“everyday” specifics of the world in which we have to live, as Heidegger 
seems to in his discussion of authenticity and anticipatory resoluteness, 
it becomes di2cult to reconnect to any specifics at all.37 Furthermore, 
his attempt to describe such reconnection is, according to some, so 
vague that it remains hard to see by what means one can ever come to 
determine what to do when all that has been laid out is about how one 
should do it. Commentators such as Daniel Berthold-Bond and Patri-
cia J. Huntington claim that Kierkegaard would be unsatisfied by the 
empty formality that Heidegger provides. On their view, Kierkegaard 
argues that one needs some sense of what one ought to do if there is to 
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be any genuine meaning to one’s existence. Bare authenticity does not 
provide such meaning and neither does Heideggerian openness.
 In making a connection between Heidegger’s emphasis on formal-
ity and his questionable politics, both Berthold-Bond and Huntington 
debate the value of anticipatory resoluteness. For example, Berthold-
Bond states, “it seems that we are thrown back onto a criterion for ac-
tion and authentic existence which is so formal, abstract, and indefinite 
that the prospects for non-arbitrary action in the concrete situations 
we face in the world are quite problematic.”38 Huntington, relying on 
Berthold-Bond, claims that “Heidegger’s abstract account of authentic 
resolve, because empty, provides no material criteria for political ac-
tion.”39 Because Kierkegaard does not go so far out of his way to sever 
his notion of authentic existence from the aesthetic realm, according to 
Berthold-Bond, and the ethical, according to Huntington, he has easier 
access to the sort of normative criteria that might rule out something 
like membership in the Nazi party. What Berthold-Bond and Hunting-
ton apparently want in an account of human existence are “signposts” 
that motivate or lead one to behave in certain ways rather than others.40

 On Berthold-Bond’s view, Heidegger’s notion of the distracting cu-
riosity characteristic of inauthenticity is very much like Kierkegaard’s 
understanding of the aesthetic realm of existence in which one makes 
no commitment to anything in particular and simply drifts from one 
amusing diversion to another.41 While both of them treat this frivolous 
way of existence with a great deal of suspicion and scorn, Berthold-Bond 
points out that according to several of Kierkegaard’s early pseudonyms, 
the aesthetic is not to be disregarded in moving to a higher sphere of 
existence, but transformed and its possibilities understood in a new 
light. It is from these possibilities, which have been taken over from 
the aesthetic sphere, that one is able to choose concrete courses of ac-
tion in an authentic ethical or religious manner. Because Heidegger 
never o!ers a similar redemption of curiosity, but rather perseveres in 
disparaging it, he seems to lose touch with its vast stores of specific pos-
sibilities that could be re-appropriated in the formal authentic manner 
he describes. Thus, Berthold-Bond states, “Kierkegaard’s theory of the 
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sublimation of the aesthetic through authentic repetition presents a way 
to resolve the abstract and formal character of Heidegger’s phenomenol-
ogy of authentic being.”42

 There seem to be two problems with Berthold-Bond’s account, 
however. First, when considering Kierkegaard’s later more explicitly 
Christian writings, as I do when demonstrating the similarity between 
Kierkegaard and Heidegger on dying to the world, it is not at all clear 
that the sympathetic understanding of the aesthetic that Berthold-Bond 
relies on is maintained. If there is in fact good reason not to rely too 
heavily on what certain early pseudonyms have to say when compar-
ing Kierkegaard and Heidegger, then Berthold-Bond’s account of what 
separates the two might be called into question. Second, I believe that 
Berthold-Bond is less than charitable in his assessment of Heidegger’s 
abstractness due to “dislocation” from concrete possibilities. While 
Heidegger is surely critical of the attitude of curiosity (which he as-
sociates with the “idle talk” of the “they”),43 he does not disparage 
the particular possibilities that are made available in curiosity by one’s 
thrown situation (even if discussing them is not his priority). If any-
thing, Heidegger might be more open to the possibilities of curiosity, 
if authentically appropriated, than Kierkegaard would be from a more 
strictly Christian perspective. Berthold-Bond certainly acknowledges 
that Heidegger means “to allow for a recovery of the world in a trans-
formed way” based on a “criterion for choice [that] can only be made by 
concrete reference to the past.”44 Yet for some reason that continues to 
elude me, he seems to believe that this description of what Heidegger 
is up to is more abstract and ungrounded than what Kierkegaard sup-
posedly takes from the “aesthetic ‘theatre of infinite possibility.’”45

 Without rejecting Berthold-Bond’s account, Huntington tries a 
slightly di!erent approach. Her argument relies on a purported di!erence 
between Kierkegaard’s and Heidegger’s respective treatments of the social 
realm and its normativity. Kierkegaard’s authentic individual rejects the 
thoughtless mass known as “the crowd” as a kind of inauthentic commu-
nity, but does not distance him- or herself from one’s essential sociality in 
itself, or rule out “the possibility of a true community of ‘individuals.’”46 
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Such a community would “embody a set of norms without absolutiz-
ing” them and “without lapsing into a herd-like communitarianism.”47 
Heidegger, on the other hand, fails to distinguish “between inauthentic 
participation in ‘everydayness’ and social life per se,” which makes it 
possible to see the authentic individual in near complete opposition to 
“the public world of norms.”48 In other words, Heidegger apparently as-
sociates social normativity with the everydayness that is to be overcome 
(so far as possible), and thereby loses touch with such normativity. In the 
absence of norms that could direct his actions, he seems to advocate an 
empty and arbitrary “decisionism” that leaves him open to, among other 
things, “involvement in National Socialism.”49

 Given that their approaches to o!ering a Kierkegaardian critique of 
Heidegger are quite similar, it should come as no surprise that I have 
roughly the same two problems with Huntington’s account that I had 
with Berthold-Bond’s. The first is of course the fact that she pays little 
attention to the specifically Christian ideas in Kierkegaard’s later writ-
ings, where one can find important parallels with Heidegger’s version 
of dying to the world. Without this attention, Huntington’s portrayal 
of Kierkegaard and sociality fails to take note of his more “community-
hostile” views and thereby remains at least in tension with his later 
thought.50 Considering that this portrayal is central to her explanation 
of what Kierkegaard has and Heidegger lacks, such tension renders her 
entire comparison of the two questionable. But even if this were not the 
case, I would still suggest that she is less than fair in her description of 
Heidegger’s “antinormative” and anti-social tendencies.51 There is no 
reason to see Heidegger’s emphasis on the formal aspects of individual 
self-mastery as a rejection of one’s communal and ethical relation-
ships.52 In fact, he is quite similar to Kierkegaard in arguing that the 
individualizing capacity of dying to the world is the prerequisite for 
the authentic “re-taking” of communal relationships and the norma-
tivity that comes with community.53 Although such relationships are 
derived from, and in some sense secondary to, Heidegger’s “existential 
‘solipsism,’” this establishment of order does not distinguish him in any 
profound way from Kierkegaard.54 
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 While I disagree with much of what Berthold-Bond and Hunting-
ton have to say, their primary point is not one that I would necessarily 
dispute. It does indeed seem that Kierkegaard would reject the empty 
formality and abstractness of Heidegger’s notion of anticipatory reso-
luteness, but on religious – and specifically Christian – grounds rather 
than on aesthetic or ethical grounds. Although Kierkegaard dramati-
cally emphasizes the more formal how aspects of Christian existence, 
which indeed makes him look very similar to Heidegger, it would not 
be Christian existence without some notion of what Christianity is and 
what it demands.55 It is precisely such a what that provides the sort 
of content and specific direction to existence that Heidegger’s account 
lacks. Whereas for Kierkegaard dying to the world has a concrete pur-
pose in leading to Christian rebirth, for Heidegger dying to the world 
leads to an open-ended self-possession that seems like it could manifest 
itself in a diverse range of concretions that might include apparently 
contradictory possibilities such as Nazism and pacifism. In fact, it is 
conceivable that on Heidegger’s view one might even find it necessary 
to switch from one to the other given serious enough oscillations in 
the situation one encounters. This self-determination of a somewhat 
tentative content might be the best that one can do in trying to at-
tribute specific meaning to one’s existence according to Heidegger, but 
Kierkegaard would likely see a certain bankruptcy in trying to find 
meaning in such an arbitrary and potentially transient way. It is only 
through participation in something eternal – the relationship with the 
divine – that one can find a more solid sense of meaning and avoid this 
almost nihilistic bankruptcy.

A MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING

With this Kierkegaardian criticism of the sort of dying to the world 
found in Heidegger, the best shot from each camp has been fired. While 
Kierkegaard is too ontically narrow for Heidegger, Heidegger is too 
abstract and arbitrary for Kierkegaard. But is there perhaps another 
way to understand what seems to be a fundamental disagreement? I 
believe that the key to such an understanding lies in the peculiar way 
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that Kierkegaard explains the development of the necessary relation-
ship with the divine. 
 In a short preface to the pseudonymous Practice in Christianity, 
Kierkegaard, in his role as editor, states that “the requirement should 
be heard … so that I might learn not only to resort to grace but to resort 
to it in relation to the use of grace.”56 He believes that this requirement, 
which ought to be associated, at least in part, with the stripping away 
of one’s worldly meaning in dying to the world, is so di2cult that no 
human can meet it on his or her own.57 It is therefore necessary for 
something beyond human to step in and o!er assistance if one is to die 
to the ways of the world and fill up one’s cleansed and empty existence 
with divine meaning. As John D. Caputo puts it, one must quit “the 
illusion that a man can make himself whole by his own powers, then a 
healing power from without can intervene.”58 Humans do not come to 
God, having earned his mercy; God comes to humans out of compassion 
for such impotent beings, and o!ers them the eternal religious mean-
ing – which Kierkegaard sees in participating in Christ’s death – purely 
by grace. The sacrifice of God’s son is an act of divine mercy, but even 
our own ability on some level to imitate Christ’s dying to the world is 
the result of the divine gift of faith – a receptivity that would not be 
possible without the “Spirit working within us.”
 The problem with reliance on divine assistance for the sake of at-
tributing meaning to one’s existence is that one is left with no pos-
sibility of meaning if one finds faith to be a nonviable or unappetizing 
way of life. This view of faith seems to be especially compelling in 
modernity when the various articles of Christian dogma begin to look 
more and more foolish under the light of scientific and technological 
advances. Kierkegaard understands the trends of modernity and argues 
that increasing doubt with respect to the objective “facts” of Christi-
anity should have little impact on a genuinely striving Christian who 
cultivates a subjective relationship with Christ.59 Heidegger, on the 
other hand, chooses a di!erent approach to the search for meaning in 
the modern situation.60 Rather than refocusing one’s religious endeav-
ors in dying to the world, he suggests a version of ‘dying to’ that sets 
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aside the problematic religious issue. Heidegger describes the process 
of redeeming oneself by stripping away all of the ordinary meaning 
that comes from simply having fallen into the world, and rebuilding a 
new meaning by critically taking over what is available in one’s thrown 
state. Thus, as McCarthy points out, Heidegger comes to play the role 
of a sort of “Pelagius to Kierkegaard’s Augustine.”61 
 In a world in which Christian absolutes no longer seem tenable, 
however, the meaning that Heidegger gives to himself is not meaning “in 
the positive Kierkegaardian sense that … gives Dasein a self-definition 
in terms of something specific.”62 It may be that without these kinds 
of absolutes, there is necessarily going to be the sort of indeterminacy, 
albeit within a determined range of specifics, which Heidegger’s account 
suggests. Although disappointing to thinkers such as Berthold-Bond and 
Huntington, there may be no definitive signposts hammered in, but only 
a series of well-worn paths that one can somewhat arbitrarily choose 
between. While this choice is necessarily conditioned by the world and 
its norms, it is the choice itself that gives certain norms priority over 
others and allows them to provide a specific meaning to existence that 
remains open to revision.63 And this might just be the best that a modern 
irreligious world can do once the power of grace to render some particular 
choice enduringly significant is o! the table.
 This understanding of the existential philosophy of death in which 
the goal is to gain a certain mastery over the meaning of one’s existence 
(as opposed to being mastered by the meaning of the world one happens 
to be thrown into), either through option A (with God’s help – redeemed 
sinfulness) or option B (without such help – anticipatory resoluteness), 
suggests a sense of “agreeing to disagree.” Both Kierkegaard and Hei-
degger seem aware of the di2culties that individuals are up against in 
their search for significance in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Interestingly, the disagreement between their respective responses to 
these di2culties as I have laid them out finds a close parallel in Thomas 
Miles’ work on Kierkegaard and Nietzsche.64 Over the last few pages of 
his paper, Miles describes a Kierkegaard that seems to hold out hope for 
a more substantial and incontrovertible meaning than Nietzsche seems 
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to think is possible.65 Nietzsche argues against a descent into nihilism 
but, like Heidegger, refuses to resort to religious faith in divine assis-
tance in order to avoid such a descent. While Kierkegaard would not 
be happy with the result of Nietzsche’s e!orts, Miles seems to conclude 
that they must each concede that the other’s point of view cannot be 
easily ruled out.66 Although Christian faith may be an extreme and, in a 
certain sense, unjustifiable option, its renunciation of such justification 
means that it need not defend itself from Nietzsche’s criticisms. And 
although Nietzschean self-mastery (like its Heideggerian counterpart) 
has its limitations, one can certainly appreciate its value if it is the 
alternative to a risky and desperate leap of faith. I would suggest that a 
similar concession must ultimately be made in the case of dying to the 
world according to Kierkegaard and Heidegger.
 In fact, certain developments in the views of both Kierkegaard and 
Heidegger suggest that they do come around to making such a conces-
sion. It is no secret that Kierkegaard realizes how miserable, uncertain, 
and dangerous a true Christian existence can be. After all, he spends 
much of his later authorship trying to make these perils clear.67 Al-
though he has the hopeful recourse of grace and divine mercy to rely 
upon, he does not want to repeat what he sees as Luther’s mistake.68 

Hence, he cautions his readers against making too much of this consola-
tion – there is work to be done and it will not be pleasant so long as one 
exists in the world. It is because grace does not excuse an individual 
from striving in existence that Kierkegaard even expresses concerns 
about the preface to Practice that I quoted from above. Without a will-
ingness to die to worldly ways, which includes admitting one’s failure 
to do so, “one does not have the right to draw on grace.”69 
 Heidegger, on the other hand, seems to lose his Pelagian spirit 
throughout his later work.70 Caputo states that “Heidegger later on con-
ceded … that the transition from inauthenticity to authenticity is not 
something e!ected by man but rather something e!ected in man by a 
saving grace.”71 Although there is no reason to think that Heidegger has 
a specifically Christian sense of grace in mind, he does make several, 
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telling comments, which support Caputo’s general assessment. For ex-
ample, in an interview released after his death, Heidegger famously 
asserts: 

Philosophy will not be able to bring about a direct 
change of the present state of the world. This is true 
not only of philosophy but of all merely human medita-
tions and endeavors. Only a god can still save us. I think 
the only possibility of salvation left to us is to prepare 
readiness, through thinking and poetry, for the appear-
ance of the god or for the absence of the god during the 
decline; so that we do not, simply put, die meaningless 
deaths, but that when we decline, we decline in the face 
of the absent god.72 

This is of course an issue that deserves more attention than it can 
receive here, but the point of mentioning it briefly is to suggest that 
while Kierkegaard seems to understand the drawbacks of relying on 
grace to give life meaning, especially when considered from a non-
Christian perspective,73 Heidegger might eventually come to appreciate 
the drawbacks of trying to find meaning through one’s own endeavors. 
Thus, these two pioneers of the existential philosophy of death could 
ultimately end up with a greater sense of mutual understanding and 
respect for each other’s approach than initially seems possible.74
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