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The First Paragraph of Kierkegaard’s  

Sickness Unto Death in 5 Minutes 
By Erik Johnson Family Counselor 348-4211 

 

Script for Youtube video (never made). 

 

The first two pages of this book are the most confusing 

words in the English language, if you don’t count the 

United States Tax Code. Commentators have called 

these words, impenetrable, cryptic, dense, baffling, 

tortured, formidable, turgid, opaque and “legendary in 

their difficulty and obscurity.” The paragraphs are so 

confusing and mock-worthy that creative people have 

made parodies on Youtube which I highly recommend. 

They’re hilarious. I heard that English writer Charles 

Williams once encouraged C. S. Lewis to read 

Kierkegaard but Lewis refused saying, “I’ve tried; he’s is 

too hard to understand.” Maybe you’ve tried to read 

Kierkegaard but gave up after the first paragraph and 

gone back to watching American Idol. If so, I’m here to 

help you understand this profound and helpful book.  

 

Recently I bought hot soup at the co-op and it was so good I sent them an email 

asking how they made it. They sent me the recipe which said, “start with 1 cup of 

water, add mushrooms, spinach, spices, and so forth.” What if the recipe had come 

back saying start with two cups of hydrogen and one cup of oxygen? I’d say, “Whoa, 

way too much information. I don’t want a list of chemicals; I just want the 

ingredients.” 

 

Reading this book is like asking Kierkegaard, “What’s the recipe for being happy? 

How can we live a fulfilled life? How can we avoid depression and the existential 

angst of despair which is the Sickness Unto Death?” and he responds by sending 

us the periodic table of elements. We don’t want chemicals; we want the recipe. 

Kierkegaard uses terms like dialectic, synthesis, despair, infinitude, possibility, 

necessity. 

 

What I’m going to do in the next 5 minutes is translate the terms and give you the 

recipe. I believe the message of this book is super important, relevant, and actually 

easy to grasp once you get past his garbled language in the first few paragraphs.  

 

Kierkegaard once said, “I like making things complicated.” A guy like Kierkegaard 

who makes clear things complicated is just made for a guy like me who likes to 
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make complicated things clear. Like Samuel L Jackson and Bruce Willis in 

Breakable, we are made for each other. 

 

So here goes—the first paragraph of Sickness Unto Death line by line.  

 

“The human being is a spirit.” 

 

Whether you agree with this or not isn’t the point. The point is Kierkegaard 

is suggesting there’s something about humans beyond the material. There’s a 

mind, soul, epiphenomenon, an invisible something he call spirit. 

 

“But what is spirit?” 

 

He knew we’d ask so he asks for us. 

 

“The spirit is the self.” 

 

So far so good. The immaterial part of us that prompts our actions, thinks our 

thoughts, tweaks our muscles like a ghost in the machine is called the “self.”  

 

“But what is the self?” 

 

Again, he anticipates our curiosity and asks rhetorically, “What is the self?” 

He now begins his answer. Hang on tight. 

 

“The self is a relation which relates to itself.”  

 

That invisible part of us (thought, mind, soul, spirit, ghost, whatever) is NOT 

a single entity but a plurality that debates, argues, challenges, relates to and 

talks to itself. Think of these examples: 

 

� Part of me wants to lose weight; part of me wants to eat donuts all day.  

� Part of me wants to pay taxes (I like firemen and policemen close by); 

part of me tells my accountant, “Help me avoid paying taxes as much 

as you can.”  

� Clients say, “I love my partner; I love someone else!”  

� Teenagers say, “I want to get along with my parents, I can’t wait to 

move out!”  

� Shoppers say, “I want to buy that car” but the next day have buyer’s 

remorse. 

� Students pay good money to go to college yet are delighted when a 

teacher cancels a class.  

� On wedding day a guy is eager to enjoy wedded bliss; he’s terrified of 

what he’s getting into.  
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� Motorists strain to see car wrecks yet don’t want to look: approach and 

avoidance syndrome! 

 

“…or that in the relation which is its relating to itself.” 

 

Either Kierkegaard delighted in obscurity or this is a bad translation from 

the original Danish. But here’s what I think he means. Those inner parts of 

us don’t always get along. There’s a duality inside us relation to each other. 

Juggling conflicting desires is part of the human condition. Many have 

affirmed the existence of a duality within us. 

 

� Socrates: “I have within me a monster and a god.” 

� William James, “I am two people: the I that I am and the me that is 

looking at the I.” 

� Therapists talk about “parts” of our personality sometimes called 

subpersonalities.  

� St. Paul says there are things he wants to do but parts of him hold him 

back; and there’s parts he doesn’t want to do but parts egg him on.  

� Jesus, “Spirit is willing, flesh is weak.” 

� Walt Whitman, “Do I contradict myself? Very well then I contradict 

myself, (I am large, I contain multitudes).” 

� Gollum, “We wants the precious.” “No we’s don’t.” 

� John Sebastian (Lovin’ Spoonful). “Did you ever have to make up your 

mind (between two girls)? Sometimes there’s one with big blue eyes, 

cute as a bunny, with hair down to here with plenty of money. And just 

when you think she’s that one in the world your heart gets stolen by 

some mousey little girl. 

 

“The self is not the relation but the relation’s relating to itself.” 

 

Kierkegaard suggests that it’s this inner duality that defines us. It’s bad 

enough that we’ve got these two things—factors, parts, subpersonalities, 

purposes--inside us. But they’re opposites, like magnets that repel each other. 

They’re hard to integrate. Kierkegaard later said it’s like hooking up two 

uneven horses to a coach--a stallion and a nag--and trying to ride them 

together. Very difficult! These parts don’t fit together. Synonyms that define 

this quandary include: 

 

� Negative synthesis 

� Incongruity 

� Incompatibility 

� Disconnect 

� Tension 

� Paradoxical blend of contrasting qualities 
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� Conflicting desires 

� Discord 

� Contrast 

� Mis-relationship 

� 1 part dominates the other; we’re out of balance 

 

“A human being is a synthesis of the infinite and the finite….” 

 

Kierkegaard now names several of these conflicting parts. There is a part of 

us that can contemplate infinity and yet we are temporal beings. We can 

imagine fantasies and inventions and do mind experiments but which exceed 

our ability to act on them because we are limited, finite. 

 

“…of the temporal and the eternal…” 

 

He calls attention to two more inner tensions. We know we’re going to die yet 

we can imagine a life after death. We can imagine looking deeper and deeper 

into subatomic particles and the endless vastness of space while being stuck 

sitting in a chair. 

 

“…of freedom and necessity.” 

 

Philosophers have debated forever the tensions between free will and 

determinism. Are we free? Then why are some of our actions predictable? Are 

we free? Then why is change so hard? Do we act out of necessity? Then how 

can we be responsible for our actions?  

 

“In short a synthesis.” 

 

Kierkegaard’s understanding of the human condition is that our aim is to 

synthesize these disparate parts. If we don’t recognize this and figure out 

how to fit the parts together—equilibrium, rest, balance, integrate, manage 

our parts (page 44)—we’ll be in despair. He said the parts should fit together 

like consonants and vowels or like breathing in and out.  

 

Our house cat Zelda has a part that wants to jump up on the kitchen table 

and look out the window. But Zelda’s got another part that knows if she does 

I’m going to get angry and throw a glass of water on her. She’s got conflicting 

desires. But I do not believe that Zelda contemplates those parts, she doesn’t 

have a “relation which relates to itself.” As far as I know Zelda doesn’t have 

self consciousness. 

 

“A synthesis is a relation between two terms.” 
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What he calls “terms” is what psychologists call sub personalities, what 

Freud called the Id, Ego, and Super ego. What Christians call flesh vs. spirit.  

 

“Looked at in this way a human being is not yet a self.” 

 

To be fully human means to be fully integrated. As he says elsewhere, “Purity 

of heart is to will one thing.” Until we get a handle on these conflicting parts, 

and manage some kind of truce, we were be in despair, we will experience the 

sickness unto death. When the self relates to itself like a king ruling over 

unruly subjects of the kingdom we’ll achieve a measure of peace.  

 

That’s just the first paragraph. In subsequent chapters Kierkegaard offers ways to 

manage the self. He begins, not surprisingly since he’s a Christian, with a 

suggestion that we “relate to that which created it,” namely God.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Remember Oliver Sak’s book called Awakenings? Robin Williams portrayed a 

doctor who gave catatonic patients dopamine and they came to life. Soren 

Kierkegaard’s plan for this book is like dopamine, trying to wake us up to a 

condition we’re not even aware of. The book’s sub title is, A Christian 

psychological exposition for edification and awakening. By calling attention 

to these hard to manage parts he’s trying to motivate us to quit struggling and 

overcome our despair. 

 

Several salient ideas from future chapters hint at his remedy.  

 

� The self is trapped in a contradiction is can not resolve on its own. It’s either 

too weak or it resists the help that God offers.  

� Sparrow doesn’t’ know it exists before God. p. 62.  

� Our identity is grounded either in itself (autonomy) or other (God).  

� Relationship with God equips us to integrate these disparate parts.  

� How does the core self know how to manage these parts? What kind of person 

should they become? Are we determined by some ideal identity informed by 

our family of origin, or God, or Others? 

� God: The power that establishes the self.  


