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1 Introduction 

The decreasing participation of North American young people in church life and Sunday worship 

has been widely observed. Two landmark studies (the Renegotiating Faith Study in Canada, and 

the National Study of Youth and Religion in the U.S.) present the general rate of attrition in North 

America: about 19% of Canadian respondents raised in the church gave up their faith 

commitments during young adulthood.
1
 And 18% of U.S. respondents gave up their faith 

commitments during young adulthood.
2
 Further, upward of 59% of U.S. young people have for a 

                                                
1 Rick Hiemstra, Lorianne Dueck and Matthew Blackaby, Renegotiating Faith: The Delay in Young Adult Identity 

Formation and What It Means for the Church in Canada (Toronto: Faith Today, 2018), 104. 
2 Christian Smith and Patricia Snell, Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 112. 



2 

 

time dropped out of church attendance, after having attended regularly.
3
 With young people 

(adolescents and emerging adults) placing less value on church life, congregations are anxious 

about retaining this demographic. Congregations may regard the struggle to retain young people 

as a symbolic fight against the perceived threat of secularism.
4
 Contributing to this anxiety is a 

sense that the church can be infected by secular influence, or cleansed if the church is 

safeguarded from this influence.
5
  

In anxious ministry, churches might try to secure young people’s fidelity as a means of 

fighting against perceived secular incursion. Churches are right to want to lead young people into 

the Christian life. But the instinct to aim at soliciting and securing Christian identity 

commitments from young people can become an exercise in identity foreclosure. Attempting to 

secure particular identity commitments from young people is referred to as identity foreclosure.
6
 

Foreclosure occurs when identity commitments are expected or assigned, rather than discerned 

or chosen for oneself. In foreclosure, young people are treated as a means to an end, and not an 

end in themselves.  

Philosopher and theologian Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855) has explored themes of 

Christian selfhood and identity in his writings. Kierkegaard identifies two primary reasons why 

activity resembling identity foreclosure is problematic for the formation of a person’s Christian 

identity. First, addressing young people as a means to an end fails to appreciate a young person’s 

                                                
3 David Kinnaman, You Lost Me: Why Young Christians Are Leaving Church… and Rethinking Faith (Grand 

Rapids: Baker, 2011), 24. 
4 Andrew Root, Faith Formation in a Secular Age: Responding to the Church’s Obsession with Youthfulness (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 107. 
5 James K. A. Smith, How (Not) To Be Secular: Reading Charles Taylor (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 29. 
6 James Marcia, “Ego Identity Status: Relationship to Change in Self-Esteem, General Maladjustment, and 

Authoritarianism.” Journal of Personality 34, no.1 (1967): 119. 
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responsibility before God for their own selfhood.
7
 Foreclosure on a young people’s identity can 

short-circuit their own discernment of God’s presence and call in their lives. Second, 

Kierkegaard emphasises that Christianity entails self-renunciation.
8
 Such a choice should be a 

matter of choice and decision. While Christian formation is nurtured within a church community, 

the Christian life is also a matter of an individual’s sustained choice and commitment. This self-

renunciation that enables love for God and neighbour is a decision of a clear and sober mind, and 

in the end not solely a socialised outcome. On these accounts, there is a need to challenge and 

renew the church’s vision for faith and identity formation of young people.  

Instead of the church operating with an impulse toward identity foreclosure, an alternate 

approach toward Christian formation of young people can be articulated. Bringing Søren 

Kierkegaard’s thought to bear upon our contemporary situation provides an avenue of 

theological reflection that may helpfully shift the conversation from one of ‘striving to retain 

young people’ to ‘helping young people hear God’s call.’ This shift in focus elevates the place of 

God’s calling in Christian formation, and cautions against the human impulse to foreclose upon 

young people’s sense of self. Despite the anxieties of a generational gap in church life, the 

response is not in making identity demands of young people, but will involve orienting young 

people toward hearing and responding to God’s call. 

 

2  Outlining Identity Theory 

Assumptions about identity formation in young people can be helpfully informed by a range of 

                                                
7 Søren Kierkegaard, “The Sickness Unto Death: A Christian Psychological Exposition for Edification and 

Awakening, 1849” in Fear and Trembling The Sickness Unto Death, trans., ed. W. Lowrie (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1941), 283. 
8 Søren Kierkegaard, Works of Love, 1847, trans., eds. H. V. Hong and E. H. Hong. (New York: Harper Perennial, 

1962), 67–68. 



4 

 

seminal voices. Erik Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development places the task of identity 

formation within the adolescent years. The achievement of a stable sense of identity is the 

principal crisis to be resolved in adolescence and young adulthood. This task is to forage a 

“working unity” between one’s childhood experiences and the hopes for adulthood.”
9
 For 

Erikson, identity formation is a matter of ordering diverse senses of identity into a coherent, 

ordered, whole. He writes that the challenge of identity formation is to address “all significant 

identifications… in order to make a unique and a reasonably coherent whole of them.”
10

 

Identity in Erikson’s account is formed as one makes deliberate choices about where a 

person will position themselves amid a range of polarities.
11

 These polarities include decisions 

about how pious or freethinking will a person be, or how individualistic or conformist a person 

will be. By bringing definition and resolution to these polarities, the adolescent person creates 

the mental and moral horizons in which their identity takes shape.
12

 Formulating a religious 

identity is also part of this adolescent crisis. The religious dimension of identity “elaborates on 

what feels profoundly true even though it is not demonstrable.”
13

  

James E. Marcia built upon Erikson’s writings about identity, creating a theory of identity 

status.  Marcia identifies four statuses of ego identity.
14

 Identity Achievement occurs when an 

individual has attained an identity after a period of crisis. An identity is a high level of 

commitment to a particular occupation and ideology. Identity Moratorium occurs when an 

                                                
9 Erik Erikson, Young Man Luther: A Study in Psychoanalysis and History (New York: N. N. Norton and Company, 

1692), 14. 
10 Erik Erikson, Identity and the Life Cycle (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1980), 121. Erikson continues, 

“The final identity, then, as fixed at the end of adolescence is superordinated to any single identification with 

individuals of the past: it includes all significant identifications, but it also alters them in order to make a unique 

and a reasonably coherent whole of them.” 
11 Erik Erikson, Childhood and Society (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, Second edition, 1963), 286. 
12 Erik Erikson, Identity: Youth and Crisis (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1968), 20. 
13 Erikson, Young Man Luther, 21–22. 
14 James E. Marcia, “Ego Identity Status,” 118–133. 
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individual rejects their current identity commitments. This situation is precipitated by a crisis. 

There is often a vague sense of which identity commitments a person might adopt, but no 

commitment yet. Identity Diffusion is a state of low crisis and low identity commitment. There is 

little in this state that might push a person into forming a lasting pattern of identity commitment. 

Identity Foreclosure is an identity status that occurs when identity commitments are deeply held, 

but not as a result of crisis and personal searching. Identity foreclosure is the result of an identity 

being assigned to a person, rather than a person choosing an identity. A follow-up study found 

that identity statuses (save for Moratorium) could be sustained over time, and that Moratorium 

always results in an identity change.
15

 Longitudinal studies have shown that identity status 

changes are not the sole domain of adolescents. Status changes are also present in young 

adulthood and beyond, and tend to follow periods of life transition.
16

 

 Identity is not only a set of facts about an individual, or a set of commitments an 

individual holds. Identity is a task to be achieved within the human experience of past, present 

and future time, and therefore identity has a narrative structure.
17

 A personal identity contains 

stories about one’s past, gives meaning to one’s present, and contains projections about one’s 

future. Charles Gerkin speaks about the importance of story for selfhood saying “By means of 

stories of the self and of the world around us we hold together events, persons, and experiences 

that would otherwise be fragmented. To be a person is therefore to live in a story.”
18

 

To be a Christian person means one’s storied identity is conditioned by Christian claims 

and the Christian story. David F. White observes that young people’s Christian identity takes 

                                                
15 James E. Marcia, “Identity Six Years After: A Follow Up Study,” Journal of Youth and Adolescence 5 no. 2 

(1976): 145–160. 
16 James E. Marcia, “Identity in Adolescence,” in Handbook of Adolescent Psychology, ed. J. Adelson (New York: 

Wiley, 1980), 159–187. 
17 Andrew D. Lester, Hope in Pastoral Care and Counseling (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1995), 30. 
18 Charles V. Gerkin, Widening the Horizons: Pastoral Responses to a Fragmented Society (Louisville: Westminster 

John Knox, 1986), 52. 
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shape as the Christian story is meaningfully related to their lived experience.
19

 Such a person 

adopts the Christian story to make sense of their own past, present and future. Jason Lief 

encourages nurturing such a process, but cautions the church against “anxious attempts to 

control” young people’s identities.
20

 Lief argues that the Christian life (and identity) is rightly 

embraced by young people responding to “the call of the crucified and resurrected Christ.”
21

 

While it is the church’s task to nurture the Christian faith and identity of young people, it cannot 

be the church’s task to attempt to control and foreclose on young people’s identity. 

 

3 A Generative Starting Point 

The course of theological reflection taken up here has its genesis in an unusual, yet generative 

situation. Edward Farley observes that situations—even as mundane as grocery shopping—

evoke responses from participants and can be interrogated from the lens of faith.
22

  Though late 

night talk shows present as light-hearted or maybe even irreverent, there is, following Farley’s 

observations, space for theological reflection on their content. This could be particularly true 

when considering adolescents and emerging adults, as the late night talk genera is formatted to 

engage young people. With this in mind attention is turned to one of the more unusual shows in 

late night: 

The Late Late Show With Craig Ferguson (2005–2014) featured standard fare for late 

night talk-shows: crude jokes, sexual innuendo, and off-the-wall antics. Amid these features of 

the late night talk-show format, Ferguson also included periodic commentary on personal 

                                                
19 David F. White, Dreamcare: A Theology of Youth, Spirit, and Vocation (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2013), 15. 
20 Jason Lief, Poetic Youth Ministry: Learning to Love Young People by Letting them Go (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 

2015), 199. 
21 Ibid., 109. 
22 Edward Farley, “Interpreting Situations,” in The Promise of Practical Theology: Formation and Reflection, eds. 

L. S. Mudge and J. N. Poling (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978): 14. 
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identity and the moral life. Ferguson spoke candidly about his struggle with alcoholism, 

eulogised his parents, delivered an address on the night of the Boston Marathon bombing (April 

15, 2013), and hosted Bishop Desmond Tutu for a feature length interview—an interview that 

won him a Peabody award. Fans of the show will also remember Ferguson interviewing moral 

philosopher Jonathan Dancy, his refusals to make light of celebrity addictions, his interest in the 

depth psychology of Carl Jung, and of significance to this paper, his sustained interest in Søren 

Kierkegaard’s existential and moral philosophy.  

The late-night talk show is aimed at a target viewer aged 18 to 34.
23

 We might initially 

assume that the target viewer of Ferguson’s show is not interested in moral reflection and 

selfhood. Yet young people can, and do, formulate moral judgments and exhibit concern about 

their developing moral character.
24

 Even adolescents given to delinquent behaviour have the 

capacity for developed moral reflection, though their moral capabilities may not be represented 

in their actions.
25

 Though the tone of The Late Late Show was characteristic of late night 

comedy, when Ferguson did aim the show at more than just entertainment, his audience signalled 

in their attention that they were interested in what he had to say. 

During an in-show interview with Claire Danes (Feb 5, 2010), Ferguson characterised 

Kierkegaard’s moral philosophy saying “only the noble of heart are called to difficulty.”
26

 

Ferguson’s candour was striking as he confidently spoke about the moral life. But instead of 

                                                
23 Horace Newcomb, The Encyclopedia of Television: Volume 1 (New York: Fitzroy Dearborn, 2nd edition 2004), 

110. 
24 Lawrence Kohlberg and Carol Gilligan, “The Adolescent as a Philosopher: The Discovery of the Self in a 

Postconventional World,” Daedalus 100 no. 4 (1971): 1071. 
25 Gregory J. Jurkovic, “The Juvenile Delinquent as a Moral Philosopher: A Structural-Developmental Perspective,” 

Psychological Bulletin 88 no. 3 (1980): 718. 
26 Ferguson’s quote appears to be a paraphrase. Kierkegaard originally wrote: “the task must be made difficult, for 

only the difficult inspires the noble of heart” [Søren Kierkegaard, Søren Kierkegaard’s Journals and Papers: 

Volume 1, c.1834–1855, trans., eds. H. V. Hong and E. H. Hong (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 

1967), 302.] In the broader context of the text, Kierkegaard is speaking about presenting the challenge of the moral 

life. Those who accept the challenge of the moral quest will be those with noble hearts. 
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prescribing moral rules to his viewers, Ferguson appeared to implicitly invite his viewers to 

reflect upon the challenge of the moral life for themselves. Ferguson’s challenge to viewers was 

not in imposing a set of rules, but an invitation to engage the moral life for themselves.  

There is perhaps something to be uncovered in Fergus’s intuitions about moral identity 

that can inform how ministry with young people is approached. Ferguson’s approach was 

similar, and possibly inspired by Kierkegaard’s own approach. If Ferguson’s regular Kierkegaard 

citations were a reflection of his audience’s willingness to engage, this implicit approach to 

evoking moral and identity reflection found resonance among Ferguson’s viewership. It would 

be a misstep for the church to reproduce The Late Late Show in its ministry approach to young 

people. It would also be a misstep to turn youth group meetings into Kierkegaard studies. But it 

possible that Ferguson’ intuitions on The Late Late Show can helpfully orientate us to a different 

path, away from anxiously seeking to foreclose on young people’s Christian identities. Perhaps 

we can speak about Christian identity and the moral life in such a way that young people are 

invited to take ownership of their own selfhood. 

This way of approaching Christian identity among young people is to give them the task 

of reflecting upon their own identity. Though Ferguson’s show is a starting point for reflection 

on the self (and the moral life), it is not an end. To develop the avenue of reflection identified 

with Ferguson, it will be important to examine Kierkegaard himself, and parse some of his life 

and thought. 

 

3.1  Kierkegaard and the Search for Self 

Born 1813 in Copenhagen Denmark, Søren Kierkegaard grew up in a family with some wealth. 

His father was stern, and expected that his children would come to exhibit cherished Christian 
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virtues. As a school-aged boy, Kierkegaard was said to be full of energy; happy, trusting, and 

innocent.
27

 But as Søren grew up, he began to fall short of his father’s expectations. As a young 

man, Kierkegaard adopted the life of a cosmopolitan socialite. He enjoyed the opera, parties, and 

the pursuit of young women. Young Kierkegaard could be accused of being cocky, possessing an 

untamed cleverness, and plagued by the leisure his family’s wealth afforded him. Though he 

attempted not to let on, inwardly, Kierkegaard also held these same criticisms of himself. 

Probing and examining himself within the pages of his journal entries, Kierkegaard earnestly 

sought to understand who he was, and who he should desire to become.
28

 Under the façade of his 

cosmopolitan socialite presentation, Søren Kierkegaard was prone to despair. The despair 

Kierkegaard harboured was not properly hopelessness or sadness. Rather, his despair arose from 

the sense that he was responsible to God for whom he would become as a self. The weight of this 

freedom and responsibility for Kierkegaard was felt to be an overwhelming burden.
29

 The feeling 

of the weight of selfhood led Kierkegaard to reflect on selfhood in his writing.  

Focused on mastering his own selfhood, Kierkegaard grew suspicious of that which he 

termed “the crowd.” Said Kierkegaard: “The crowd, is essentially what I am aiming my 

polemical arrow at; and it was Socrates who taught me to do so. I want people to sit up and take 

notice, to prevent them from idling away and wasting their lives.”
30

 Kierkegaard held that it was 

an affront to the God-given personhood each individual receives, to surrender their self-identity 

or self-conception to the crowd. Kierkegaard writes in his journal, “…in the eyes of God, the 

infinite spirit, all the millions that have lived and now live do not make a crowd, He only sees 

                                                
27 Perry D. LeFevre, The Prayers of Kierkegaard (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1956), 126. 
28 Joakim Gaff, Søren Kierkegaard: A Biography, trans. B. H. Kirmmse (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2005), 98–99. 
29 LeFevre, The Prayers of Kierkegaard, 129. 
30 Søren Kierkegaard, The Diary of Søren Kierkegaard, ed. P. P. Rohde (New York: Citadel, 1988), 104. 
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each individual.”
31

 For some people, finds Kierkegaard, it is “too venturesome a thing to be 

himself [sic.]” and “far easier and safer to be like the others, to become an imitation, a number, a 

cipher in the crowd.”
32

 Letting go of one’s selfhood to the crowd is tempting for the crowd has 

“power, influence and reputation.”
33

 Despite this temptation, Kierkegaard calls his readers to 

hold fast to their individual selfhood because the crowd’s tyranny is to always overlook the 

individual. The decision to defer one’s choices about selfhood to the crowd is an act of 

disobedience to God. To Kierkegaard, “every man [sic.] is primitively planned to be a self; 

appointed to become oneself.”
34

 

The Christianity of the Danish state church did not help Kierkegaard with his existential 

problem. With the church a fixture of culture, the people of Kierkegaard’s time tended to inhabit 

Christian identity in the same way they assumed Danish citizenship: both national and religious 

identities were bestowed upon the individual at birth. This uncritical assumption about the 

requirements of the Christian life became to be the object of much of Kierkegaard’s writing. 

Kierkegaard claimed that the Christianity the Danish state practised was no longer a matter of a 

“radical and decisive choice,” but a matter taken for granted and therefore adopted without 

decision.
35

 In his view, “Christendom has done away with Christianity, without being quite 

aware of it. The consequence is that, if anything is to be done, one must try again to introduce 

Christianity into Christendom.”
36

  

In its cultural position, the church became another sort of crowd that people surrendered 

                                                
31 Ibid., 106. 
32 Kierkegaard, “Sickness Unto Death,” 303. 
33 Søren Kierkegaard, “The Crowd is Untruth, 1847,” in Writings of Kierkegaard, ed. A. Uyl, trans. L. M. Hollander 

(Woodstock, ON: Devoted, 2016), 95. 
34 Kierkegaard, “Sickness Unto Death,” 302. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Søren Kierkegaard, Training in Christianity, 1850, trans. W. Lowrie (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1941), 39. 
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their selfhood to which was an issue for Kierkegaard rejected the idea that being a Christian is a 

matter of fitting in with the crowd. He believed the church was willfully negligent, and therefore 

complicit in this state of affairs.
37

 Kierkegaard charged that the Christendom of his time was 

subverting the ability of Danish people to make a genuine decision about the Christian life. The 

task of attaining selfhood is a demanding task; a burden that cannot be left to anyone else but 

one’s self. For Kierkegaard, the  Christian life is not a matter of defaulting to culture’s religious 

norms – even if they are Christian in character. Rather, the Christian life and the task of selfhood 

are embarked upon through decision and choice. Kierkegaard therefore took upon himself the 

project of calling his readers to become responsible for who they are, by deliberately choosing 

how to live.
38

 Levelling his accusations against the church in his journals, Kierkegaard writes 

“They have changed Christianity and have made it too much of a consolation, and forgotten that 

it is a demand upon man [sic.]. Woe unto the lax preachers! As a result it will be that much 

harder for him who must preach Christianity anew.”
39

  

Though he was suspicious of the church, Kierkegaard believed that the path toward 

selfhood required Christianity.  In his view “wherever Christianity is, there is also self-

renunciation, which is Christianity’s essential form.”
40

 Kierkegaard believed such self-

renunciation was the first step toward selfhood. Like Abraham who exercised faith by trusting 

God with Isaac’s life, selfhood is gained by making the difficult decision to completely trust God 

with one’s own life.  For Kierkegaard, becoming a self was not a matter of playing it safe and 

assuming a docile life as citizen and churchperson. Rather selfhood requires venturing oneself 

                                                
37 Mark A. Tietjen, Kierkegaard: A Christian Missionary to Christians (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Academic, 

2016), 116. 
38 Diogenes Allen, Three Outsiders: Pascal, Kierkegaard, Simone Weil (Cambridge: Cowley, 1983), 58. 
39 Kierkegaard, The Diary of Søren Kierkegaard, 148. 
40 Kierkegaard, Works of Love, 68. 



12 

 

and taking a risk to be different from the crowd. 

 

3.2  Parsing Selfhood in Kierkegaard 

The thought experiments and personal reflection that characterise Kierkegaard’s writings have 

been recognised as a helpful psychological account of religious identity.
41

 Kierkegaard was 

personally invested in his writing for it was in part through his writing that he struggled with his 

own selfhood.
42

 Despite Kierkegaard weaving what is personal into his work, his writing is also 

at times philosophically dense. It will be helpful to carefully parse some of Kierkegaard’s 

thought in order to access what he means to speak of with the language of selfhood.  

Kierkegaard employs the language of selfhood to reference a particular state of being. In 

the voice of his pseudonym Anti-Climacus, Kierkegaard speaks of the self as a synthesis of “the 

infinite and the finite, of the temporal and the eternal, of freedom and necessity.”
43

 For selfhood 

to occur, an individual is obliged to reconcile competing existential tensions. Selfhood requires 

integrating opposing relations into one’s identity. For example: among the possible life courses a 

person could take, a person can only position themselves in one. By choosing one, other 

possibilities are rejected. But the act of choosing one life course does not mean the other 

possibilities have ceased to exist. Neither does it mean that other possibilities have ceased to be 

attractive. This makes choosing a life course difficult. Yet not choosing does not alleviate the 

burden of choice. If a person avoids choosing a life course, so that all possibilities will continue 

to remain available, then no meaningful choice about selfhood has been made at all. It is in 

                                                
41 Sven H. Klempe, “Kierkegaard and Psychology as the Science of the Multifarious Life” Integrative Psychological 

& Behavioral Science 41 no. 3 (2013): 368. 
42 Merlod Westphal, “Kierkegaard’s Psychology and Unconscious Despair,” In International Kierkegaard 

Commentary: The Sickness Unto Death, ed. R. L. Perkins (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1987), 40. 
43 Kierkegaard, Sickness Unto Death, 269. 
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synthesising these competing tensions that selfhood emerges.  

Through parsing selfhood in this way, Kierkegaard intends to mount a critique of 

Hegelian dialectics.
44

 Hegel proposed that truth is arrived at by resolving the logical tensions 

between a thesis and antithesis. Kierkegaard rejects the Hegelian dialectic, insisting that 

polarities of truth are not always resolved. He uses the terminology of “synthesis” to indicate that 

the polarities of selfhood remain distinct, even as they are brought in to relation together in 

selfhood.  The relation between polarities is essential to maintain in selfhood, for Kierkegaard 

believes the trajectory of the Hegelian dialectic would eventually dissolve all distinct identit ies 

into “undifferentiated unity.”
45

 Kierkegaard believes that the constraints and defined boundaries 

of personal identity are necessary for selfhood. He observes that only one person can be Cesar, 

and because of this, everyone cannot choose to be Cesar.
46

 But those who are not Cesar, are not 

relieved of the task of selfhood. They must forge an identity with defined boundaries for 

themselves too. 

 The requirement of selfhood involves making a definite stand somewhere. In the voice of 

Anti-Climacus, Kierkegaard has said “to have a self, to be a self, is the greatest concession made 

to man, but at the same time it is eternity’s demand upon him.”
47

 “Having” a self is a matter of 

ownership in the sense that selfhood is one’s own to mould and shape. And “being” a self is the 

qualifying requirement; we are each obliged to be the self that we have shaped. We cannot 

distance ourselves from the decisions we have made about our selfhood, but each are obliged to 

live the life we have shaped for ourselves. 

                                                
44 Mark C. Taylor, Journeys to Selfhood: Hegel and Kierkegaard (New York: Fordham University Press, 2000), 

170. 
45 Ibid., 171. 
46 Kierkegaard, “The Sickness Unto Death,” 279. 
47 Ibid., 283. 
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This ability to have a self, and the requirement that one be the self that one shapes, is a 

special gift, and a special responsibility. Kierkegaard calls the ability to shape one’s own self a 

“concession,” made to human beings alone among the created order. This concession (or gift) is 

not just a plaything to be enjoyed. The ability to shape one’s selfhood is also a sacred task. That 

we each do something with the personhood God gives us, says Kierkegaard, is “eternity’s 

demand” upon us. This demand of selfhood can be a source of anxiety. Even by opting not to 

make choices about selfhood, we are still—as it were—making a choice about our selfhood. A 

decision by omission is a real possibility in Kierkegaardian selfhood, and is to be avoided. 

Decision by omission is a failure of selfhood; a condition that can be brought about by existential 

anxiety.  

Kierkegaard speaks to this reality, saying in the pseudonym of Vigilius Haufniensis that 

“…anxiety is the dizziness of freedom.”
48

  With the anxiety that accompanies the task of 

selfhood, the gift of selfhood may not feel at all times like a gift. The gift of selfhood is also a 

burden. John Patton interprets and characterises Kierkegaard’s notion of selfhood, saying that the 

“Self is not a substance or permanent presence but a task to be achieved.”
49

 This task, however 

demanding, is not impossible. Our experiences of existential despair and anxiety are resolved in 

the presence of God. In the voice of Anti-Climacus, Kierkegaard instructs his readers “…by 

willing to be itself, the self is grounded transparently in the power that posited it.”
50

 Though both 

God and Christian community play critical roles in the shape of Christian selfhood, this being 

                                                
48 Søren Kierkegaard, The Concept of Anxiety: A Simple Psychologically Oriented Deliberation in View of the 

Dogmatic Problem of Hereditary Sin, 1844, trans., ed. A. Hannay (New York: Liveright, 2014), 75. 
49 John Patton, From Ministry to Theology: Pastoral Action and Reflection (Nashville: Abingdon, 1990), 72. 
50 Kierkegaard, “The Sickness Unto Death,” 271. 
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“grounded transparently” is initiated by a decisive act of personal human agency.
51

 By 

surrendering oneself, transparently before God, anxiety is alleviated and selfhood is gained. This 

absolute relation of oneself to God is the task of the Christian life. The Christian life is not a one-

time commitment, but an ongoing relation of the self to God. Kierkegaard speaks about the 

Christian life saying “…in relation to the absolute there is only one tense: the present.”
52

 In 

Kierkegaard’s view, it is the person who exists moment by moment, day by day, transparently 

before God, who has achieved the task of selfhood.  

Kierkegaard’s voice speaks to our contemporary situation. If the church looks to assign 

young people a Christian identity, selfhood is either lost or diminished. Instead selfhood is to be 

experienced as a compelling divinely given challenge. Selfhood is a quest that is taken up and 

wrestled with. The impulse to foreclose on young people’s Christian identity subverts the God-

given challenge of selfhood. Perhaps those who care for young people in Christian ministry 

would do well to help these young people face the challenge of identity not as a church issued 

demand, but instead, as a God-given calling.  

 

4 The Church, Post-Modernity, and Identity Formation 

There is a gulf of time and context that separate modern youth ministry from the church of 

Kierkegaard’s time. Yet both play at fostering a Christianity in which a decision for Christ is a 

foreclosed option. In the Christendom of Kierkegaard’s time, Christianity was assumed among 

the population. The force of Danish Christendom foreclosed other options. The thrust of 

Kierkegaard’s critique can also be directed toward some of the youth ministry intuitions of our 
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time. North American youth ministries in contemporary times can be tempted to try to foreclose 

on young people’s Christian identities for the sake of preserving the church.
53

 In both cases, 

though different contexts, Kierkegaard has something to say; selfhood and Christian identity 

cannot be prescribed, but must be worked out with fear and trembling in partnership with God. 

However Kierkegaard’s voice cannot be uncritically adopted in whole into our 

postmodern context. His thought is aligned with pre-modern thinkers; he advances a subjective 

epistemology to assume the truthfulness of Christian confession. Kierkegaard does not address 

the socially constructed and narratively bound sense of self that is foundational to post-modern 

understandings of identity. Jacco Hamman cautions against overwhelming individualisation, 

saying “It is an illusion, fueled by a principle such as Descartes’s ‘I think, therefore I am,’ that 

we are independent… being utterly alone is nearly impossible, for we also internalise our 

relationships and carry people with us, even when no one is in sight.”
54

 We broadly recognise in 

our postmodern world that religious selfhood is shaped and informed by our communities of 

faith. However Kierkegaard’s voice still has something to say to our contemporary situation. He 

is concerned with the struggle for authentic self-hood; a concern that gains prominence in post-

modern identity theory.
55

 This search for authentic selfhood should also be understood as a 

different type of quest than the path of solitary humanistic ‘self-actualisation.’
56

 Yes, to be a self 

is to be an individual, but always at the same time an individual in relationship. Even 

Kierkegaard was shaped by the relationships he found himself in for we can observe his written 

works covertly examine his relationships. For example, his stern father is imaged through the 

                                                
53 Efforts to foreclose on young people’s identity may also be a result of ministry worker’s desire to be validated or 

feel successful in ministry, however addressing the inner life of ministers is beyond the scope of this article. 
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2013), 146–147. 
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character sketch of a judge in Either/Or, and his fiancé Regine in several reflections on marriage. 

Kierkegaard’s voice addresses youth ministry in North America at a time when two 

dominant approaches to faith formation have shaped our vision and practice. One prominent 

approach to faith formation has been to involve young people in the formative practices of the 

church. We have noticed that Christian identity tends to form if young people regularly 

participate in Christian social practices.
57

 Parents’ efforts in religious socialisation have been 

demonstrated to contribute to a sense of religious group affiliation.
58

 This enculturation into the 

Christian life is a critical means through which young people learn what it means to live a 

Christian way of life, and identify as a Christian.
59

 A second approach emphasises the role 

Christian education plays in the formation of Christian faith and Christian identity. Prior to the 

rise of the postmodern perspective, Christian education was the primary way the church sought 

to form its young people into disciples of Christ.
60

 The aim of Christian education is to teach 

Christian truth for the purpose of understanding and obedience.
61

 The teaching ministry of the 

church also supports the life of faith by providing instruction and direction.
62

 

Both approaches to faith formation are good and important. Yet it is possible that either 

approach can lose its theological grounding and become an exercise in foreclosure.
63

 This occurs 

if the church begins to treat these approaches to ministry as levers to secure young people’s 
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allegiance. If this occurs, young people are not addressed as thinking, willing and feeling 

persons. Their Christian identity is assumed not because it is chosen, but because it is a default 

response to carefully orchestrated circumstances.
64

 In this approach it can be the case that young 

people are regarded as projects to be pushed through Christian programs into Christian molds. In 

an outcome-focused approach, more emphasis is placed on securing Christian identity, and less 

is placed on the personhood of individuals whose identities are being formed. 

The impulse of churches with this view is to usher young people toward identifying with 

the church’s ideals. In a certain light, it could be said that this is the right impulse to have. The 

church is a Spirit formed community, and young people could quite possibly discover their 

identity through the life of the church. But this mode of thinking can also have a dark side. 

Working to shape young people into the image of the church’s ideals can become an exercise in 

meeting the interests of the church’s institutional life. What is assumed to be Christian nurture is 

sometimes provided through what has been described as “networks of power and influence.”
65

 

These networks of power and influence are not structured for the patient and caring task of 

accompanying a young person as they take up the task of identity formation. As this occurs the 

church addresses young people primarily as a means to an end, and not wholly as ends in 

themselves. Through such an approach, the identity quest of a young person is foreclosed upon 

as the church’s identity outcomes are advanced. The unexpected outcome of this approach is that 

the church has actually done a disservice to young people’s faith formation. Says Andrew Root: 

Youth ministry, I believe, has ironically fallen short in faith formation because it has 

gripped young people too tightly. And, gripping them too tightly, it has seen the idea as 

more efficient than the biblical reality of personhood. For it appears that ideas can be 

finalised and foreclosed on, but personhood needs to always be tended, embraced, and 

cared for. Youth ministry has been tempted to want young people to foreclose on the idea 
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of Jesus as proof of a formed faith, rather than to live day-to-day in communities… [that] 

encounter the living personhood of Christ as they share in each other’s person.
66

  

 

It would be inappropriate to wield influence in order to shape others into our own image 

and according to our own interests. Christians confess that each of us is made in the image of 

God (Gen 1:27). To recognise that we are each in the image of God, means also recognising that 

we are not made in each other’s image. Henri Nouwen has explored the metaphor of hospitality 

as a way to speak of the nurture that Christian ministry provides to young people. For Nouwen, 

Christian hospitality “is not a subtle invitation to adopt the lifestyle of the host but the gift of a 

chance for guests to find their own.”
67

 Sarah Bixler reminds us to be cautious with approaches to 

Christian formation and identity that rely primarily upon psychosocial levers.
68

  Though 

Christian nurture is meaningfully offered through the practices and teaching of the church, the 

inner self is formed finally in the dialectic between God and individual.
69

 The selfhood that each 

of us has, is given to us by God. Each of us has a single life that is lived before our maker. While 

we are responsible to each other for our character, we are responsible first, to God. Each of us 

are charged with working out our “own salvation with fear and trembling,” while at the same 

time it is God who works in us “to will and to act in order to fulfil his good purpose.” (Phil. 

2:12–13, NIV) Against the temptation to advance a Christian identity upon young people, 

perhaps instead our efforts in faith formation might be oriented to helping young people hear 

God’s call.  
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4.1 Calling: Jonah as a Biblical Image 

Images and metaphors provide vision for shaping ministry practice. A biblical image depicting 

the struggle for selfhood can be seen in the character of Jonah. The story of Jonah can serve as a 

guide to inform the church’s ministry with young people. God’s call to Jonah was ostensibly a 

call to announce God’s judgement and mercy. Yet at the same time, God’s call to Jonah was also 

a call for Jonah to struggle with who he was. Jonah has been characterised as a narcissist moving 

toward redemption.
70

 He has been seen as a character who is struggling to overcome his anger.
71

 

And one who is afflicted with a “repressed consciousness of responsibility.”
72

 Critically, and in 

addition these other evaluations of Jonah, it has been argued that a root cause of his child-like 

impulses has been unresolved crises in Jonah’s own identity.
73

 Although God could bend Jonah 

to his will, God allows Jonah to wrestle with what it means to live a holy life. The story of Jonah 

is as much about Nineveh’s repentance, as it is about Jonah coming to terms with his identity and 

owning who he is.
74

 We observe in the story of Jonah that it is through hearing and responding to 

God’s call that Jonah’s moves to resolve his selfhood. 

God is not in a rush in the story of Jonah. He allows time and decision to refine Jonah’s 

character and sense of self. Yet at neither does God abandon Jonah. Perhaps youth ministry 

should take some cues from the character and action of God in the Jonah story. Singer-

songwriter Jason Upton has captured Jonah’s story in lyric, moulding the story in such a way that 

the lyric portrays God’s willingness to allow his children to struggle toward selfhood. Upton sets 
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these ideas in lyrics as he sings: 

I've been calling you to go to the city 

I've been watching you every day 

Now I'm paying for a one way ticket 

For a ship that sails the opposite way 

 

And you laugh and you cry 

And you live and you die 

Because you don't really know who you are 

All alone in this world 

Orphan boy orphan girl 

Because you don't really know who you are 

 

Run baby run 

My hands release you 

Baby run baby run 

Just as fast as you can 

Run till your legs lead your heart to the real truth 

You're my daughter my son 

So run baby run baby run 

 

Hear me laughing as you run from your calling 

See me crying see me crying in the storms that rage 

One way or another you will be going 

To obey is such an easier way
75

 

 

God’s interaction with Jonah does not aim at foreclosure of identity, but at conveying calling. 

Through his running and stumbling, Jonah begins to come to terms with his identity and God’s 

call. God permits Jonah to wander, but He also continues calls to him in the midst of his 

wandering. Allowing young people the space to work out their own selfhood is not a matter of 

abandoning them to their own devices. But it is to allow young people the space to make a 

decision about selfhood, while also making wisdom and care available along the way. 

Within the activity of youth ministry, there is space to elevate the question of who a 

young person is becoming. There is also space to suggest that young people should consider 

whether or not they want to be this person that they are becoming. One way or another, young 
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people are making choices about selfhood. Inviting young people to consider the self and 

character they wish to live before God with, moves the onus for the Christian identity of young 

people off of ministry staff, and onto the individual themselves. In Kierkegaard’s view, this is 

where the responsibility for selfhood rightly rests. The wisdom that is gained in this process is 

the wisdom of selfhood. And selfhood, Kierkegaard has reminded us, is both a gift and a 

responsibility given by God. 

 

5 Avenue for Further Scholarship  

A course of further scholarship can be identified. While a theology of calling is broadly germane 

to identity formation, there may be some use in centring Christian identity formation within 

gendered experience. The primary theorists being addressed in this paper assume a male frame of 

reference while reflecting on identity. Yet we know that there are nuanced differences between 

male and female experience of identity formation.  

Carol Gilligan has pushes back on the universal assumptions in Erik Erikson’s identity 

theory. She observes that while male identity focuses on achievement and “individuation,” 

female identity is oriented toward care.
76

 Erikson’s theory also struggles to account for a more 

socially bounded identity that is reported within women’s experience.
77

 Marcia’s conclusions 

have been drawn from research directed at adolescent and college-aged males.
78

 Sylvia Walsh 

has observed that while Kierkegaard’s work is important and relevant to both masculine and 
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feminine experience, his notions of selfhood tend to skew toward masculine perspective.
79

  

As we the church want to be faithful in nurturing the Christian identity all of God’s 

children, it is relevant to recognize that the content of this paper adopts masculine assumptions 

about identity and identity formation. 

 

6 Conclusions 

Several general conclusions were set forward in the preceding pages. Amid the anxiety of losing 

younger generations from church life, churches can be tempted to try to secure young people’s 

Christian confession by any means that appears to offer hopeful promise. This is an 

understandable this impulse, for churches love and care for young people. Churches also want to 

faithfully engage the mission of God in the world. A caution has been identified however; the 

anxiety of losing young people from church fellowship may change the quality of attention 

young people receive. Instead of being approached as persons God cares for, anxiety in churches 

can cause young people to be viewed as potential church members needing to be secured against 

slipping away. 

We the church, ought to be careful about how we address young people who are forming 

their identities. Care should be taken to see identity from a theological perspective. The task of 

identity is given by God: Christian identity is a calling to be worked out in partnership with God 

(see Phil. 2:12–13). Though perhaps counterintuitive within our early-twenty-first century North 

America, there is wisdom in not grasping for young people with a desire to retain them in 

church. Christian ministry is not about forcing Christian outcomes, but about helping young 

people to hear and respond to Christ’s call. Articulating the challenge of selfhood and the 
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Christian life turns the task of selfhood over to its rightful bearer: the individual who is 

responsible to God for their character. Though invariably some will turn away, others will hear 

and respond to God’s call for themselves.  
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