
kierkegaard purity of heart is to will one thing

kierkegaard purity of heart is to will one thing is a profound philosophical and theological concept
introduced by Søren Kierkegaard, a seminal figure in existentialist thought. This phrase encapsulates the
essence of Kierkegaard’s reflections on sincerity, intention, and moral focus. In his work, purity of heart
signifies the alignment of one’s will towards a singular, unified purpose, representing authentic existence
and spiritual integrity. Understanding this concept requires delving into Kierkegaard’s broader
philosophical themes such as subjectivity, faith, and the self’s relation to the divine. This article explores the
meaning of “purity of heart is to will one thing,” its implications for personal ethics, and its relevance in
contemporary philosophical discourse. The discussion will also address how Kierkegaard’s ideas contrast
with other ethical frameworks and the practical applications of willing one thing in modern life. Below is a
detailed table of contents outlining the key sections of this exploration.
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Understanding Kierkegaard’s Concept of Purity of Heart
The phrase “purity of heart is to will one thing” originates from Søren Kierkegaard’s 1847 work titled
Purity of Heart Is to Will One Thing. This work emphasizes the importance of singularity in intention and
the unity of purpose as essential to authentic moral and spiritual life. Kierkegaard argues that a pure heart is
characterized by focused willpower directed towards a single, coherent goal, which for him is ultimately
related to the divine or the good. Purity here is not merely an ethical ideal but a condition of inward
sincerity and integrity, reflecting the true self’s alignment with its highest calling.

Kierkegaard’s notion challenges the fragmentation of will often seen in everyday life, where competing
desires and external influences dilute one’s focus. Purity of heart demands a radical inwardness and
commitment that transcends superficial actions or societal expectations. This concept is closely tied to
Kierkegaard’s existential emphasis on the individual and the subjective experience of truth.



Definition and Key Characteristics
Purity of heart involves several defining features:

Singularity of Will: The determination to will one thing, undistracted by conflicting desires.

Inwardness: A focus on internal sincerity rather than external appearances.

Authenticity: Commitment to one’s true self and highest values.

Spiritual Orientation: Often interpreted as willing the good in relation to God or ultimate truth.

The Philosophical Foundations of Will
Central to Kierkegaard’s assertion is the concept of will, which he treats as a fundamental aspect of human
existence. The will is not merely about decision-making but embodies the core of individual freedom and
selfhood. To “will one thing” is to exercise the will as a unified, coherent force that shapes the self and its
relation to the world.

Kierkegaard’s treatment of will integrates both ethical and existential dimensions, highlighting the tension
between human freedom and responsibility. The purity of heart, therefore, is a state in which the will is
free from fragmentation, hesitation, or duplicity.

Will as a Unifying Force
The will functions as a unifying principle that organizes desires, intentions, and actions. Kierkegaard
suggests that when the will is divided or scattered, the self becomes disjointed and loses its integrity.
Wiling one thing means achieving harmony within the self, which is essential for authentic existence.

Will and Freedom
Freedom in Kierkegaard’s philosophy is not the absence of constraint but the capacity to will genuinely and
consistently. Purity of heart elevates this freedom by directing it towards a singular, meaningful purpose,
thereby avoiding the existential despair caused by indecision or self-contradiction.



Purity of Heart in Relation to Faith and Subjectivity
Kierkegaard famously emphasized subjectivity as the realm where truth is realized, especially in matters of
faith. Purity of heart is intimately connected to this subjective truth, where willing one thing often
signifies a commitment to God or a divine good. This relationship highlights the spiritual dimension of
Kierkegaard’s philosophy.

Faith as a Singular Commitment
For Kierkegaard, faith involves a passionate, personal commitment that cannot be diluted or divided. The
purity of heart is the prerequisite for such faith, as it requires the will to fixate on God as the ultimate aim,
excluding all competing loyalties or distractions.

Subjectivity and Authenticity
Subjectivity, in Kierkegaard’s framework, is the locus of authentic existence. Purity of heart expresses this
authenticity by ensuring that the self is not fragmented but whole, unified by a single, chosen purpose.
The will to one thing is thus the foundation of genuine selfhood and spiritual vitality.

Ethical Implications of Willing One Thing
Willing one thing carries significant ethical implications, as it implies moral clarity, consistency, and
integrity. Kierkegaard’s call for purity of heart challenges individuals to align their actions with a coherent
ethical vision rather than succumbing to moral relativism or inconsistency.

This ethical perspective prioritizes the internal unity of the person over external conformity or social
approval. The purity of heart demands that ethical decisions arise from sincere commitment rather than
superficial compliance.

Consistency and Moral Integrity
A key ethical virtue emerging from willing one thing is consistency. A person with a pure heart acts in
accordance with a singular moral vision, which fosters trustworthiness and respect. This consistency also
enables moral growth and self-understanding.

Overcoming Ethical Fragmentation
Modern ethical challenges often stem from competing values and fragmented commitments. Kierkegaard’s
concept encourages overcoming this fragmentation through focused will, which facilitates ethical clarity



and purposefulness.

Contrasts with Other Ethical Philosophies
Kierkegaard’s emphasis on willing one thing differs from many traditional ethical systems that prioritize
universal rules, external duties, or social norms. His existential approach centers on individual subjectivity
and inwardness rather than objective moral codes.

Comparison with Kantian Ethics
While Kant stresses the universality of moral law and duty, Kierkegaard emphasizes the personal,
subjective commitment that may transcend such formalism. Purity of heart is less about adhering to
universal maxims and more about aligning the will with a singular, authentic purpose.

Difference from Utilitarianism
Utilitarianism focuses on maximizing overall happiness or utility, often requiring balancing multiple
interests. Kierkegaard’s ideal rejects such calculation in favor of a focused will, which prioritizes
authenticity over consequentialist considerations.

Practical Applications of Kierkegaard’s Idea Today
In contemporary contexts, Kierkegaard’s notion of purity of heart retains relevance in personal
development, ethics, and spirituality. The demand to will one thing invites individuals to cultivate clarity,
focus, and authenticity in a world marked by distraction and moral ambiguity.

Personal Development and Decision-Making
Embracing the principle of willing one thing can enhance individual decision-making by encouraging
focused goals and consistent values. This approach supports mental discipline and reduces the anxiety
associated with fragmented desires.

Ethical Leadership and Integrity
In leadership and professional settings, purity of heart translates into integrity and consistency. Leaders
who embody this principle can inspire trust and create coherent visions that unify teams and organizations.



Spiritual and Existential Growth
For those engaged in spiritual practice or existential inquiry, willing one thing serves as a guide for
deepening faith and authentic existence. It challenges individuals to confront internal contradictions and
commit wholeheartedly to their chosen path.

Summary of Practical Benefits

Enhanced focus and clarity in personal goals

Greater moral integrity and consistency

Reduced internal conflict and fragmentation

Stronger, authentic relationships and leadership

Deeper spiritual or existential fulfillment

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Kierkegaard's 'Purity of Heart Is to Will One
Thing'?
The main theme is the importance of singularity of purpose and sincerity in one's will, emphasizing that
true purity of heart comes from willing one thing wholeheartedly and without division.

How does Kierkegaard define 'purity of heart' in this work?
Kierkegaard defines purity of heart as the state of having a unified and undivided will, where an
individual is committed to one ultimate purpose or good, reflecting authenticity and integrity.

Why does Kierkegaard emphasize 'willing one thing' as essential to
purity of heart?
He believes that willing one thing signifies a focused and genuine commitment, avoiding inner conflict and
duplicity, which leads to a deeper spiritual and ethical life.



How is 'Purity of Heart Is to Will One Thing' relevant to modern
readers?
Modern readers can apply Kierkegaard's message by striving for authenticity and clarity in their values
and actions, helping to combat the distractions and fragmented intentions common in contemporary life.

What role does self-reflection play in achieving purity of heart according
to Kierkegaard?
Self-reflection is crucial as it helps individuals recognize their divided wills and encourages the process of
aligning their desires towards a singular, authentic purpose.

Is 'Purity of Heart Is to Will One Thing' a religious or philosophical text?
It is both; Kierkegaard blends philosophy and Christian theology to explore existential and ethical questions
about will, authenticity, and faith.

How does Kierkegaard's concept of purity of heart contrast with
hypocrisy?
Purity of heart involves an honest, unified will, while hypocrisy entails a divided will and insincerity,
where one pretends or acts against their true intentions.

Additional Resources
1. Purity of Heart Is to Will One Thing by Søren Kierkegaard
This foundational work by Kierkegaard explores the concept of purity as an inner unity of purpose. It
delves into the struggle of the self to align its will with a single, genuine goal—ultimately a spiritual or
ethical ideal. The book encourages readers to cultivate sincerity and integrity in their pursuit of meaning.

2. Fear and Trembling by Søren Kierkegaard
In this philosophical treatise, Kierkegaard examines the story of Abraham and Isaac to discuss faith, ethics,
and the paradox of religious belief. The work highlights the tension between universal moral laws and
individual faith commitments, illustrating the complexity of sincere devotion. It complements the themes
of purity and will found in "Purity of Heart Is to Will One Thing."

3. Either/Or by Søren Kierkegaard
This seminal book contrasts aesthetic and ethical modes of life through a series of essays and reflections. It
emphasizes the importance of making authentic choices and committing to a life of purpose, echoing the
idea of willing one thing wholeheartedly. The exploration of selfhood and decision-making is central to
Kierkegaard’s philosophy.



4. The Sickness Unto Death by Søren Kierkegaard
A profound analysis of despair and the self, this work investigates the human condition and the struggle for
authentic existence. Kierkegaard presents despair as a sickness of the spirit that can only be overcome by a
true synthesis of selfhood aligned with God. It deepens the understanding of purity of heart as a spiritual
state.

5. The Concept of Anxiety by Søren Kierkegaard
This book explores anxiety as a fundamental human experience connected to freedom and the possibility of
sin. Kierkegaard sees anxiety as a condition that precedes authentic choice and commitment, making it
relevant to the process of willing one thing purely. It offers insight into the psychological and existential
challenges of faith.

6. Man’s Search for Meaning by Viktor E. Frankl
Though not directly related to Kierkegaard, Frankl’s exploration of finding purpose under extreme
conditions resonates with the theme of single-minded will. The book discusses how meaning can be
discovered even in suffering, emphasizing commitment to values as a path to psychological and spiritual
health. It complements Kierkegaardian ideas on purpose and authenticity.

7. The Courage to Be by Paul Tillich
Tillich’s existential theology addresses the anxiety of non-being and the courage needed to affirm one’s self
in the face of uncertainty. This work aligns with Kierkegaard’s focus on authenticity and the unity of will,
as it encourages embracing faith and purpose despite existential doubts. It offers a modern perspective on
spiritual purity.

8. Existentialism Is a Humanism by Jean-Paul Sartre
Sartre’s accessible lecture outlines the core existentialist belief in radical freedom and responsibility. While
differing from Kierkegaard in theology, it similarly emphasizes the importance of authentic choice and
commitment. The idea of creating one’s essence through will aligns with the purity of heart concept.

9. The Ethics of Authenticity by Charles Taylor
Taylor investigates the modern quest for authenticity and moral integrity, themes central to Kierkegaard’s
thought. The book explores how individuals can live genuinely in a pluralistic society, balancing personal
desires with ethical commitments. It provides a contemporary framework for understanding the purity of
will.
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